The Four Prusarthas

Since the supreme good accepted by the Upanishads is selfrealization, the oneness of the individual self (Atman) with the universal self, (Brahman) it is quite evident that  the three Purusarths, i.e. Artha (wealth), Kama (the fulfillment of desires), and Dhrma (duty), have been thought of as means to the attainment of Moksa.

Wealth becomes evil only when it is misused on account of lack of wisdom. The Upanishads repeatedly point out that everything that is desired is desired for the sake of the self.

The concept of duty or Dharma in the Upanishads is not negative but out and out positive. It does not command us to give up or renounce the world, but rather to engage in the worldly strife, always aiming at the spiritual goal and subordinating all other desires to the strongest desire, or love for God.

The Upanishadic notion of Kama as follows: ‘Kama, which we are asked to renounce, is not desire as such, but only the animal desire, lust, the impulsive craving of the brute man. Freedom from Kama is enjoined, but this is not blank passivity.’

To sum up, we may say that Artha, Kama, and Dharma are instrumental values, but at the same time essential methods for the attainment of Moksa.

The four ends of life, viz.:-- Artha, or wealth, for the development of body, Kama, or the fulfillment of desires, for the development of mind, Dharma, or morality, for the development of intellect, and finally Moksa, or spiritual perfection, for the development of the soul. Thus this ethico-metaphysical system is present clearly in the Rigvedic philosophy and it is also reflected in the Upanishads, which emphasize the oneness of the universe and hence entail the same non-dual reality as the goal of the cosmos, of society, and of the individual.

The highest goal, the summum bonum is not only the well being, of human beings but of all the living creatures.  The following Sanskrit verse sums up the Indian ethical ideal.

Sarve bhabantu sukhinah sarve santu niramayah

Sarve bhadrani pasyantu makaschit dukhabhagabhavet.

‘May all be at ease; may all be sinless; may all experience happiness; may none experience suffering.’

