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EDITORIAL

This issue of the SHSS has contributions from six scholars from 
various fields in the Humanities and the Social Sciences. I would 
like to thank all of them for their contributions and for their patient 
revisions in the light of the reviewerís comments.

I am grateful to all the reviewers for their reviews. We acknowledge 
the fact that their consent to review these submissions is a clear 
manifestation of their commitment towards academia.

sarvChetan KatoCh



ëALL LITERATURE AS VULGARí:  
AMBEDKARITE POETICS OF THE PEOPLE*1

Claire Joubert

The reflection presented here stems from a concern in two 
intersecting questions. One is the recognised necessity to rethink 
the concept of ëthe peopleí. Freighted as it is, from its origination 
in European political philosophy, with the built-in contradictory 
fact of colonialism in the framing of the modern nation-state form, 
the concept is now made shaky in the transnational, possibly ëpost-
nationalí push of postcolonial globalisation. What is the outlook for 
democracy as the forms of the political recompose, on a global scale? 
The other question is the history of knowledge which has led to the 
situation of division and often conflict between conceptualisations 
of the people, of peoples, and of the political dynamics that run 
through cultural difference: a still active split between social sciences 
and the humanities. Their common genealogy in Europeís colonial 
rationalism has been established, and the special function of the 
Indian sub-continent as laboratory for their articulation amply 
documented. The issue of caste, a cultural singularity and a theoretical 
problem for political philosophies based on liberal citizenship as well 
as on class-division, is notorious as motivation of European Indian 
sociology (and its genealogy in colonial demographic classification). 
It is also critical, in absentia, as blind spot in the brahminical bias 
of textual Indology from its inception. What does the question of 
caste problematise in the divisions of knowledge concerning human 
societies, and their implications for democracy? 

In studying Ambedkarís work and its continuities in contemporary 
dalit debates on literature, I explore what can be illuminated in 
these issues by a poetics of the people. The link between poetics and 
politics has a long tradition of preoccupying, as well as questioning, 
literary study. Concerning South Asia, it has mostly taken the form 
of a critique of the textualist culturalism of Indology, and the 
emergence of a political sociology of India has been decisive in 
fashioning the necessary tools to capture the positivities of Indiaís 
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political present and past. But the analytical power of poetics is not 
reducible to the theory of mimesisósupposedly Aristotelian despite 
much retouching since, and organised on the Platonic disjunction 
of form and realityó, which is indeed one of its traditional 
ideologies and which sustains the disciplinary separation of (social) 
experience and (humanist) discursivity. Rather, as the study of the 
historicity of meaning constitutive of the process of socialisation, 
it offers potentials for strong rehistoricisations of ëthe peopleí. It 
trains attention to the critical people-effects that are forming and 
transforming, rearticulating and irrupting, within, below, or outside 
of the categories of social science and liberal philosophy, constantly 
shaping ëa missing peopleí (Deleuze, 1985) from the texture of 
the presumed peoplesówhether ethnic, cultural, communal, 
democratic, national... The condition for this rests on an equally 
strong historicisation of ëliteratureí as category.

Ambedkar

B.R. Ambedkar, as political leader, constitutional lawyer and social 
scientist himself, is typically discussed in the idiom of political 
scientists in the context of the history of Independence, and of social 
scientists for the discussion of caste politics. His denunciation of 
Brahminism makes him a natural ally for methodologies concerned 
with maximising the distance from the formalism of text. Yet for a 
poetics of the people, we can take a starting point in the radicality of 
his enunciative stance as he engages his critique of the casteist order 
in an unrelenting textual polemics with the Dharmashastrasóhere 
in Who Were the Shudras (1946): ëIt will be said that I have shown no 
respect for the sacred literature of the Hindus which every sacred 
literature deserves. [...] in my research I have been guided by the 
best tradition of the historian who treats all literature as vulgaróI 
am using the word in its original sense of belonging to the peopleí 
(Rodrigues, 2002: 392). In this philological perspective, the history 
and the present of literature is placed within the history of an ethnos. 
The philological discussion of this literature also opens up the 
strategic field of the politics of enunciation, which makes possible 
an analysis of the demos in the linguistic products and practices that 
build up as culture. 

This cultural, anthropological take on texts has a specific history 
in India, in the double-edged genealogy in the Orientalist project. 
ëCulturalisingí India has also meant undifferentiating the diverse 
groups of enunciators, and providing arguments for those who saw 
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the advantages in the depoliticisation of the colonial relation. But 
it is also interesting to consider this anthropological perspective 
in its own formative moment within the genesis of Indologyófor 
instance in the words of Eugène Burnouf inaugurating the discourse 
of Sanskrit Studies in Paris with a lecture ëOn Sanskrit Language and 
Literatureí (1833). In 1863 Burnouf would give his classic Essay on 
the Veda (1863) the subtitle ëStudies in the religions, the literature 
and the social constitution of India... A work which might serve as 
an introduction to the study of Western literaturesí, at a time when 
these had not yet formed as objects of scholarship. Equally significant 
is the historical simultaneity with an opposite movement shaping 
the Romantic notion of ëliteratureí which was rapidly superseding 
the earlier inclusive category of ëlettersí. We know how in this new 
cartography of text and society, the artistic autonomy of literature was 
nevertheless welded with the equally new national, if not nationalist, 
frame of reference. The ëliterarisationí of Orientalist canons and 
textual practices would follow, amplifying the civilizational logic (for 
instance in widening the gap between Great and Little traditions) 
against the historical and (self)historicising perspective.

But the question of the people which Ambedkar recaptures by 
equalising the field of letters, well beyond the folklorist reclaiming 
of popular and vernacular forms, to engage in a textual sociology 
that has the power of a radical social critique, constitutes a direct 
interpellation of ëliteratureí and of what Europe-inspired literary 
thinking makes of the political, both in the course of its formative 
history and in its practices in the present. 

Ambedkar, born in the Mahar community in the Bombay 
Presidency and educated into the Westernised intellectual elite, is 
a complex figure: ambivalent in the perspective of national history 
for his part in the shifting alliances and divisions of the decolonising 
process, and profoundly controversial. His posterity is marked with 
seesawing ups and down: centrality (as reference for emergent dalit 
politics with the 1972 formation of the Dalit Panthers, and again as 
instrument for the appeal to popular masses in the nationalist politics 
which has developed in recent decades, with the mainstreaming 
operation of his 1991 centenary celebration), and marginalisation 
(in the long intervening episodes of historical silencing). The 
multiple valences of Ambedkar, past and present, have to do 
with the penetrating character of his speech acts in democracy 
(Joubert, 2015), which dissected and disrupted the social contracts 
of Brahminicalóbut also reformist and nationalistóideological 
agendas for India as independent polity. A poetics of the people 
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is at work in the political creativity in his war of discourses, and in 
the textual terrain of engagement he established for the democratic 
struggle. 

Ambedkarís logomachy, conducted in the tight-knit, highly-
charged discursive texture of public and political debates in the 
decades leading up to Independence, illuminates the discursive 
process through which democracy is produced. His action as maker 
of the untouchable political subject and key enunciatoróin his 
role as chair of the Constitution Drafting Committeeóof Indian 
constitutional democracy is materialised in this invention of successive 
rupture points in the hegemonic assemblages of enunciation, in the 
context of the acceleration of social transitions in de-colonial India. 
From his first intervention, in the 1916 ethnographic study on ëCaste 
in Indiaí, he opened up the terrain for engagement at the heart of 
the Indian discursive order, from which he would successively carve 
out a series of discursive positions for political critique, or discursive 
modes of political-democratic struggle, which are also political 
performatives. Each performs an alternative people, and constitutes 
a political emergence of the untouchable democratic subject: 
precarious, produced in the inchoative temporality of strategy, 
situational and shifting, but also decisive in the construction of the 
Unionís socio-political scene as it is constituted today. We know how 
this dimension of counter-hegemonic interpellation in his work, the 
political imagination and analytic penetration of it, has been crucial 
to the constitution of the untouchables as political force, which 
would be expressed later in the new self-designation as ëDalitsí. 

In a previous work, I have studied three of the most notable 
forms of Ambekdarís speech-acts in democracy as conducted in 
his essays and speeches (Joubert, 2015): annihilation (of caste)2, 
representation (of the people), and conversion (and the posterity of 
liberation). Indeed Ambedkarís scalpel-sharp analysis of the social 
articulations of domination, and the vigorous political imagination 
in his proposed re-assemblages of collective enunciation, which 
dis-articulate instituted language games and redistribute socio-
political relations, are worth studying in themselves. My suggestion 
is that Ambedkarís textual intervention is also a theory of the fine 
historicity of the demos that courses through enunciation, working 
by radical re-historicisations of the discursive compacts that hold 
together a political order and the different political subject positions 
that it allows. Ambedkarís ëvulgar-isationí of literature for the work 
of democracy is first and foremost the act ëof the historianí, and a 
trenchant political philosophy of history. 
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In the space of this study I concentrate, concerning the poetics 
of Ambedkarís own essays, on the specificity of his praxis of re-
historicisation. As he works to establish an untouchable speech 
position, his major point of engagement is with the power of social 
articulation in Brahminical letters. It is in his re-readings of the 
Vedas and Shastras, Brahmanas and Upanishads, as well as the Gita 
and the echoes of the Smriti in Sanskrit drama, that he undertakes 
a systematic de-coupling of the yoking between ritual content and 
the social hierarchy of caste, in the speech act of consecration. 
His rigorous, acid and at times jubilant polemic energy too is well-
known and has been feared across several generations. It has also 
given rise to a popular culture of celebration around an exultant 
metaphor that plays with the possibilities afforded by his name 
Bhimrao to mythologise associations with Pandava Bhim, and all the 
possible imaginings of a smashing, breaking, crushing, to counter 
the socio-religious treading-down of the dalits (Poitevin, 2009). The 
ëannihilation of casteí takes place in the denouncing, dis-enunciating 
of the violent pragmatics activated in Hinduismís founding texts. It 
is in the most attentive philological ërespectí of the texts (Rodrigues, 
2002: 392) that it is conducted, following the operations of symbolic 
degradation in direct confrontation with its enunciative authorities: 
ëstraight from the horseís mouthí (Rodrigues, 2002: 405), and down 
to the letter: ëchapter and verseí (Rodrigues, 2002: 391). 

But the polemic is the form only of a speech act, which has its 
overall logic in the work of historicisation. Ambedkar reads ëthe 
sacred literature of the Hindusí to retrace the positive operations 
of domination that have shaped Indian history, and reconstruct 
a history of the formation of Chaturvarnyaóand of a fifth varna as 
outcaste. Reversing the argument of antiquity of the Hindu order, 
celebrated by Orientalist research and appropriated by a section 
of Indian society to bolster the nationalist project, it makes audible 
what Jotirao Phule had already called the ëfabricationí of caste 
(Deshpande, 2002). And yet, developing Phuleís mode of refutation 
into an altogether new dimension of shudra and ati-shudra critique 
and giving shape to what would become the age of the dalit political 
voice, it pointedly diverges from Phuleís rhetorical strategy and 
avoids ëtreat[ing] the whole literature as a collection of fables and 
fictions to be thrown on the dung heap not worthy of serious studyí 
(Rodrigues, 2002: 394). Reading less for content than for force, 
he recaptures the historical struggles generative of domination, 
and identifies the logomachic strokes of Brahminism: in the anti-
Buddhist ëcounter-revolutioní propounded in the Gita (Rodrigues, 
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2002: 193-205) for example, or in the insults and threats in the 
letters that he was receiving from ëthe mad dogs of orthodoxyí (391). 
In this he redirects the antiquitising perspective to bring to view a 
historical process of social ëdegradationí (Rodrigues, 2002: 393) that 
resulted from political defeat. The titles of his published studies are 
explicit: it is a matter of retrieving the formative history of Who Were 
the Shudras? How They Came to be the Fourth Varna in Indo-Aryan Society 
(1946), the history of The Untouchables: Who They Were and Why They 
Became Untouchable? (1948), and even the contemporary history of 
caste in the making, in What Congress and Gandhi Have Done to the 
Untouchables (1945). 

In his luminous study Dr Ambedkar and Untouchability, Christophe 
Jaffrelot proposes to read as an ëethnicisation of casteí3 the critical 
revolution which Ambedkar effects in the analysis of Indian society 
(Jaffrelot, 2005). It is certainly true that his readings reconstruct 
the shudras, for example, as a ëpopulationí of the Indo-Aryan 
past: ëas a distinct, separate, identifiable communityí (Rodrigues, 
2002: 386), of identifiable kshatriya status in an original three-fold 
division of Aryan society, engaged in a persistent war opposing king 
and brahmins, and ultimately broken by the brahminsí victory4. In 
this reconstructed history, the brahminsí refusal of ritual service 
generated the creation of the fourth varna, excluded from twice-
born status, and gradually the significance of political defeat was 
transmuted into social degradation, while the community itself was 
diluted and ëabsorbedí : ëThe word Shudra lost its original meaning 
of being the name of a particular community and became a general 
name for a low-class people without civilization, without culture, 
without respect and without positioní (Rodrigues, 2002: 397). Out 
of the ideology of the people imprinted in the casteist order, and 
consecrated by the organic myth of Purusha Sukta (Rodrigues, 2002: 
390), Ambedkarís reversed archeology indeed carves out a space 
for an ethnos: a history of peoples and of conflict, which contradicts 
the temporality of Sanatanism (Rodrigues, 2002: 170) and karma. 
Jaffrelot describes the strategies of ëmilitant autochtonyí which can 
beóhave indeed beenóformed from the notion of an original 
anthropological identity, and the empowerment that results from 
this ëinventing of a golden ageí (Jaffrelot, 2005: 38) for the lower 
castes. 

The political myth for the untouchables which Ambedkar builds 
from his remobilising of history constitutes a less ambiguous attempt 
to bring out the generative acts of exclusionóin this case the 
persecution suffered for the communitiesí Buddhist secession from 
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the Hindu orderó, both in terms of historical method and political 
vision. Ambedkar here does more than claim anthropological dignity 
and historical pride. Opening a past ëwhen Untouchables were not 
Untouchable but were only Broken Mení (Rodrigues, 2002: 400), 
he offers a double hypothesis: the notion of a Buddhist origin of 
untouchables, and an interpretation of untouchability as brahminical 
construction of the Buddhist meat diet into a taboo, at the time of 
the ëcounter-revolutioní5 unleashed at the ending of the Buddhist 
polity, when this group ëdid not care to return to Brahminism 
when it became triumphant over Buddhism as easily as others didí 
(Rodrigues, 2002: 402). Reintroducing the historical knowledge of 
a reciprocity of impurity between brahmins and untouchables, and of 
untouchable communitiesí active refusal of brahmin ritual ministry, 
Ambedkar anticipates the ëgreat surpriseí (Rodrigues, 2002: 399) 
which is asóor moreólikely as the hypothesis concerning the 
shudras ëbound to act as atomic bombs on the dogmas of the Arya 
Samajistsí (Rodrigues, 2002: 390). 

This reactivating of history has had a remarkable power of 
political fabulation in the history of the 20th century, reworking the 
ethnic argument already developed by Phule and Iyotee Thassar in 
the last quarter of the 19th century. Ambedkarís injection of vast and 
multidimensional scholarship, both encyclopaedically historical and 
historically cutting-edge, into this broad project is a key part of his 
contribution. But the characteristic breakóand what I understand 
as a major conceptual-political essay, or poem, of the peopleóconsists 
in reshaping the already circulating concept of ëBroken Mení, or 
ëdalití in the original Marathi6, into the pioneering political concept 
which the last forty years of Indian history have materialised and 
vindicated. In Ambedkarís enunciation, the phrase ëBroken Mení 
is made to operate as political identification: it is taken from the 
already strategic discursive terrain of ethnos to the plane of the 
demos, and calls into emergence the untouchable people as political 
subject. In so doing it also identifies the historical and present actors 
of the ëbreakingí up of a community, and the ideological speech 
acts archived in the Hindu Shastras and Veda Vyas Smriti, as the 
performatives of degradation. The remarkable political invention 
encapsulated in Ambedkarís concept constructs social humiliation 
(the experience of the broken man, as effect of oppression) into a 
collective becoming, and a political history, of a dislocated people7. 
It displaces the affective, inter-individual planeóas well as Mahar 
particularism in this instanceóto shape an interpellation addressed 
to, hence constitutive of, a political subject which is potentially trans-
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communitarian and trans-regional. Where ëdalití can come to signify 
what it does in the 1973 Dalit Panthersí manifesto.8 A similar insight 
into the fragmented people will be developed in Partha Chatterjeeís 
The Nation and its Fragments (Chatterjee, 1993), although this key 
Subalternist study has been criticised for proposing no specific 
treatment of Dalit exclusion. But certainly, Ambedkarís ëBroken 
Peopleí and Gramsciís thought on the fragmentótheorising the 
subaltern as resulting from the dislocation of previously established 
communities, surviving within a hegemonic order as dis-organic 
fragments of classes and peoples, ëfalsified and mutilatedí and 
deprived of historical initiativeóare mutually illuminating 
concepts9. Both are attempts to rethink, beyond Marxist economism 
and beyond the liberal ëpolitical schoolí (Rodrigues, 2002: 121), the 
interconnections of class with culture, and ethnos with demos. 

This is also why a reference in Ambedkarís thinking can help 
retain the critical edge in the Gramscian concept of the subaltern, 
against its partial erosion in Subaltern Studies work over the decades 
since their launch in 1982, when it has inclined towards a culturalist, 
possibly essentialising celebration. In recovering a political past for 
the shudra and untouchable peoples, Ambedkarís historicisation 
generates a political future, for struggle and social change through 
democracy. Similarly, his apprehension of the caste system through 
the concept of ëgraded inequalityí (Rodrigues, 2002: 385) constitutes 
a political anatomy of domination, beyond the social analysis already 
articulated by anti-brahmin voices and the various religious and 
social reformist movements and active from the late 19th century 
on. ëGraded inequalityí explains how the ëdivision of labourí is 
compounded in caste with ëa division of labourersí (Rodrigues, 
2002: 263, italics in the original) in a relayed, hierarchic system of 
oppression which generates a deep ëanti-socialí logic, making ëpublic 
opinion impossibleí and constituting a structural invalidation of the 
principle of ëFraternityí. In this obstacle to the demos, and its mobile 
configurations of political solidarities or class alliances, Ambedkar 
also identifies the point of hegemonic articulation which needs to 
be broken for any possible political evolution towards democracy. 
The ëannihilation of casteí will be a demolishing, a fracturing ëbackí: 
a breaking of the solidarities which hold the brahmin order in place, 
even when it also means breaking the solidarity of the Independence 
movement, in the demand for separate electorates in 1932 to take 
one landmark example, or in the dissidence from the Quit India 
movement of 1942. 

Ambedkarís poetics of the people develops in the intense political 
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creativity with which, many times over in the four decades of his 
political leadership, he re-fashioned the possibilities of the demos as 
strategic conditions, hegemonic coalitions and critical opportunities 
shifted and realigned in the turbulent evolution of decolonisation. 
In each of these counter-calls to the iterative interpellation of caste, 
he imagined the password of a people in the making, as he diagnosed 
and activated the possible fissures in casteismís order-words (Deleuze 
& Guattari, 1980). A comprehensive review of the organisational 
forms he successively gave to his work in calling into political 
being a possible democratic subject and political constituency 
would show the power of this sustained re-invention, consolidating 
successive common causes and discursive footholds, and aggregating 
constituencies across caste stratifications and across systems of social 
divisions: from the separate electorate demanded for ëDepressed 
Classesí/Untouchables at the Round Table Conference for colonial 
legislative reform of 1931, to the common condition of workers with 
the creation of the Independent Labour Party (1936), the solidarity 
of caste inferiority (with the Scheduled Caste Federation in 1942), 
and again with the mass conversion to Buddhism as project of social 
egalitarianism (1956). 

This praxis of the demos was always tentative, necessarily a gamble 
within the prevalent equilibriums of power, more or less successful 
and always precarious; and certainly always vigorously contested 
by the various dominant groups whose ëorder-wordsí it attempted 
to de-totalise and disjoint. The sequence of Ambedkarís career 
as statesmanóas Minister of Law and Justice in the first national 
government and chief enunciator of constitutional law for the 
Constitution of independent Indiaóended his hopes of inscribing 
the demos in the political terms of the innovating Indian polis, as his 
draft for a Hindu Code Bill was blocked in the Legislative Assembly 
and he made the decision to resign. After this failure in 1951, the 
new ëpasswordí to break through the ëorder-wordsí of caste that 
Ambedkar experimented with bifurcated away from the political 
idiom, to form a new collective assemblage across historical lines and 
across discursive spheres, trans-connecting with a long and multiform 
tradition in India of social movement and dissent in religious 
expression. This retreat from the constituted plane of politics is no 
retreat from the political work of giving shape to the constituting 
demos: it is still actively inventing modes of disaggregating the casteist 
hold in national politics. 

In reorienting his movement towards neo-Buddhist conversion, 
Ambedkar was placing the enunciation of the untouchable demos in 
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confluence with the vast historical stream of an alternative discursive 
and literary history which ranges from Buddhism to bhakti. The 
speech-act of Ambedkarite conversion picks up historical echoes 
with hagiographic tradition and devotional forms; from the radical 
bhakti poet-Sants of medieval vernaculars; from the Buddhist 
disputations (including their language choice of popular Pali over 
brahmanical Sanskrit). It resonates with the historical figure of the 
gurus and bodhisattvas who founded sect congregations, creating 
communities that cut locally egalitarian, emancipatory perspectives 
through the dominant ideologies. The figure of Kabir, and his 
following in the Kabir Panth, opening a zone of passage in the 
cultural order at the jointly mobile point of poetry and conversion 
between Hindu Brahmanism and Islam in the Mughal 15th century, is 
an emblematic guru figure in all of Ambedkarís political thinking10. 
The 1956 conversion reconnects with a radical history which it helps 
in turn to reinterpret from a political angle, beyond religion and 
beyond poetry, in its full spectrum from local popular heterodoxies 
to civilizational revolution, for which the Buddhisation of the State 
in the 3rd century constitutes the historical model. It is important 
to note Ambedkarís denunciation of the social quietism generated 
by bhakti culture in the lower castes. His criticism of pilgrimage 
practices, his acid remarks on the Chokhamela cultís ëvery unhealthy 
effect on the Depressed Classesí (Jaffrelot, 2005: 49), signal the exact 
point in his reactivation of the conflicting and protesting histories in 
the canons of Indian discourse: the appeal to traditions of discourses 
from below is made not in the name of the popular, which can always 
potentially be re-absorbed into the national project as folkloric Little 
Traditions; not in the name of poetry either, whose critical energy can 
be dispersed in aesthetics; but as radical and dissenting: a history 
of political resistance and revolutionary pressure, which can be 
reconstituted as critical capital for the political creations to come. 

Ambedkarís poetics, ëtreating all literature as vulgarí, brings 
together an original assemblage of three issues: literature, people 
and, crucially, the critical activation of historicity. It is the specificity 
of this proposition which distinguishes his contribution from earlier 
historicist attempts, where history was indeed already reactivated to 
generate a usable past for ëthe shudratishudrasíóPhuleís designation 
for the groups identified by caste oppression but now engaged in 
a process of mobilising, including under his own leadership, and 
building social pressure to claim popular agency and social inclusion 
(Deshpande, 2002: 191). The ëadií [original natives] theme which 
operated as rallying term for the enunciation of an uprising social 
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identity in a number of social movements starting from the late 19th 

centuryófrom Iyotee Thassarís Adi-Dravida interpellation in 1892 
(Bergunder, 2004) to its political amplification by Periyar in the 
Tamil Nadu of the 1920s and 1930s, or in the Punjabi Chamarsí 
defiant claim to Adi-Dharmi status in the early 1920sóhad 
been a militant use of pre-Aryan history. It founded new militant 
untouchable identities on the historical reimagining of outcaste 
and lower caste communities as dignified by an antiquity superior 
to that of the Aryas; as primordial, indigenous claimants of the land. 
This strong, and historically effective political re-articulation of 
the structural oppression of caste must be read as a major political 
invention, applying anti-traditionalism to ëthe fraudulent rigmarole 
of the caste systemí (Phule, in Deshpande, 2002: 45). The vision of 
Phuleís Satyashodhak Samaj (Society of seekers of truth, founded 
in 1873) directs the social demand towards a restoration of historic 
truth, and his Gulamgiri ([Slavery], 1873) opens out an ample 
rhetorical stage on which he conducts a relentless debunking of the 
ëdeep cunningí of the ëBhatsí who, characteristically, ëwrote booksí 
to enshrine their ëcruel and inhuman Lawsí: ëTheir main object in 
fabricating these falsehoods was to dupe the minds of the ignorant 
and to rivet on them the chains of perpetual bondage and slavery 
which their selfishness and cunning had forged.í (Deshpande, 2002: 
30) The rationalist demystification of the ëmass of specious fictioní, 
working through the illogical and the contradictory in the speech-
acts of caste, works on a truth/falsehood binary focused on a polemic 
correction of the past. 

Ambedkarís first scholarly statement on Castes in India (1916), 
bears a subtitle which is an index of how much he inherits from 
Phuleís historicist protest: it is indeed in the study of the ëMechanism, 
Genesis and Developmentí of caste hierarchies that their oppression 
will be exposed. But Ambedkarís political imagination breaks 
further ground in the strategies of ëapply[ing] the dynamiteí to 
the ëfinality and fixityí, the ëcramp[ing]í and ëcrippl[ing]í, of social 
immobility. Ambedkar presses historicity to a more radical capacity, 
by vigorously reframing origin, but also locating the political resource 
of historicity in the mobility, the creativity, of the demos: a constantly 
originating of the people, constantly ëmissingí (Deleuze, 1985) from 
instituted formsósocial order, ethnic identities, or majoritarian 
politiesóbecause continuously instituting in the negotiation of 
irrupting, de-totalising minorities. His conception of the demos as 
historicity of the people reframes caste, beyond its redefinition as race 
or ethnicity, as political history: a history of wars, and of ëRevolution 
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and Counter-Revolutioní. It reorients the fight for annihilating caste 
as the work of inventing political spaces for the demos in the past-
heavy present, including making use of all possible eddies in the 
precipitation of history approaching Independence to ëstamp the 
dalit imprint on timeí, in Kalekuri Prasadís words11 (Satyanarayana 
& Tharu, 2013: 621). Indeed this ëprocess by which congealed 
power is made to flow, and flow all the way down to the lowest levels, 
remains to be discoveredí, Prasad continues in a 1998 essay: however 
powerful the Ambedkarite proposition for the dalit democratic 
force, its development in a number of post-Ambedkar movements 
has passed through destructive crises of leadership and new internal 
congealings of power. It has always been a matter of the continuous 
reinvention of the demos in the evolving situation of the enunciation 
of power: originating a people in the immediate process of history, 
as ësharp, fresh and aliveí as the dalit poetry to which Prasad pays 
tribute (Satyanarayana & Tharu, 2013: 617). 

It is interesting that Ambedkar refers to Bhavabhuti for a poetics 
of democratic becoming, declaring trust in the ëfuture generationí 
of Hindus who will, if the present generation will not, ëtake notice of 
what I have to sayí, he writes: ëFor I take consolation in the words of 
the poet Bhavabhuti who said, ëTime is infinite and earth is vast, some 
day there will be born a man who will appreciate what I have saidíí 
(Rodrigues, 2002: 392). Poetry is evoked here as operation of futurity, 
opening a trans-enunciative process for a people in the making across 
the generations, and explicitly not as aesthetic concern. Amdebkarís 
dalit critique is scrupulously a ëhistorianíís treatment of all literature 
as vulgar, unapologetically carried out with no pretention of style, 
as he remarks regularly12. The concern here is to essay a demos, and 
transform the terms for the enunciation of the people in the idioms 
and the geographies of social imagination. A poetics of the vulgar, 
as belonging to the people, is a de-poeticisation, or de-literarisation, 
practiced in his own writing as well as effected in the re-politicised 
reading of Kabirís or Ramanujaís bhakti poetry. 

I will not suggest that the radical democracy which Ambedkar 
projects has the quality of granular historicity which the anarchist 
conceptualisation of Deleuze and Guattari explores. His theorising 
of minority, and his involvement of literature ëas belonging to the 
peopleíóas space for the de-totalisation of political order by the 
people in the makingódiffers from the notions of literature as 
ëthe affair of the peopleí, of ëminor literatureí, and of literature 
as ëminoritisingí force (Deleuze & Guattari, 1975). It is important 
to sense the distinctness of his praxis of history and the strategic 
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cutting-edge, in his situation of enunciation in the colonial and 
caste-structured Indian hegemony of the interwar years, of his 
statist, constitutionalist option, based on the liberal principle of 
the rule of law. Critical historicisations are themselves historical 
forms of the work of emancipation, determined by their conditions 
of enunciation in the diversity of hegemonic conjunctures. It is in 
fact in the comparative study of their historical singularities that the 
critical modes for the here and now can be imagined and forged. 
Ambedkarís choices in his strategic moment are made sufficiently 
clear in his contributions to the legislative debate on the shaping of 
the Union: States and Minorities (1947), and Pakistan or the Partition of 
India (1946). His radical demos is not based either on the ësly civilityí 
that Homi Bhabha has dissected in the subaltern social history of 
the Raj (Bhabha, 2004: 132). The irruption of caste in the political 
sphere of civility translates into precisely the explicit modernism 
which has made him suspicious for Gandhian nationalism, and 
into the militant deployment of the cause of progress (and 
education particularly). A long development in Annihilation of Caste 
is organised in the successive examination of potential or actual 
modes of reform (religious reform, social reform, revolution, in 
various combinations...), to settle in conclusion on the choice of the 
temporality of democracy, as inspired by Dewey (and recognised by 
even such a counter-revolutionary as Burke, quoted for stating that 
ëA state without the means of some change is without the means of 
its conservationí): democracy lies in ëthe present act of living and 
growingí, in opposition to the anti-historical, sanatan look ëupon 
the present as empty and upon the future as remoteí (Rodrigues, 
2002: 304). As much as ë[a]n individual can live only in the presentí 
(quoting Dewey here), an ëideal societyí for Ambedkar ëshould be 
mobile, should be full of channels for conveying a change taking 
place in one part to other parts.í ëIn an ideal society,í he continues, 
ëthere should be many interests consciously communicated and 
shared. There should be varied and free points of contact with 
other modes of association. In other words there must be social 
endosmosis. This is fraternity, which is only another name for 
democracy. Democracy is not merely a form of government. It is 
primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated 
experienceí (Rodrigues, 2002: 276). And fundamentally, ëthe idea of 
law is associated with the idea of change.í Such a view of democracy 
as social movement can have revolutionary consequences: ëI have 
decided to changeí, Ambedkar declares as he bids farewell to the 
1936 Jat-Pat-Todak Mandal for social reforms, where he had been 
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invited to speak but where the thrust of his address, which he would 
publish as Annihilation of Caste, alarmed the audience. ëI am gone 
out of your foldí (Rodrigues, 2002: 304), he repeats, after his earlier 
statement that he ëwould not die a Hinduí, and after the resolution 
adopted at the Yeola conference of 1935 that the untouchables 
should leave the fold of Hinduism. 

Ambedkar-talk

To explore further the constitutive identity between the demos so 
conceived as movement of historicity in the people and the creativity 
of enunciation which mobilises communities in and through 
language, I want to follow Ambedkarís praxis of history in his posterity 
in contemporary Ambedkarism. The futurity which Ambedkar 
opened for the dalit subject has been spectacularly ëimprintedí on 
the de facto course of Indian history. However unevenly successful 
his projections of untouchable politics were in the decades of his 
leadership, and however marginalised his own voice has been in 
his lifetime and beyond, it is as inventor of the untouchable voice 
that he has marked and reshaped Indian history. ëAmbedkar-talkí 
(Bama, 2005: 103) has developed into a trans-enunciative space of 
political subjectivation where dalit empowerment has taken and 
is taking place, relaying the movement of emancipation across 
generations, locations, and languages: ëYou gave us the tongueí, 
Namdeo Dhasal was writing in the 1970s (Zelliot, 1992: 313). It is 
Ambekdarís role as ëlogotheteí, or ëcréeateur de langueí (Barthes, 1971) 
for the Indian demos and ëvulgariserí of literature as question of the 
people, as his discourse is continued in dalit enunciation now, which 
will help delineate further the poetics of the people necessary for the 
reinvention of politics that globalisation requires of contemporary 
peoples, ever more critically. 

The canonisations of Ambedkar, ëthe Doctor and the Saintí13, do 
belong to a socio-political expression of popular politics which has 
an identified history in India, but the poetic strand of this history 
also finds a decisive new instantiation in dalit expression. From the 
neo-Buddhist turn of Ambedkarism in 1956, dalit literature has been 
in close and constant association with dalit activism, starting with the 
immediate formation of an organised programme of Dalit Sahitya14. 
And the expression of devoted homage to Ambedkar as ëfather of 
Dalit literatureí (Dangle, 2009: xxii) has been so characteristic that it 
has formed into a subgenre or identificatory trope in dalit literature, 
across poetry, autobiography, short-story and novel forms, and across 
languages. Anna Bhau Satheís poem ëTake a Hammer to Change 
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the Worldí (ëso saying went Bhimrao! [...] To break the chains of 
class and caste/ Hold to the name of Bhim!í, Dangle, 2009: 5), Baby 
Kambleís eulogy in her 1986 autobiography The Prison We Broke15, 
or the popular ovis entreating ëMothers and women, stop singing 
the songs of the old times/ Compose ballads on Bhimí (Poitevin, 
2009: 242), may give a sufficient sense of the common expression of 
inheritance and militant re-enunciation across genres, generations 
and locations. How then is it that this close interlinking of politics 
and poetics has been so persistently and so bitterly debated, in 
successive generations of struggles and movements? How can we 
understand the literary praxis of dalit activists, in the variety of local 
and historical situations? ëIf you were to live the life we live/ (then 
out of you would poems arise),í Arjun Kamble writes in 1973 (Zelliot, 
1992: 286). What does this characteristic yoking illuminate of the 
discursive historicity of the demos and, symmetrically, of the political 
processes in the poetic? 

Looking at the ways the poetics-politics nexus is constructed, 
contested and problematised in a number of interventions in recent 
dalit debates, it soon becomes evident how much depends on which 
literature or which conception of literature is discussed; ultimately, on 
which imagination of the people it makes possible. As it disarticulates 
ëliteratureí, the practice of dalit discourse re-historicises the category 
of literature in its identifiable, localised cultural sequences, and 
doing so it re-politicises the poetic, as making-ëvulgarí: as people 
in emergence, re-mobilised from the peoples ëcongealedí in the 
dominant poetics. It is possible to conceive of the infinitely diverse 
cultural practices of enunciation in categories that are not those 
of ëaestheticsí, as articulated in 18th century Kantian terms for the 
purposes of finding a shared experiential space for the otherwise 
autonomous subject of pure reason. It is equally possible to account 
for the poetic outside the mimetic opposition of representational 
form and content or style and experiential emotionóor again 
outside the European Romantic notion of the autonomy of art, tied 
up with the strategies of social distinction which it makes possible 
and welded as it is historically with the political horizon of the nation-
state, along with its colonial undertow. It is, also, possible to think of 
it outside of the Sanskriti values that generate untouchability. The 
dalit critique of ëliteratureí, ëaestheticsí, ëpoeticsí, whether conducted 
in English or Bhasha, will still be a poetics, precisely if one is ready 
to allow ëpoeticsí to name the collective creativity of a people, in 
and through a transformative politics of literary value. There is a 
concern shared by dalit critics over the capture of dalit productions 
by the mainstream literary scene and academic discourse. Against 
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this literarisation of the dalit voice, a poetics of society can be 
developed, able to envisage the radical historicity of ëthe peopleí, in 
enunciations that are not ëliteratureí but the quality of the people 
in the movement of political invention. In his ëSuggestions to Dalit 
Writersí, Kalekuri Prasad calls for authors who will ëfunction like the 
permanent opposition to seats of authorityí and be ëthe dissenter 
who offers constructive criticism of the dalit movementsís political 
leadershipí (Prasad, 2013: 621). For a poetics of democracy, ëself-
respectí, the political trope developed by Periyar, must also be a ëself-
criticismí consistent enough to continually regenerate leadership: 
ëencourage everyone who can hold a pení; and ëprepare to be led 
byí that everyone. 

The dalit poetics of vulgarity and obscenity, which has so shocked 
and aimed to shock the Indian public, is a constitutive feature that 
has fuelled several decades of literary and social clashes. In the first 
generations, Daya Pawar poetically imagined himself, ëGathering all 
strengthí against the hands that ëraised the whipí and dismembering 
the body of ëthe cultured worldí, wearing its pointed fingers like the 
legendary Angulimal ëin the garland around [his] neckí (Zelliot, 
1992: 294-296). In ëSanskritií, he would also picture the indecorous 
dalit voicing of pain: 

Generation after generation
has arranged the plastic pastime 
of that Great Divine Culture.
Now then they
stuff balls of cotton in their ears.
In huts after huts, whimpering,
the weeping of a broken heart,
disturbs their peaceful life. (Zelliot, 1992: 282, italics in the original)

Keshav Meshram was also writing at the time: 

One Day I Cursed That Mother-Fucker God: 
He just laughed shamelessly.
My neighbouróa born-to-the-pen Brahmanówas shocked.
He looked at me with his castor-oil face and said,
ëHow can you say such things to the
Source of the Indescribable,
Quality-less, Formless Juggernaut?
Shame on you for trying to catch his dharma-hood
In a noose of wordsí.
I cursed another good hot curse.
The university buildings shuddered and sank waist-deep. 
All at once, scholars began doing research
Into what makes people angry. (Zelliot, 1992: 300)
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But the poetic overturn of samskritika adhipatyam [cultural 
hegemony] (Prasad, 2013: 611) is larger here than the shock value in 
a simple reversal of diction in anti-diction. Beyond the introduction 
in literary thematics of the brutality of slum life and the violence of 
degradation, beyond even the militant inscription of the uncouth, 
the rustic, and the obscene made taboo in brahmin poetics, it is not 
a representation of vulgarity which is at stake but an effectuation 
of the vulgaróëas belonging to the peopleí; as the transformative 
generation of the dalit political subject. ëMy everything amber/sky 
alcohols in the glassí, writes Namdeo Dhasal in 1975 (Zelliot, 1992: 
307): the poetic process performed here doesnít only give offense 
to the politics of purification, but projects an ëalcoholingí of values 
as poetic-political programme. The poetic act here is a call, in the 
poemís own terms, to ëfamily-plan your vulgarityí: which implies 
also the concerted call to vulgarise/democratise, pointedly against 
the Stateís demographic policy in the years of the Emergency. The 
poetic performative is a drama of the people, molding a futurity: 
ëFrom what generation to what generation/ is this journey?í asks 
Arun Kamble in ëPrimal Bondí (Zelliot, 1992: 304). ëTurn your dust 
smeared face this way/ and salvage these lives,í he continues, calling 
to the Ahilya-like statue-girl to transfigure, in a renewed ëconnectioní 
with the ëprimal bond of the universeí. The process of the poem 
concludes when the ëphenomenon of procreationí has circled back 
to its point of generation in the present: the primal bond ëis forming 
in you.í 

Dalit writing is teeming with such processes which, in myriads 
of poetic ways, perform the unceasing invention of emancipation. 
The semantic reversals, especially those that turn ëdeathí and ëlifeí 
into one another, or ëburningí from evocation of dalit atrocities 
into the qualification of the rage and power of struggle and back 
again to caste terror, are omnipresent. The politics of naming is a 
structural feature of the socio-symbolic degradation of untouchables 
through the enunciation of slurs, and its reversal typically deployed 
in dalit pride or in dalit strategies of social upward mobility. Phuleís 
etymological efforts are a recognisable precursor to these vigorous 
symmetries of ëcorruptingí caste-inscribed names (Deshpande, 2002: 
57-64). Naming, identifying, as subject of enunciation, is a protest in 
itself. In dalit poetry the work on pronounsócirculating identities 
across I, you, we, they, itótakes this exploration of the enunciation 
of subject and collectivity further again, to striking and powerful re-
imaginations of the dalit people. Recounting the peak moment of 
the dalit literary movement in Andhra in 1993-1994, Prasad singles 
out the poetic and political power of such compilations of the 
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Nalgonda poets as Bahuvachanam [The Plural/Plurality] and Meme 
[ëItís Usí] (Satyanarayana & Tharu, 2013: 616-617): poetic activations 
of a political ëusí. His own poem ëFor a Fistful of Self-respectí (602-
603) violently disowns the strategies of purification, and exhibits the 
forging of ëa beautiful futureí in the ëraging flameí of dalit atrocities 
turned, by the ëupside-downí power of poetic ëpronoun-ingí, into 
ëthe peopleí: 

Chunduru [locality of the dalit massacre of 1991] is not a noun any 
longer; itís a pronoun.
Each heart is now a Chunduru, a fiery tumour. 
Iím the wound of the people, a communion of wounds. [...]
My very existence in this nation, drunk on caste and wealth,
is a protest.
I am someone who dies, time and again, to remain alive.
Donít call me a victim.
Iím a martyr, Iím a martyr, Iím immortal. [...]
I am the upside-down sunrise. [...]
Iím the one forging slogans in the fire of my heart. [...]
I will glow as a beautiful future in the pages of history.
I will be a raging flame
That glows in this very country, again and again. (Satyanarayana & 
Tharu, 2013:602-603)

Writing as protesting is ëagain and againí, in dalit poetry of 
successive generations, the staging of identifications in a process of 
empowerment reminiscent of Pawarís projection of a poetic ëIí as 
the bloodthirsty robber who was converted by the Buddha:

Angulimal.  
I am Angulimal... 
I am Angulimal... (Zelliot, 1992: 296)

Again in ëI Have Become the Tideí, by J.V. Pawar, an identification 
is forged out of a poetic reversal of identity, which is also an allegoric 
trans-figuration of the individual experience of social violence into 
a movement of the peopleóa tide, rising with the power of the 
multitude:

As the sand soaks up the water at the shore, 
so my great sorrow.
How long will it be like the sand?
How long will it cry out because of itís [sic] obstinate wish to exist?
As a matter of fact, it should have been in tide like the sea. [...]
The wind that blows every day
that day yelled in my ear
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 ëwomen strippedí
 ëboycott in the villageí
 ëman killedí
As it spoke, it told me a mantra: ëMake another Mahadí16 
My hands now move toward the weapon on the wall.
I am now the sea, I soar, I surge. [...]
The winds, storms, sky, earth
Now are all mine.
In every inch of the rising struggle
I stand erect. (Zelliot, 1992: 306-307)

Prasad opens his poem ëThe Roadí with a similar allegorical process 
of conversion of identity: ëLike me, the road too is dalit./ Feeling 
the footprint in the heart,/ is winds into the pastí (Satyanarayana 
& Tharu, 2013: 603). As the text proceeds, the first assimilation of 
road and ëdalití in the common image of being trodden underfoot 
(ëUnder/ the macabre dance of rough feetí), which weaves in also 
the association of the road as traditionally forbidden space for 
untouchables, morphs into a different identification, from protest 
march to protest poem and back again to the space of violence 
perpetrated on dalits, as the reader is called upon and called onto 
the road. The road opens out as space of protest, witness, and 
direction, towards the possibilities of solidarityóa powerful poetic 
instantiation of the ëpasswordí:

Tell me,
have you ever heard the song
of the road lined with crucifixes?
Have you ever seen an assembly of
entangled roads marching in procession?
Have you ever joined in the protest song
when the corpse of a road, lynched,
fell right across, bringing
all traffic to halt?
Walk this road.
Once.
To my village. (Satyanarayana & Tharu, 2013: 603-604)

Movement and Literature

When B.M. Puttaiah asks ëDoes Dalit Literature Need Poetics?í 
(Puttaiah, 2013) therefore, what is at stake is a question of poeticsóhow 
one conceives of the politics of poetics, and of the formation of new 
political subjectsówhich has no formalist superficiality or middle-
class high culture complacency. The context of Puttaiahís essay is 
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his critical disaffiliation with the basis for discussion while attending 
a conference on ëKannada Literary Poeticsí (n.d.). Reacting to the 
co-optation of ëDalit [and Womenís] Literatureí within the frame 
of ëKannada literatureí in this setting, he identifies a dissenting and 
ëurgent academic requirementí: ëif thereís a ëDalit Literary Poeticsí, 
it will not be a natural part of the category ëIndian Poeticsí; it can 
never be that. It is more accurately a dissension in ëKannada Literary 
Poeticsí.í His argument is that the reception of dalit literature, when 
it has not been a simple rejection in forms ranging from literary 
ëdisdain [to] violence and brickbatsí17, has in fact given a spectacle 
of the assumptions characteristic of mainstream literary criticism 
and of what I would call, after Kuhn, the ënormal scienceí of literary 
studies. For those who have sung its praisesóëAha! Oho!í, Puttaiah 
ironisesóin appreciation of ëthemesí and ëideas of craftsmanshipí, 
it has been a classic matter of aestheticising commiseration (ëFor 
the rulers, the tears of the poor are after all, just rose waterí) and 
the ënormal scienceí of critical protocols, ëtreat[ing] the words as 
ëa beautiful peacock that no hands can seizeíí18: police raids might 
indeed not be able to detach the painting on the walls of the dalit 
hut, but the romanticised view of literary creativity, held by ëthe class 
that now delights in literatureí, and folklorism, will do nothing to 
question ëthe traditional sense that the word ëliteratureí carriesí. It is 
not only that, as ëexpression of the collective pain of societyí, ëdalit 
literature carries with it the powerful, unbearable odour of burning 
chillií, but that dalit irruption on the literary scene questions ëexisting 
notions of ëcriticismí and ëresearchíí: ëWhat is called ëdalit literatureí 
is not simply literature that has an ideology.í ë[C]lose readingí, 
ëlanguage and structureí, ëthe focus on canonical texts or accepted 
forms and definitions of literature is not adequateí (Puttaiah, 2013: 
351-354).

ëPoetics is a distant dreamí, in these terms. Or at least it raises the 
issue of knowing ë[t]o whom [...] the question of dalit poetics [is] 
addressedí. ëSome traditional studies have made dalit literature their 
prey, others have made it a source [to affirm their theoriesí, Puttaiah 
continues, and a dalit canon has already formed, ëa readymade list 
of dalit authors and worksí, which even within dalit communities 
has come to have validity in ëthe eyes of dalit leaders, writers and 
politiciansí. Literarised, dalit expression can become an attribute 
of the educated dalit middle-class: Puttaiah reluctantly gives the 
case of Devanoora himself as example (Puttaiah, 2013: 362). Here 
it forms indeed as ëdalit literatureí, characterised by its fetishising 
in language. Congealing in ëletters of the alphabet, it splits dalitsí 
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experience from their existencesí. This evolution has led to the 
division of ëtwo ways of lookingí at dalit groups and dalit expression, 
for Puttaiah: ëthe bottom-up model and the top-downí, reflected in 
the opposition of two views of dalit productions. One line of this 
opposition for Puttaiah distinguishes between reading and speech: 
silent reading is the ëmethod ideologically projected by the State, 
while speech stems from the body of peopleí, when Dalit literature 
ëbegs to be read aloud in a full-throated voiceí. This determines 
another opposition, between ëthe way non-dalits [as well as the 
educated dalits] and non-academic dalits respond to dalit literatureí: 
ëfor Study, for Discussioní. Literature ëpopularly defined as writings 
of famous dalit writersí can easily be included in syllabi, and ëstudied 
under different rubrics, like proliferating brands in a marketí. If the 
current flavour is dalit poetics, ëthe irony is that whatever the name 
of the brand, the content of these studies remains the sameí, and as 
ëexclusionaryí. In contrast, literature conceived as voice conceives 
of response as co-enunciation. It is not only that such literature 
ëresist[s] silent reading and require[s] to be read aloudí, as it keeps 
the close connection with ëthe body of peopleí and the rawness of 
social experience: the voicing is a ëdialecticí, and speech ëaims at 
and anticipates a listener, and demands an immediate responseí 
(Puttaiah, 2013: 362-363). 

Puttaiahís position is not exactly K.V. Narayanaís caution, which 
he quotes: ëEither become burning coal yourself, or stand outside 
and watch ití (Puttaiah, 2013: 351). In Puttaiahís outlook, a process 
of becoming is indeed involved but precisely through the dialectic 
of response, where the demos is generated, in trans-subjectivation, 
in opposition to the individualist modes of social mobility or the 
(Romantic) notion of self-expression. ëIn reality, dalit literature is 
not meant for such [literarising] studies. It requires overwhelmed 
responses that pour out like the predictions of a fellow in a trance, 
like Kurimayya [in the story]í (364). In this literature, what is alive and 
ëburningí is the collective futurity, which passes from voice to voice, 
to flame ëbottom-upí for dalit movements and democratic pressure. 
Literary criticism might declare Siddalingaiahís famous protest song 
ëIkkrala Vadirlaí to be ënot poetry at allí, on the ground that ëëBash 
them! Kick them!í is not legitimate in poetic dictioní and constitutes 
a ëviolat[tion] of the sanctity of Goddess Saraswatií. But the test is 
elsewhere: ëDespite this, that same poem inspired hundreds to write 
poetryí. The ëraving reviewers have expelled them from frames of 
poetry or literature and rendered them untouchableí in the critical 
order, but the democratic inspiration has multiplied. 
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ëIs it possible to have a poetics for dalit literature?í Puttaiahís 
conclusion asks (Puttaiah, 2013: 367): only if ëpoeticsí is critiqued 
as strictly as Puttaiah has critiqued ëliteratureí. The question is to 
understand what it takes for poetics to attain the ëserious theoretical 
interest or real theoretical maturity in studiesí of dalit poems and 
to ëwork towards revealing the actual vested social interests of those 
accoladesí that turn the enunciation of the demos into ëliteratureí. 
One direction is signalled in Puttaiahís critique: extending the 
category of literature maximally, to include the demotic forms 
of social mobilisation, from ëpamphlets, wall graffiti, banners, 
magazine articlesí, slogans and protest-songs sung in chorus to the 
sound of the dappu, to plays, research and study camps, ëheartfelt 
talk between dalit activistsí, and even stretching to ëthe words that 
were cooked up in the hot belly of the oppressor as reaction to the 
dalit talkíóthe outer reach of trans-enunciation. ëPolitical demands, 
slogans and songs too constitute literature and there is vision even 
in a statementí. The vulgarising of literature here is not exactly 
contained in the undoing of the exclusionary process of cultural 
distinction and its fearful symmetries; not a static of popular against 
cultured forms, but vectors of socialisation precisely located in the 
historicity of a people in the making.

B. Krishnappa, a founding member and president of the Dalit 
Sangharsha Samiti in Karnataka which Puttaiah would also work 
with up to 1990, had a blunter view of the politics of the people 
in dalit poetics: ëThe purpose of dalit literature is to prepare 
people for revolutioní (Krishnappa, 2013: 109). Criticising both 
the confusion of progressive ëliterary texts about dalitsí with dalit 
literature and the assumption that ëif a writer is a dalit by birth [...] 
his work [is] necessarily dalit literature, his essay ëDalit Literatureí 
made clear: ëDalit literature has a different stand on creativity and 
literary excellence. It is inappropriate to look for refinement in a 
movementís revolutionary literatureí. ë[O]ld aesthetic pleasures or 
artistic creativity or, indeed, abstruse similes and metaphorsí are the 
luxury of ëthe satiated and the flabbyí, and their value as literature 
ëcan only be regarded as boosa [cattle feed]í. The interest of his 
analysis lies, again, in the poetics that Krishnappa does delineate for 
ëa literature that is part of a revolutioní: a quality of address, tied to 
a fresh sense of history. ëAs dalit literature is addressed more to the 
labourer, the farm hand toiling in the fields, the unfortunate living 
in hell [...] it has to be unadorned and fresh,í he writes. And despite 
the logomachic dismissal of all ëaesthetic luxury, written to kill meí 
(Krishnappa, 2013: 110, my emphasis), it is interesting to note that 
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the wholesale opposition of ësimply imaginativeí (and ëirresponsibleí) 
and ërealisticí, if strategically necessary, does leave room also for a 
more penetrating distinction: between ëthe subjective modeí with its 
ëcynical qualityí and an envisioned alternative, however disappointed 
so far, of ëcommitment toí the dalit ëidentityí. Even if he concludes: 
ëTo my knowledge, no Kannada writer has dwelt on the real problems 
of this countryí. 

Social Science and Poetics

This invalidation of literature, reminiscent in the history of discourse 
about literature of the deep interdiction of poetry which Adorno 
identified ëafter Auschwitzí, poses again the exact question of the 
poetics of social ëbarbarismí, to use Adornoís term: the question of 
how one thinks through the relation between the political ërealityí 
of violent hierocratic experience (and the task of revolution/
annihilation), and the power of enunciation in this reality. 

This articulation of enunciation and socialisation touches at the 
heart of the politics of knowledge which plays out in the division 
of disciplines. With characteristic incisiveness, Gopal Guru has 
explored one of its contemporary theatres in his 2002 article ëHow 
Egalitarian Are the Social Sciences in India?í The text denounced a 
pathological casteist division of academic labour between on the one 
hand ëempirical shudrasí (Guru, 2002: 5003)órestricted to their 
perimeter as informants and censored beyond that as ëemotional, 
descriptive-empirical and polemic at bestíóand ëtheoretical 
Brahminsí or ëthe high priests of theoryí on the other, continuously 
taking over ënewer epistemological territories that belong to the 
dalit/adivasi intellectual universeí. The publication stimulated a 
heated, long-drawn, and seminal polemic, generating in particular 
a long conversation with philosopher Sundar Sarukkai which was 
eventually published in 2013 under the title The Cracked Mirror. In 
the context of the web of high-stake interlinked issues raised in this 
vast and highly informed discussion, I restrict my entry point in 
the debate to the symptomatic function given to poetry in Guruís 
original argument, as illustration in the diagnosis of an exclusionary 
hierarchy of ëexperience and theoryíóin the authorís chosen terms.

This mention of poetry is an unusual presence in political or 
social science debates. It appears when, regretting the ësoft optionsí 
too many dalits are taking as they veer away from ëtough courses 
like philosophy and theoryí and respond instead to ëthe attraction 
of temporal powerí and forms of ëpractical reasoní that will connect 
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to ëmore glamorous and easy spheres of mobilityí (careers in 
ëformal politics and networking with institutions that demand 
that intellectuals always be ready with dataí), Guru identifies an 
individualistic trend which he also extends to poetry. ëDalits try to 
compensate for theoretical deficiency by doing brilliant poetry,í he 
writes. This

has led to the creation of brilliant poetry in Maharashtra from this 
class. [...] But poetry cannot be a substitute for theory. Most poetry, 
including dalit poetry, is based on aesthetics and metaphors and this 
no doubt makes things interesting. It is true that dalits have developed 
a good sense of aesthetics but it by definition belongs to the particular, 
though it is based on rich experience and therefore has the potential to 
become the guiding standard for the universal. Besides, it also generates 
inwardness and tends to keep some things hidden from the public 
imagination. But poetry has no conceptual capacity to universalise the 
particular and particularise the universal. It does not have that dialectic 
power. By contrast, theory demands clarity of concept and principles 
and the open examination of oneís action to see whether it is justified. 
Poetry helps the dalit in making connections through metaphor, but not 
through concepts. It is theory that is supposed to do that. [...] However, 
Gadamer would ask the question ëis it right to reserve the concept of 
truth for conceptual knowledge? Must we not also admit that the work of 
art possesses truth?í This is a serious question. (Guru, 2002: 5007)

The argument is based clearly on a preconception of poetry, 
ësupposed toí rely on form and limited by its individualism. It 
is ëinterestingí to recognise in it the Kantian framework for the 
rationalism of the autonomous subject (ëoneís actioní), indeed 
tied philosophically to the reduction of art to aesthetics. Guruís 
argument for theory, and for the ësocial necessity for the dalitsí of 
embracing theory and thereby ërestore to themselves the agency to 
reflect organically on their own experienceí, is crucial. In its call 
for the ëdouble commitment both to scholarship and also to the 
social causeí, it is also in line with the early perspectives of Phuleís 
ëSatyashodhakí educational activism, and with Ambedkarís explicit 
insistence on the highest education possible for the untouchables, 
against any notion of limiting it to vocational training. Guruís 
dissociation from the dalit argument against doing theory (that ëit 
makes a person intellectually arrogant, egoistic and socially alienated 
if not irrelevantí) is explicit, as is his rejection of the ëontological 
blindnessí in the claim of dalitsí ëlived experienceí as ëprivileged 
access to realityí which they can capture ëwith a full view without 
any theoretical representationí. But the call to ëbring together 



 ëAll Literature as Vulgarí 25

reason and emotioní and to articulate ëownershipí of experience 
with ëauthorshipí of theoryóin Sakkuraiís encapsulation of Guruís 
challenge to ëthe practice of social science in Indiaí (Sakkurai, 2007)
órequires a considerable shift in the understanding of ëtheoryí. It 
cannot hold with an ahistorical understanding theory, as identified 
by Horkheimer for instance under the designation of ëtraditional 
theoryí. Horkheimerís ëcritical theoryí in contrast requires a hold on 
the historicity which defuses the categorical binaries of individual-
collective, particular-universal, and subject-objectóexperiencial 
reality and theoretical conceptó, and picks up on the dialectic 
processes of subjectivation, socialisation, public-ation, and the trans-
enunciative production of truth. 

The discussion of poetryóthat carried out in European languages 
at leastóhas generically been placed on this disciplinary faultline 
ever since the contemporaneous developments of ëliteratureí (and 
ëaestheticsí) and the scientification of knowledge about Man. When 
Guru illustrates his argument on the limits of poetry for theoretical 
praxis by quoting as ëa particular dittyí P.I. Sonkambleís lines ëWhen 
we were tearing you were tearing us/ Now we tear you while you 
tearí (Guru, 2002: 5007), he is leaving ignored the cumulative, 
resonant discursive history of dalit poetry. The implication is 
that the play on polysemy is a local, individual, textual trick of no 
ëparticularí perlocutionary consequence on the common cause. 
But the trope also connects eloquently with the poetics of semantic 
reversal so powerful in dalit literary and so tied in, across the decades 
of production, with the ëpronoun-ingí of collective subjects trans-
enunciated as more than ëpublic imaginationí: the re-imagining 
of the people. Much of literature anywhere is indeed the simple 
reiterative éenoncée of the stratified status quo in its particular cultural 
and social context of production, and the orthodox repetition of 
ëcongealedí identitiesóand it is the case within ëdalit literatureí. 
Prasadís critique is one lucid analysis of this. But there are also 
poems of the people, subjectively-socially transformative even when 
they offer no recognisably ëliteraryí form. 

Guru allows for a moment of uncertainty when he brings in 
Gadamer to reflect on the relation of art to truth, which opens a 
possibility for the work of truth a little other than the traditional 
ëtranscending emotions to rationalityí (Guru, 2002: 5007). The 
horizon of his argument is delineated in conclusion, as he calls for 
a theory that will be practiced with the organic impeccability of a 
Gramscian theory of theory, in the public space, ëfrom the Red fort 
in Delhií: ëThat would, by the way, resignify the fort by dispelling 
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the deceitful rhetoric of interested parties ritually on every 15th of 
Augustí. Resignifying national identity, with the ëre-í here indicating 
the exact space for the work of egalitarianism, is indeed a process of 
semantic-political transformation, which contradicts the disciplinary 
separation of social realities and semiotic forms, or experience and 
concept, because it contradicts the equally ëtraditionalí account of 
their relation as one of representation: mirror, whether cracked or 
intact. The question of poetry, raised by Guru as one amongst the 
inorganic choices of dalit-bahujan scholars turning away from the 
task of theory, here also helps to locate a theoretical blockage in 
the conception of the demos, and helps to devise a way through the 
traditional theory of language as mimesis, which has for centuries 
generated variations on the anxious aporia of an unbreachable 
conceptual divide between language and world. Western 
philosophy has been the major beneficiary of this ancient move, 
establishing truth rather than social signification as the ultimate 
goal of knowledge, and its own tropes as the royal road there.19 Like 
Gramsciís philological critique of Marxism, Ambedkarite poetics 
has practiced and has theorised enunciation as resignification: it has 
effected the conversion of ëtearingí hides, an allegory of untouchable 
hereditary occupation, not into the expression of individual pain but 
into ëtearingí (ëripp[ing] to shreds the caste systemís obscurantismí, 
writes Prasad) as political power of collective voice: in Guruís own 
words, ëdalits deploying knowledge to tear the TTB [Top of the 
Twice-Born] through social auditing and intellectual intervention 
at various levelsí. 

ëIt is no coincidence,í Kalekuri Prasad insists in his 1998 essay on 
ëThe Dalit Movement and the Dalit Literary Movementí, that every 
one of [the leaders of the struggles in Andhra] was a poetí (Prasad, 
2013: 608). Tracing their predecessors in 1930s dalit journalism 
and amongst the leaders who were there to receive Ambedkar on 
his 1944 tour, he argues: ëever since those early days, dalit leaders 
and writers have been indistinguishable from each other.í There 
has been ëmovement-inspired poetryí, but more specifically the 
generation of literature out of the historical episodes of atrocities 
tells us something about the organic link of politics and poetics 
involved here: focusing analysis on the transformative process of 
ëvictimí into ëmartyrí, Prasadís poetics theorises the poetic through 
the concept of ëinspirationí. From the key event in 1968 when 
Kanchilacherla Kotesu was burnt alive, Prasad shows the generative 
collective posterity in poetry and in political empowermentóëthe 
movement-generation sprint[ing] aheadí: ëTo this day, Kotesu is the 
subject of dalit poetsí linesí, Prasad writes. ëKotesu, symbol of dalit 
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aspirationsí, was first enunciated as such in the dedication to him of 
the Digambara poetsís third volume of poetry that same year; thirty 
years later, ë[w]here Kotesu collapsed now stands an Ambedkar 
statueí. Dalit experience is theorised here as the flaming of ësocial 
fermentí, across everyoneís literature: ëThe incident inspired a great 
deal of literature. Every poet, writer and journalist who ever wielded 
a pen in support of the oppressed has written Kanchikacherla 
Kotesuís name. To this day, Kotesu inspires dalit poets and writersí. 
And even after the Dalit Mahasabha splintered and ëthe synergy 
between writers and the movement had been lostí, Prasad makes 
the point that the ëliterary movement kept the dalit question alive at 
a time when the dalit movement itself was in retreatí (Prasad, 2013: 
612-617).

When both receded altogether it was, in Prasadís analysis, through 
a common weakening of collective cohesion, and the parallel 
formation of ëdisagreements between individualsí in ëpolitical 
differencesí and, in the dimension of poetics, the ëdebilitating 
individualismí of authors who disconnected from ëoral formsí that 
thrive ëbeyond the dalit movementís immediate sphere of influenceí, 
making way for the process of literarisation. ëLiterary criticism was 
reduced to lavishing praise and passing prejudiced judgementsí, 
Prasad writes, and ëëdalití had become a static, abstract term, emptied 
of its usefulness and political chargeí (Prasad, 2013: 617-618). With 
this clear negative of literature when it is the ësharp, fresh and aliveí 
projection of a political subject in becoming, Prasad redefines 
the location of poetic value and, as a consequence, the object of 
literary study: not so much the popular, ëfrom-belowí or vulgar forms 
in a static hierarchy of cultural values as, more exactly, the forms 
ëforg[ed] in the fireí of the historicity of the people. Poetry alive is 
not the poetry of a casteónot in ëthe marvellous literary expression 
of the dalit folkí; not even in the dalit ëreconstruction of their history 
and literary historyí if it is to reiterate the ëfocus on individualsí 
achievementsíó, but of a movement. This also means the structural 
proximity of the roles of poet and leader: Prasad writes of the role 
of Katti Padma Raoís ëas the movementís legendary oratorí, who 
ëcrafted public speaking into a fine artí and ëwent from village to 
village, making speeches that touched the hearts of dalitsí. The 
literary value here is in the collective quality of the speech circulating 
through individualities and inventing a people. It is inseparable 
from a political theory of leadership as collective emergence, and a 
diagnosis of the failures of dalit movements in the fragmentation of 
the collective by individualistic aspirations to power20. 
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K. Satyanarayana, co-editor with Susie Tharu of the landmark 
anthologies of ëNew Dalit Writing from South Indiaí (Satyanarayana 
& Tharu, 2011 and 2013), has also contributed an extremely 
illuminating take on the debate raised by Gopal Guru. Its subtlety 
comes, I will argue, from its perspective in a careful poetics of society, 
and the methodology of fine historicisation that this entails. In his 
2013 essay responding to The Cracked Mirror, ëExperience and Dalit 
Theoryí, Sataynarayana quickly identifies the experience/theory 
opposition as ëinherited from the natural sciencesí and the ëproduct 
of a particular intellectual history in which theory bifurcated from 
experienceí (Satyanarayana, 2013: 398). The strain of wresting 
an organicity in a situation of epistemic divisions (experience vs 
theory, but equally social sciences vs humanities) and to produce 
emancipatory theory appears much less of an impossible task once 
experience is de-naturalised, and repositioned as fully as possible in 
the flux of the ëbroader historical and social contextí. Sataynarayana 
starts with a reminder of the pioneering role, in the ëMandal 
momentí of the 1990s, of dalit theorists and critics who reopened 
the Ambedkarite argument on institutions of higher education and 
the politics of knowledge production. He in fact replaces Guruís 
own critique within this movement, which identified the intellectual 
domain as a key area of power, and faulted the countryís social 
sciences for failing to engage with the reality of caste and with dalit 
politics. 

As he explores the historicity which Guruís argument blocks 
by keeping the self-identical category of experience intact, 
Sataynarayana retrieves the historical sequence of the 1990s during 
which dalit movements made a strategic use of identity and the 
claim to authenticity, and powerfully challenged the national 
politics of representation by ëbringing caste identity and Dalit 
experience into the public discussioní. In particular he evokes 
the famous 1996 episode in which the dalit-bahujan critic Kancha 
Ilaiah made the ëshockingí suggestion that the (all upper caste) 
revolutionary writers, who had dominated the Telugu literary scene 
since the 1970sóstrong in their claim to represent ëthe peopleí, 
in the congealed language of Marxist-Leninismóshould take up 
scavenging while the dalits, with their quite concrete life experience 
as ëthe peopleí, should write literature. When in this context the 
dalit writers raised questions of authenticity, Satyanarayana suggests, 
ëthe claim to identity and experience [was] not to discover authentic 
Dalit literature, but to construct a canon of Dalit literature. 
Experience as a political category offer[ed] a ground on which to 
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posit a new canoní (Satyanarayana, 2013: 401). His call on Sanal 
Mohanís historical study of dalit slaves in colonial India provides a 
telling illustration of the poignant poeticity of experience: showing 
the construction of ësufferingí in the public performances of slavery 
narratives, shared and collectively healed in a process of cathartic 
community building, Mohanís own analytic gesture makes possible 
the construction of this historical ënarrativisingí (Mohan, 2006) of 
community as dalit literatureówith considerable repercussions in a 
critique of the category of ëliteratureí. 

This poetic-political invention which forms as ëexperienceí 
in the present of political struggle is that of a dalit critique and a 
dalit movement; the dynamic reinvention of dalitness rather than 
the politicisation of a pre-existing dalit identity or a positive reality 
of experience, however brutal. Forged in the historical transition 
between a political alliance with the Left and the rise of an autonomous 
dalit movement, ëexperienceí was produced in the theoretical 
praxis of mobilising and organising. The fragility of the dalit hold 
on power, and the failure to hegemonise decisively, has not only 
been a result of splits in solidarities and divisions of leadership, or 
of the continued logic of casteist ëgraded inequalityí, in Ambedkarís 
terms, within the social pressure exercised by the lower castes and 
classes. It is also a necessary consequence of the critical nature of 
the irrupting demos, coming from no pre-formed identity, and never 
insuring a final stabilisation of political identity that would put a 
stop to the regrouping of domination or the strategic inventions 
of new critical peoples. It is the common historicity of resignifying 
which movement and literature (and even literary history) share: 
ëSignificantly, Dalit literature was not discovered but constructed in 
the wake of Dalit struggles,í Satyanarayana points out. ëThe canon 
of modern Telugu literature, which appeared natural and fully 
complete, began to seem as exclusive, limited, and biased. Dalitsí 
claim to authentic experience to write about their life was possible 
only after the shaping of experience as a category in the collective 
Dalit mobilization and struggleí (Satyanarayana, 2013: 401). 

As they draw elements together of context in the introduction to 
their first volume No Alphabet in Sight, from the genealogy of the land 
question to dalit pasts and contemporary movements, Satyanarayana 
and Tharu elucidate their position on the linkage of poetics and 
politics, necessarily re-problematised by the history of dalit voices. 
Their ëNotes for an Aestheticsí, which ultimately resolve in the 
eponymous allegory-slogan ëNo Alphabet in Sightí, put forward a 
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strong claim for a proposed canon of ënew dalit writingí, as they 
make a deliberate choice to include creative literature as well as 
ëwhat we can broadly term ëcritiqueíí. It is interesting to note that 
their characterisation of the corpus they ëconstructí coincidesóas it 
must in a study in poetics21ówith the overall thrust of the theoretical 
poetics which they come to formulate: both are ëa deliberate effort to 
pull away fromí a poetics of realism (Satyanarayana & Tharu, 2011: 
59). Insisting on the contrast not only with pre-1970s periods when 
ëatrocity reporting, polemical statements and policy proposals, largely 
done by non-dalits, and addressed primarily to non-dalits, occupied 
the forefront of writing related to the untouchable/Scheduled Caste 
questioní, but equally with ëthe clamourous staging of atrocity and 
the sociological idiom of caste that marks much pre-1990s writing 
about dalitsí, they propose to identify a new age of dalit literature in 
a distinct poetics of critique, and creativity. As much as poetic texts, 
the essays, investigative reporting and histories included in the ëdalit 
literatureí which the anthologies compose are read as innovations 
in the forms of social and political thinking, and valued specifically 
for the critical effect they have for ënot follow[ing] the protocols of 
social science writing but tak[ing] their cue from literatureís more 
direct and promiscuous involvement with lifeí. 

The authors are careful to avoid any ambiguity: these writings do 
not achieve literary status because of the ëfamiliar valorization of 
literature as presenting a more concrete and sensitive picture than 
what non-literary writing is able to offerí. This indeed would be an 
aesthetics of writing. Nor is their singular status due to their particular 
access to ërealities that elude academic writing such as the social 
sciencesí. Their common dynamics, neither in ëliteraryí form nor 
in ësocialí truth-content, is in their cumulative politics of address: 
forming ëthe idea of a dalit reader is a major artistic and political 
achievement. Even more significant is the new community that is 
being gathered through such an addressí (Satyanarayana & Tharu, 
2011: 56). In redistributing the positions of enunciation, these dalit 
poems of the people ëope[n] up a deeper storyóthat of the rise of 
dalits as a modern communityí. Their achievement in ëunsettling the 
boundaries, frames, figures and ideologiesí constitutes, beyond the 
dalit imprint on time, a praxis of ëreformulating democracyí (65). 

As such, the dalit critique inaugurated by Ambedkar has 
implications for an understanding of the demos that far exceed the 
context of the Indian democracy, the cultural specificity of the sub-
continentís history of caste, and even the current aggressiveness of 
Hindu nationalism. It constitutes a world-historical contribution to 
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the critique of democracy, much needed in the new uncertainties of 
the mutating nation-state form, whether expressed in the neoliberal 
disarticulations of the Statesí perimeters or the flaring up of 
nationalisms. 

For literary study and its politics, it stands in illuminating contrast 
with a phenomenon like World Literature, which concentrates so 
much of contemporary scholarly debate on the fate of literature in 
the processes of globalisation. Leaving ëliteratureí mostly untouched 
as it explores contemporary and historical transnational effects, the 
World Literature question interrogates the new vicissitudes of the 
nation. Dalit poetics goes straight to the question of democracy as, 
even in the face of monumental hegemony, the historical plasticity 
of political forms.

Notes

 1. I must express my deep gratitude for the exceptional research conditions which 
I was offered as visiting professor at the Indian Institute of Advanced Studies 
in October 2015, and to the particular part in this that is due to its director 
Chetan Singh. My warmest thanks go to the scholars that I was fortunate to meet 
for their invaluable and generous feedback, and particularly to Tadd Fernéee, 
Asha S. Jacob, Uma Maheshwari, Sukumar Muralidharan, B. Ravichandran, K. 
Satchidanandan, Esha Shah, Albeena Shakil, Chandrasheel Tambe, and P.G. 
Jung for their luminous suggestions.

 2. Ambedkarís key text Annihilation of Caste (1936) has recently been given new 
editorial life with the publication in 2014 of an ëannotated and critical editioní, 
with an introduction by Arundathi Roy entitled ëThe Doctor and the Saintí 
(Ambedkar, 2015). The essayís new political audibility and topicality in the 
national conversation was clear enough to warrant the need for a second 
edition, issued in 2015.

 3. See also the entire section entitled ëAnalysing and Ethnicising Caste to Eradicate 
it More Effectivelyí (Jaffrelot, 2005: 31-51). 

 4. Jaffrelot argues: ëObviously Ambedkar had in mind the Brahminís refusal to 
recognise Shivaji as a Kshatriya. His theory, which is based on scant historical 
evidence, doubtless echoed this episode in Maharashtraís history, whereas 
in fact Shivaji, a Maratha-Kunbi, was a Shudra. Nevertheless, he had won 
power and so expected the Brahmins to confirm his new status by writing for 
him an adequate genealogy.í This process of ëKshatriyaisationí, ëa variant of 
Sanskritisationí, ëdid not allow the Shudras to emancipate themselves from the 
caste system and its hierarchical structureí (Jaffrelot, 2005: 39). The Shivaji 
political myth was already active in Phuleís Gulamgiri (1873). 

 5. Ambedkarís Revolution and Counter-Revolution in Ancient India, composed during 
the 1950s, was left uncompleted (Ambedkar, 1987: 360-371). 

 6. A belief commonly referred to in contemporary scholarship on dalit history 
and politics attributes the original Marathi enunciation of the term to Jotirao 
Phule, writing from the 1870s onwards. 

 7. ëIn a tribal war it often happened that a tribe, instead of being completely 
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annihilated, was defeated and routed. In many cases, a defeated tribe became 
broken into bits. As a consequence of this, there always existed in Primitive 
times a floating population consisting of groups of Broken tribesmen roaming 
in all directionsí (Ambedkar, 1990: 275.)

 8. Asking ëWho is a Dalit?í the Panthers list, beyond ëMembers of Scheduled Castes 
and Tribes, neo-Buddhists, the working people, the landless and poor peasants, 
womení, ëall those who are being exploited politically, economically and in 
the name of religioní: ëthe Dalits (oppressed) of the worldí (Dalit Panther 
Manifesto, 2013: 61-62). The recognition of ëour two great leadersóJotiba 
Phule and Babasaheb Ambedkarí is explicit and identificatory. 

 9. It is useful here to remember that Ambedkar and Gramsci are exact 
contemporaries and respond, in their singular situations respectively, to a 
common historical situation of global imperial capitalism and of Marxist 
thinking. 

 10. In an autobiographical sketch, Ambedkar evoked ëhis three gurus: Buddha, 
Kabir and Phuleí (Rodrigues, 2002: 19). One should bear in mind the fact 
that Ambedkarís father was a devotee of Kabir. The very divided and contested 
opinions which still now characterise the historical evaluation of Kabirís 
conversion to Islam and the value of his interreligious poetic theme maintain 
the shifting movement of an uncertainty which, I would argue, constitutes the 
very power of the corpus of Kabir poetry to act and be reactivated as strictly 
historicising effect, never to settle the mobility of conversion into a fixed 
position. 

 11. Prasad, a dalit organiser, poet, and intellectual based in Andhra, wrote in 
Telugu. He died in 2013. The plurality of languages which characterises the 
national phenomenon of dalit literature carries important issues, concentrated 
in particular around the question of translation and the special status of 
English, as academic language in particular. With no competence in any bhasha 
language, I must rely on translations into English and am restricted to the cases 
where these exist. Also, for the purpose of the present study, I will keep these 
issues to a minimum, giving linguistic information in references only. This is 
not without a keen awareness that I am setting aside a crucial dimension of the 
politics of enunciation which is my object, and I intend to devote future work 
to it. 

 12. ëI am sensible to the many faults in the presentation of the matter,í he writes 
in Who Were the Shudras for example. ëThe book is loaded with quotations, too 
long and too many. The work is not a work of art and it is possible that readers 
will find it tedious to go through it. [...] But the book is written for the ignorant 
and the uninformed Shudras, who do not know how they came to be what they 
are. They do not care how artistically the theme is handled. All they desire is a 
full harvest of materialóthe bigger the better.í (Rodrigues, 2002: 395).

 13. Arundhati Royís title for her introduction to the new edition of Annihilation of 
Caste (Ambedkar, 2015).

 14. ëThe conversion of Dr Ambedkar along with innumerable followers [...] 
was an event not only of religious significance but also of social and cultural 
importance,í writes Arjun Dangle. ëThe Dalits now found a way to a new 
cultural life. Arising out of this was the need to have a separate conference of 
Dalit writers. [...] The first conference of Dalit writers was the event organised 
in Bombay in 1958 by the Maharashtra Dalit Sahitya Sangha.í (Dangle, 2009: 
xxvii)
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 15. ëDr. Babasaheb Ambdekar [...] was our Baliraja who gave away his kingdom for 
Truth. He was like Rawan who squandered away his kingdom for character. 
He was our Buddha who taught love, brotherhood and equality unto all. He 
was our Bhim, our king and our saviour, who blessed the blind with sight.í 
(Kamble, 2009: 104). 

 16. Mahad, a reference to Ambedkarís landmark satyagraha for access to public 
tanks in 1927, also evokes the public burning of the Manusrmiti which took 
place on the same occasion.

 17. ëDo Dalit Writers Protest Too Much?í asked a headline of the Times of India 
of May 1976. ëIt is inevitable for early Dalit literature to have given expression 
of the torments of an oppressed people. But the note of continued protest 
is beginning to pall,... and writers should give a new direction to the Dalit 
literature movementí (quoted in Zelliot, 1992: 290). 

 18. Puttaiahís reference here is to Devanoora Mahadevaís Kusumbabale. 
 19. I am too limited in my grasp on the traditions that structure the sub-continentís 

epistemological history to be able to recognise what should be attributed to 
them in this issue. My point is not to reduce the genealogy to this sole influence, 
however powerful its determinations clearly are. 

 20. ëNo dalit took a shortcut to a position of leadership. Innumerable hardships, 
sacrifices and a great deal of effort went into the pursuit of dalit aspirations 
before a leader could emerge. [...] And yet, by ignoring this historical process, 
we have failed to arrive at a dalit methodology for reconstructing history. Or, 
for that matter, a method for creating leadership.í (Prasad, 2013: 605). 

 21. If I may substitute this term to their own choice of ëaestheticsí, to defuse the 
contradictions that I have attempted to locate in it, and in the conviction that I 
am not detracting from their argument by doing so.
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SOCRATIC HOSPITALITY:  
HEIDEGGER, DERRIDA  

AND THE PRIMACY OF THE GUEST

Kirsten Jacobson

In the Crito, Socrates argues that we cannot simply elect to shed or 
cast off the laws by which we were raised.1 These laws are constitutive 
of our very way of beingóeven of our ability to reach a point at which 
we disagree with them; thus, whatever our stance may be toward those 
lawsóincluding a stance of protesting themówe owe our stance and 
our very selves to them in an important and binding way. Socratesí 
argument is an acknowledgment that we cannot escape our roots, 
our home; we cannot cast off that by which we have constituted 
ourselves. In view of this, the home demands a certain justiceóa 
justice that acknowledges our character of owing to home our very 
way of being, of being entrenched in its supportive and constituting 
framework. 

In his lecture course on Hölderlinís Hymn ëThe Isterí,2 Heidegger 
argues, on the other hand, that we are fundamentally unhomelyói.e., 
that we ultimately lack a secure base on which we can rest or claim to 
rest our being. Since we are beings who always have our own being 
as a question, we can never finally fix in place what we are or even 
what other beingsóhuman and non-humanóare to or for us. As 
such, our homeóour way of beingóalways has a non-settled core 
to it; beneath our being-at-home is forever our character of being 
ultimately unhomely. Thus, in what seems a contrary conclusion to 
Socratesí position, Heidegger insists that our being is never secured, 
and that in a very significant way we are rootless or homeless. 

These two lines of thought are united, however, in the idea that we 
are forever not-at-home in our being-at-home, or, again, that it is only 
through engaging with what is alien that we can be at home. This is, in 
fact, the position that Heidegger develops, ultimately suggesting that 
it is only through the recognition of the other as both an unsettling 
and a constitutive force in our lives that we authentically embrace 
our being-in-the-world, and that we can, recalling Socratesí concern 
in the Crito, give justice to our traditions.



 Socratic Hospitality 37

In this paper, I use Heideggerís Hölderlinís Hymn ëThe Isterí and 
Derridaís Of Hospitality3 and Rogues4 to examine the argument that 
the foreigner-guest is essential for our ability to be-at-home, and I 
conclude with an argument that it is cosmopolitan political settings 
that provide us the politically healthiest home environment. Section 
I introduces Socratesí argument from the Crito that our experience 
of self-identical self-possession is not our given nature, but that 
our ability to be ourselves comes from making a home in the laws. 
Section II draws on Heidegger and Derrida to argue that this very 
effort to be ourselves, to be at home, requires nonetheless that we 
answer to the other: the alien is not something to which we can be 
indifferent. Section III cashes out the implications of these analyses 
in an argument for our irreducible ethnocentricity, and, drawing on 
Derridaís Rogues, considers how the political imperative of hospitality 
can be interpreted in this context. Section IV, finally, argues that 
it is cosmopolitan political settings that offer us the healthiest 
environment for cultivating the political habits of plasticity that 
are essential to our multicultural political world. I conclude that it 
is precisely such existentially healthy homemaking that ultimately 
captures the essential spirit of Socratesí own approach to making his 
home in the laws. 

I. Socrates and Our Home in the Laws

Implicitly drawing upon the Greek language in which he was raised, 
and upon the literary traditions of Greek drama, Socrates, in the Crito, 
composes an imaginary dialogue between himself and the laws.5 His 
friend Crito has encouraged him to escape from the jail in which he 
is awaiting the execution of his death sentence, and Socrates brings 
the legitimacy of this course of action under philosophical scrutiny. 
Through this rhetorical trope of conversing with the laws, Socrates 
argues that it is only on the basis of living under, and by means of, 
the laws that he is able to be who he is. It is the laws, he claims, that 
allowed his very existence by making possible the marriage of his 
parents, that allowed his development by requiring that his father 
have him educated in music and gymnastics, and that allowed the 
free development of his self-identity as an adult citizen by allowing 
him an equal share in the community life made available by the 
laws.6 The laws are the very matrix of the self: it is only on the basis of 
the laws that he is able to be the choosing, ëselfí-articulating person 
that he is.

Crito has encouraged Socrates to break the laws, to turn against 
the laws and abandon them. Socrates argues against this, maintaining 
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that our deliberate living under the laws and our enjoyment of what 
they offer is a tacit consent to their legitimacy that obliges us to 
accept their judgment upon us.7 More deeply, his argument shows 
that to abandon the laws is ultimately impossible for him, since it 
is only on their basis that he is capable of making the gesture of 
ëabandoning.í We cannot cast off the laws for it is these laws that 
shaped us and secured who we are: they have supplied us with our 
very capacities for meaningful action and we would thus deploy them 
even as we attempt to reject them; casting them offóif it were even 
possibleówould amount to casting ourselves off.8

Socratesí discussion with the laws acknowledges the debt we owe to 
the ëhomeí in which we were raised, and acknowledges this primarily 
by noting that it is our ëhomeí that makes us into the specific beings 
we are. Home in generalówhether as the laws that shape us or simply 
as our familial homeóis that which has supported us in becoming 
ourselves; it is that resource by which we build ourselves.9 Even as we 
differentiate ourselves from our initial family home, we are doing 
so on the basis of the support of that home. Even in the case of that 
most unhappy rebellion from a home that is our rejection of it, this 
rebellion is given its ëlegsí by means of this home. In situations of 
poor laws or poor upbringing, this original home may have given 
us paltry tools, and even ëtoolsí that forever inhibit us from finding 
a satisfactory home, but that original home is still that out of which 
we live and by means of which we define ourselvesóeven if in 
opposition. With this Socratic exploration into the essentiality of our 
political home in mind, let us now turn to Heideggerís philosophical 
reflection on the core nature of our ëbeing-at-homeí in his study of 
Hölderlinís hymn ëDer Ister.í10

II. The Un-homely Character of Being-at-Home,  
and the Role of the Guest

In his 1942 lecture course, Hölderlinís Hymn ëThe Isterí, Heidegger 
translates the second chorus of Sophoclesí Antigone as declaring that 
man is by far the most unheimlich (deinon)óthe most uncannyóof 
beings. Heidegger writes:

The uncanny [unheimlich] means that which is not ëat home,í not homely 
within whatever is homely.... Being unhomely is no mere deviance from 
the homely, but rather the converse: a seeking and searching out the 
homely, a seeking that at times does not know itself.11 

Heidegger argues that this unhomeliness reflects our way of 
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always being amidst beings in such a way that we are outside of 
them insofar as we are the sort of being that has the question of 
being before us.12 We are never settled, can never finally arrive at 
what we are, nor, for that matter, can we ever settle what other things 
are in light of our own indeterminacy and, thus, our indeterminate 
look on other things. Thus, Heidegger writes: ëIn those beings they 
come to, and in which they think themselves at home, they come 
to nothing. Thinking they are homely, human beings are those 
who are unhomely.í13 Heidegger pursues this theme in his study of 
Hölderlinís poem. Following Heidegger, let us dwell awhile with 
Hölderlinís own words. Hölderlin writes in the poem now titled ëThe 
Isterí:

Not without pinions may
Someone grasp at what is nearest
Directly
And reach the other side.
Here, however, we wish to build.
For rivers make arable
The land. Whenever plants grow
And there in summer
The animals go to drink,
So humans go there too.14 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
The rock, however, has need of cuts
And of furrows the earth,
Inhospitable it would be, without while;
Yet what that one does, that river,
No one knows.15

In these two excerpts from Hölderlinís ëThe Ister,í we are told 
of the virtually ungraspable character of the river. We are told that 
in spite of its nearness, it is inaccessible and uncrossable save with 
the aid of ëpinionsí; that it possesses the ability to ëcutí and ëfurrowí 
even the most solid ground; that its way of doing (or being) escapes 
any knowing. Yet, we are also told in these same passages of the 
attraction and need we and the world have for the river and what it 
definitively offers us. In other words, we are told of ways in which we 
and others very much do grasp what the river is and gives to us: the 
river makes the land able to bear plants and it gives animals water to 
drink, and because of this we also go to the river and ëwish to buildí 
here; the river also answers to the ëneedí of rock and earth to be cut 
and furrowed, for without these cuts and furrows both would be 
ëinhospitableí and incapable of ëwhile.í These passages, then, tell of 
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the riverís double nature as that which forever unsettles and settles 
both the surrounding world and us. It is a source of fluctuation that 
can never be stopped or absolutely figured, but it is because of this 
that it can continue to offer us (and the animals and the earth) more.

When Hölderlin identifies the river as the ëhereí where we wish 
to build, and elsewhere in ëThe Isterí when he describes the Ister as 
dwelling beautifully and also as inviting Hercules as a guest, Hölderlin 
draws us to notice the unsettledness that underlies the seemingly 
quite settled character of home.16 Perhaps it initially seems easiest to 
understand this character of the home in the experience of the guest: 
though we might expect a certain feeling of lack or unease insofar as 
the guest is one who is quite admittedly ësettlingí in a territory that 
is not her own, Hölderlin, however, does not suggest in his example 
that the guestóHercules in this caseófeels first and foremost this 
unease. To the contrary, Hölderlin describes the need that even the 
ëspiritsí would have to travelópointedly away from the unchanging 
heights of Olympusóin search of the cooling shade and uncharted 
and roam-worthy depths of forest of the Ister. In other words, we 
might say that Hercules, a guest and, thus, a foreigner to the river, 
feels relief and rejuvenation rather than unease and unrest at the 
riverís unsettled offerings. So, even the guest of this example is not 
one who first and foremost experiences the unsettled character of 
the river as unsettling, but rather is one who feels this very character 
of the river to be inviting and productive. Even more so is it the 
case that the residents of the riveróthose who do build there as well 
as the animals who drink there and the forest and land that grow 
thereóare able to be at home at the river and to flourish at the 
river precisely because the river is not marked by stillness, stagnancy, 
or fathomability. Hölderlin seems to emphasize this point when he 
describes how one can hear the ëgrowthí in the resinous trees of 
the Ister directly following descriptions of the riverís forest as having 
scent that wafts ëhigh aboveí (i.e., unreachable), as being ëblackí 
(i.e., in-visible), and as having ëdepthsí in which one ëroam[s]í (i.e., 
resistant to definitive mapping or charting); here again, Hölderlin 
emphasizes the development that arises from and stands upon the 
always moving, always ungraspable character of the river and what it 
ëmysteriouslyí does and offers. Settling arises in the unsettled.

Further, it is the guest, the foreigner-guest, who actually allows 
us to ëembraceí ourselves as ëat homeí precisely in being ëunhomely.í 
Heidegger argues that ë[b]ecoming homely demands a going away 
into the foreigní,17 because our being-at-home is precisely a journey 
through beings that are not like us and to which we must give 
accommodation and to which we must accommodate ourselves. It is 
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through the foreigner and through this dynamism of accommodation 
that we are made to notice our comportment with respect to beings, 
to notice and feel what is ëours,í to experience the way we have made 
a home.18 The foreigner allows us to ëowní what is ours in a way we 
cannot do on our own: we are not our own on our own.

Reminding us of Socratesí own discussion of our home in the 
laws, Heidegger directs this analysis to the polis. The polis, like the 
river, is a siteóa pole, as Heidegger describes itóaround which we 
gather and define ourselves and experience ourselves as this definite 
being opposed to what is beyond us or different than us and our 
festivities, laws, practice, habits, etc.: ë[W]hat is essential in the 
historical being of human beings resides in the pole-like relatedness 
of everything to this site of abode, that is, this site of being homely in 
the midst of beings as a whole.í19 The polis is the established reality 
in whichóas Socrates showedówe give ourselves an established 
and settled identity. Continuing his focus on the second chorus of 
Sophoclesí Antigone, Heidegger, however, emphasizes the ëcounter-
turningí nature that Sophocles identifies as belonging to humans in 
his description of humans as belonging to the polis, but also as being 
capable of behaving against the polis:

As venturing forth in all directions, human beings arrive everywhere and 
yet everywhere come to nothing, insofar as what they attain in venturing 
forth is never sufficient to fulfill and sustain their essence. Whatever 
human beings undertake turns in itselfóand not in the first instance in 
any adverse consequencesócounter to what humans are fundamentally 
seeking from it, namely, becoming homely in the midst of beings.20

Here too, Heidegger argues, the polis reveals itselfóin its changes, 
its revolving history, its ability to be influencedónot to be settled, 
not the answer to what we are. Though the polis is precisely our 
ëowní place, as Socrates argued, it is not so easily ëowned.í Indeed, 
Heidegger asserts that ëwhat is properly oneís own, and appropriating 
it, is what is most difficult.í He continues: ë[L]earning what is foreign, 
as standing in the service of such appropriation is easier for precisely 
this reason.í21 So, it is to this end that he calls for an outward journey 
or the creation of a guest-house, for a place that will support an 
encounter with the foreign.22

In Of Hospitality, Derrida develops further this argument that it 
is only in the having of a guest to oneís home that one truly ëcomes 
into oneís owní in the home.23 Derrida writes:

In order to constitute the space of a habitable house and a home, you also 
need an opening, a door and windows, you have to give up a passage to 
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the outside world [líéetranger].... The monad of home has to be hospitable 
in order to be ipse, itself at home, habitable at-home in the relation of 
the self to itself.24 

One truly begins to have a home through the guest, for the guest 
allows the home to become thematic for the host. The encounter 
with the guest necessarily involves a crossing of and, implied in this, a 
basic highlighting of a threshold. The illumination of this threshold 
brings to the fore the question of how ëweí do things versus how 
ëyouí do things.25 Thus, the guest allows the home to cohere as ëwhat 
is ours,í inciting the homeís ëownerí to experience this own-ness for 
the first time. Derrida writes: ëWe thus enter from the inside: the 
master of the house is at home, but nonetheless he comes to enter 
his home through the guestówho comes from outside. The master 
thus enters from the inside as if he came from the outside.í26

The guest forces the host to step outside of and, thus, notice her 
regular rhythm with her home insofar as the homeowner is called, 
as a host, to address the needs of the guest rather than her own. In 
order to accommodate the guest, the hostís home must now operate 
to some extent according to the guestís home-rules. In making such 
an adjustment toward the ëobjectiveí guest, the homeowner finds 
herself in the unusual situation of living in her home according to 
another personís ways of doing things, and, thus, becomes like a 
guest in her own home.

While initially this seems like a fundamental unsettling of the 
experience of home, it is, Derrida argues, the very activity by which 
the homeowner comes to be at home.27 To begin, the encounter 
brings to the fore the question of whether there is (at this time as well 
as for all time) a proper placeóa homeófor the other established 
here. In the activity of attempting to make the home a homely place 
for someone and doing so precisely with the recognition of the 
utterly unaccomplishable nature of this task, one most fully grasps 
the character of homemaking. To make a home is forever an unsettled 
and unfinished activity, and the having of a guest allows one to grasp 
how this is so even for oneís own self.28

Even after the guest departs, the home continues to be experienced 
differently: the homemaker may be proud of the home; may be 
relieved to be free of the situation of having attention drawn to her/
his own or anotherís way of being; may be ashamed of her- or himself 
or of her/his treatment of the other; may be longing for more contact 
with the other, etc. When the guest leaves and the host no longer 
needs (or gets) to address the guestís foreign ways, the host may 
encounter the feeling of ëreturning to normal,í of ëgetting back to 
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my way of doing things,í and in so doing has a further experience of 
what ënormalí and ëmy wayí actually are. The guest, in other words, 
enables the host to ëowní her home for the first time by forcing her 
first to depart from the home and, then, by offering her the ability 
to see her home for the first time upon her return to her home. The 
guest makes visible and palpable to her what is typically ëtoo close 
to homeí to notice. It is precisely through the guest that one ëcomes 
home.í

Socratesí analysis of the laws of the polis may have seemed like 
a conservative defense of established ways, but the analyses of 
Heidegger and Derrida now suggest that the nature of the polis is 
only fulfilled in its openness to the foreignóthe very opposite of 
conservatism. Socrates showed that the resources for our determinate 
identitiesóour material existence, the formation of our specific 
identities, the specific resources for communal life that are available 
to usócome to us from the laws, and thus reveals that the individual 
identities we take for granted are identities that we in fact receive 
from the laws. Heidegger and Derrida add to this the recognition 
that our very experience of ëownnessí comes to us from without, and, 
specifically, comes to us from what is not our ownófrom the foreign. 
For this reason, then, the polis can only properly be a home for us in 
our distinctive ëunhomelyí nature by being open to what is beyond 
it. Let us consider, now, the challenge of making our political homes 
hospitable to others.

III. Hospitality: Conditioned and Unconditional

Like the way we experience the body, we ultimately experience 
home as the constitutive structure of support in the background of 
our daily activities, as the comfort that we know is there when we 
need it and so needs no second thought.29 This is true politically and 
culturally, as well as ëdomestically.í Typically, becoming a successful, 
functioning adult involves integration into a wide range of cultural 
practices that come to establish our political home. It is precisely 
by embracing these shared ways of behaving that we accomplish a 
cultural form of ëjoint attention,í an experiencing-together, that 
allows us to coordinate and integrate our experience with that of 
others, thereby overcoming the arbitrariness and idiosyncrasy of 
merely ëprivate opinioní and embracing a shared sense of reality.30 
Such cultural practices, however, are not universally shared, that 
is, different cultures develop different forms for practicing joint 
perception, and growing up to be a successful, ënormalí participant 
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in culture typically involves developing a rigid commitment to oneís 
own cultural forms of behavior: an unquestioning presumption of 
its normalcy that, as we said, ëneeds no second thought.í Though 
our political way of being-at-home is not given to us, but rather 
is a perspective established historically and contingently, the very 
contingent and perspectival character of this experience is repressed 
and experienced by us as if it were simply given, and is so because it 
is the level we live from.31

Our home is our platform for engaging with the world, our 
very ability to have an openness to what is outside us is.32 But our 
political home is embodied in a prejudicial perspective, which is 
to say, a closedness to the outside. Because our cultural practices are 
not universally recognized, but because we nonetheless live them as 
ënatural,í our cultural ways of being-at-home are naturally oppressive 
of the ways of others: our typical rigidity of cultural presumption is 
naturally a closure to the ways of others. The price of our ëmaking 
ourselves at homeí in the world is that we make the world that we 
inhabit inhospitable to others. This duplicity of our way of being-at-
homeóits simultaneously being open and closed to what is foreign 
to itóis not a condition that can be overcome or ëcorrected,í but is 
intrinsic to our experience of establishing a functioning relationship 
with the inter-human world. Indeed, it is the permanent condition 
within which all our interactions with the outside must be developed.

The very processes of cultural development that make us ëhealthy 
adults,í amount to various forms of political rigidity. Overcoming 
our political rigidity, though, cannot be a matter of a wholesale 
abandonment of our situation of inherent closedness, but must be 
a transformative way of operating within the determinate terms of 
our political home. Political progress, rather, will come through 
changing the way we relate to our political homes: we must find an 
openness to transformation within our political being-at-home. This 
need to find an openness within our closed situations is what Derrida 
defends under the idea of ëdemocracy to come.í

In Rogues, Derrida writes that ë[o]nly an unconditional hospitality 
can give meaning and practical rationality to a concept of hospitality.
í33 Hospitality must be unconditionally open to the ultimate other 
if it is to honor the demand of leaving aside the self-same in favor 
of listening and responding genuinely to what is beyond. Derrida 
connects the practices of hospitality and democracy, arguing that 
both lack a proper meaning, in that there is no rule or law or even 
sense that is determined in advance without the participation of 
those who come together to ask the question of how things, how the 
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other, and how oneself is to count. Rather than being the enactment 
of a fixed rule, democracy is the collective practice of determining 
ëWhat is ëliving togetherí?í 34 

For what is lacking in democracy is proper meaning, the very [même] 
meaning of the selfsame [même] (ipse, metipse, metipissimus, meisme), 
the it-self [soi-même], the selfsame, the properly selfsame of the it-self. 
Democracy is defined, as is the very ideal of democracy, by this lack of 
the proper and the selfsame.35 

This meaning of democracy, for it to be meaningful, must be open, 
not ëproperí to something in advance.

For this reason, the hospitality that defines democracy can never be 
simply the application of a fixed procedure: there is no fixed method 
that can be guaranteed in advance to succeed. ëUnconditional 
hospitality,í Derrida writes, ëexceeds juridical, political, or economic 
calculation ... just as justice exceeds law, the juridical, and the 
political.í36 He writes: 

A calculable event, one that falls, like a case, like the object of some 
knowledge, under the generality of a law, norm, determinative judgment, 
or technoscience, and thus of a power-knowledge and a knowledge-
power, is not at least in this measure, an event. Without the absolute 
singularity of the incalculable and the exceptional, no thing and no one, 
nothing other and thus nothing, arrives or happens.37

Without the incalculable, there is no happening of meaning, 
only captivation and instinct or a form of meaning that is already 
decided, and, thus, as Derrida argues, not an event of democracy, 
of cooperative, questioning engagement. The unconditional 
hospitality that defines democracy, then, must always be ëto comeí 
insofar as it must forever be open to questioning what will count 
as law for its members and also who will count as its members, and, 
thus, ultimately, always be open to questioning itself.38

At the same time, however, there is no hospitality unless it is 
conditional: any political situation must be determinate and specific 
if it is to offer its guest something particular, if it is to provide 
anything but the self-same to the guest. There is no ëeventí of 
hospitality except in the case of an encounter between a home and 
one who is excluded from that home.39 That is to say, hospitality 
and democracy require and are marked by the dialogue of at least 
two ëothers.í Each ëotherí brings the particularity proper to him- 
or herself, brings the conditionality of being a specific person with 
specific demands and interests. It is only through these specificities 
and conditions, and their challenges to one another, that a dialogue 
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becomes possible: there must be otherness for a conversation to 
begin. If these conditions were to disappear, so too would the event 
of an unconditional, that is, a never-to-be-fully-finished conversation. 
I must never let go of myself entirely to become the other, or else 
I will fail to see that other, to be able to honor that other and his 
or her view, insofar as I will have lost the perspective that my own 
otherness had allowed me to have on the other. The only meaningful 
hospitality, then, is a conditioned hospitality, an invitation for you to 
meet me on my conditionsóthe irreducible conditions that make 
me a specific someone.

In sum, then, there is no escaping the command to unconditional 
hospitality; yet, at the same time, that command can only speak 
to a specific someone, to someone who makes a specific home in 
the world, and, therefore, to someone who could only ever enact 
that hospitality conditionally. Our political challenge, then, is not to 
eliminate the ëconditionedí or ëprejudicialí character of our being-
at-home; it is, rather, to live our specificity as an openness to others, 
to replace an attitude of rigidity with an attitude of plasticity.

Ethnocentricity is a condition with which we must always contend. 
Because we are always politically perspectival, it is incumbent upon 
us to be self-critical with respect to our ways of being-at-home. Our 
political responsibility is to challenge our cultural rigidity, and 
develop in its place an attitude of plasticity in our inhabitation of 
our political homes. We must recognize, therefore, the need for a 
kind of political therapy.

IV. Cosmopolitan Living as Political Therapy

It is important to remember that the very raison díêtre for the 
rigidity of oneís political perspective is the need to coordinate oneís 
perspective with that of others. As we saw above, the embrace of 
our festivities, laws, language, etc., is precisely our way of making 
our perspective answerable to the perspective of the other, and 
establishing a sharedness of vision. Just as it is the need to engage with 
others that initially motivates us to develop such a cultural home, so 
can other people provide us with alternative models of how to be and 
thereby motivate us to reform our cultural rigidities.40 Drawing on 
the insights of Heidegger and Derrida on the nature of the guest, let 
us consider cosmopolitan living as a politically therapeutic model of 
making a home with others.41

It is the guest who has the capacity to give me my true ëhomecoming,í 
for the guest teaches me how to be a host. It is the exposure to the 
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other that enables my own transformative growth into an attitude 
of plasticity. I propose that, similarly, what facilitates our cultural 
growth is precisely exposure to others and their different ways of 
being-at-home. Such cultural growth, though, like psychological 
therapy, involves opening a person to a situation of vulnerability, 
a situation in which the way of being for which a person is aiming 
is not yet securely hers. Care is needed here, then, since it is 
precisely in moments of vulnerability that we often revert to ways 
of perceiving or acting that are most ingrained in us: simply being 
thrust blindly into an alien way of being is not likely for most people 
to allow for an immersion in that culture that will bring about an 
ability to sympathetically reflect that culture. Good, psychologically 
therapeutic situations typically involve a careful exposure to what 
is challenging. Dramatic play therapy, for example, allows one to 
develop an empowered relationship to what one finds difficult by 
allowing one to ëplayí at inhabiting different situations within the 
context of a supportive environment.42 In general, the therapist 
provides a protected environment in which the patient can learn to 
deal with a challenge that might otherwise be overwhelming. In light 
of this notion of ëcareful exposure,í we can see now why a culturally 
and politically variedóa cosmopolitanósocial world is itself the 
appropriate therapeutic environment for oneís ëculturalí health.

To counter the clash of perspectives that often characterizes the 
rigidity and ignorance with which members of different cultures 
often encounter each other, cosmopolitan political settings, like a 
good therapist, offer non-confrontational settings of multicultural 
exposure. Cosmopolitan living can be therapeutic, precisely because 
it offers its participants a vision of different ways to be, and calls for 
oneís own creative responsiveness in accommodating oneself to 
this variety. We might say that, in a cosmopolitan culture, ëhow to 
liveí is precisely ëat play.í Making a home in a cosmopolitan setting 
constantly requires one to treat others as legitimate ëguestsí in oneís 
own home and, indeed, requires that one experience oneself as an 
alien ëguestí in the legitimate home of others. This ëcareful exposureí 
to different and perhaps alien cultural ways of taking up the world 
that comes with cosmopolitan or multicultural living is crucial to the 
full development of our ëexistential health.í43

Our ways of being-at-home, both personally and politically, can 
suffer, as Aristotle might say, from two opposed vices. On the one 
hand, our way of being-at-home may emphasize too fiercely our 
need for security from the other; such a home will sink us into an 
attitude of prejudice, of seeing ourselves and our surroundings only 
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in light of our already established views and customs; such a home 
encourages us to live more akin to the laws of necessity. On the other 
hand, we may hail from a home that pushes us continuously into 
what is other, and that lacks a certain continuity and reliability of 
perspective; such a home can leave us without a firm enough sense 
of self, and can leave us feeling lost and unable or unwilling to 
respond to others and our situation with decisiveness, with a settled 
perspective; in such a home we can neither settle meaningfully nor 
engage effectively with others.44 Both of these ëvices of inhabitationí 
are simultaneously debilitating for both the self and the other.

An existentially ëhealthyí homeóboth personal and political 
óamounts, on the contrary, to living in a way that reflects the world 
in its diversity. The world must, in other words, be able to show 
itself through us. This does not amount to reducing the subject to a 
projector of an alien reality, but rather acknowledges that the very 
nature of subjectivity is to be insofar as it is engaged with what is beyond 
itself. Subjectivity, on this account, loses a sense of relativism that is 
often used to question the ëvalidityí of the subjective viewpoint, and 
instead stands as the exemplary site of reflecting reality as it is. This 
reflection is never going to exist as a one-to-one correspondence with 
reality. As subjects, we are essentially characterized by our freedom. No 
immediate one-to-one correspondence between subjectivity and the 
world could exist, for this would be a situation lacking any reflection; 
it would be a situation of necessity, of natural law. Correspondingly, 
the world does not have one and only one interpretation. The givens 
it offers will, according to the situation in which they are taken up, 
have different, equally ëvalidí interpretations. That said, it is not 
any interpretation that gears onto the givens of reality: central to 
subjectivity is the possibility of misinterpreting the world and its 
demands. Existential health is characterized by a subjectís ability to 
be able to reflect adequately the reality of his or her intersubjective 
situation. It is a matter, that is to say, of making oneself at home 
in the world in such a way that one is reciprocally making oneself 
a home for the world, making a home that is simultaneously the 
otherís and my own. As Heidegger and Derrida suggest, then, to 
take up adequately our nature as beings who are forever at home 
in unhomelinessói.e., who are freeówe must learn to be hosts such 
that we can accommodate the other as well as ourselves. Successfully 
inhabiting such a reality requires habits of plasticity and, indeed, it 
is precisely through our careful engagement with this multicultural 
reality that these habits of plasticity can be cultivated and developed.
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Conclusion: Socratic Homemaking

In the Crito, Socrates argues that while it would be wrong of him to 
run from the commands of the law after his condemnation to death 
by those laws, it would not have been wrong for him prior to this 
condemnation to protest the laws that led him to this condemnation 
if he believed that such laws were unjust. Further, in his call to give 
justice to the laws, justice here should not be seen as merely repeating 
or regurgitating that which the original home outwardly professes. 
In Socratesí understanding of the laws, the laws may demand of 
a citizen that she in fact challenge those laws, as his approach to 
honoring the oracle of Apollo took the form of his challenging 
the words of the oracle. The laws, in Socratesí understanding, do 
not speak univocally and unambiguously. Here, it is interesting to 
compare Socratesí lawful behavior with that of the prosecutors: all 
are arguably expressing their living engagements with the laws, but 
the ëstyleí of this living is quite different. The prosecutors take up 
their laws precisely as a call to conservative cultural rigidity, whereas 
Socrates hears the laws precisely as a demand for dialogue, and, thus, 
for the very plasticity we have been studying. Socrates shows his way 
of having made and found a home through the laws, and it is his way 
in spite of it also being a way that is shaped by the laws. This fact that 
homes can be made in different ways out of the ësameí fodder shows 
that our actions cannot simply be dictated to us according to ëtheí 
rule book of the laws. Socratesí own practice of enacting the laws 
required him to experience himself as under the imperative to think 
and act critically and ethically, and, indeed, precisely to challenge 
prevailing views and challenging them to the point that it cost him 
his life. In dying for the laws, he is primarily dying in defense of 
the plasticity of the laws: he is dying for the openness of law to the 
inherent demands of critical self-consciousness.

Socrates lives the laws as the demand that they be answerable to the 
demands of rationality and self-conscious subjectivity, just as much as 
he requires that self-conscious subjectivity hold itself answerable to 
the laws.45 In requiring the laws to be laws of free inquiry, Socrates, 
in other words, demands that the laws be welcoming of what they 
had not anticipated, that they be hospitable to a guest that might 
transform them. Indeed, Socrates himself is effectively the stranger 
in his own city. With Socrates, then, as with Heidegger and Derrida, 
we see both the need to establish ourselves in a specific home, and 
that the very vitality of this home requires that it be open to the 
foreign guest.
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The Athens that Socrates defended was itself, for its time, a 
cosmopolitan center.46 The Republic begins with Socrates returning 
from a festival to celebrate the introduction of a foreign religious 
rite.47 Again, in Book VIII of the Republic, Socrates identifies the 
democratic constitution (which is the constitution of Athens) as that 
political regime that inherently contains within itself all political 
regimes.48 Our own investigation of the theme of the guest has 
allowed us to see that such cosmopolitan settings precisely mark 
the health of a political home, in that they are political societies 
inherently defined by the need for the mutual accommodation of 
aliens, reciprocally playing host and guest to each other. It is in 
multicultural cosmopolitanism that we see Socratic homemaking 
properly enacted.
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THE LIMITS OF MONEY:  
PHENOMENOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS  

ON SELFHOOD AND VALUE

John Russon 

Our contemporary world is characterized by natural, political, and 
economic crises on a global scale, and these empirical problems 
must surely be our most pressing concerns in both practical and 
theoretical matters.1 It is my contention, though, that addressing 
our empirical situation well requires of us in fact that we engage in 
ontological inquiry, and specifically an ontological investigation of 
our distinctive human condition. We are, I shall argue, definitively 
ontologically divided: we are constitutively split between two 
different experiences of ourselves in relationship to others, things, 
and values. Understanding our empirical situation depends, I 
will argue, on understanding the differences between these two 
types of experience. I will call these two experiences ëintimacyí 
and ëeconomics.í I will consider first the ontological intimacy that 
characterizes our inhabitation of our living bodies and of our lived 
situations. In this experience of intimacy, the differentiation that we 
typically presume of self from other and of fact from value is not 
operative; such intimacy is distinctive of the formative experience 
of children. It is precisely this formative experience, however, that 
gives rise to the experience of economics, the experience, that is, of 
discrete subjects who work upon an alien world. The experience of 
intimacy allows us to criticize the absoluteness of the terms presented 
by the experience of economics, and the critique of the economic 
model of human life will be the central point of my analysis here; at 
the same time, however, the experience of economics itself offers an 
important corrective to the experience of intimacy, and I shall argue 
that our true political challenge is to live in a way that acknowledges 
both forms of experience without resorting to the authoritative 
terms of either. After clarifying the conflict of these two forms of 
experience, I will consider the imperative our experience puts upon 
us to negotiate these two conflicting forms of experience. Along the 
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way, we will see that each of these forms of experienceóintimacy, 
economics, and their negotiated reconciliationómanifests itself as 
an aspect of the distinctive functioning of the hand.

1. The Intimacy That Is Definitive of Our Formative Experience

By the time we conduct any explicit and systematic investigations 
into the nature of selfhood, we are already well-formed individuals, 
clearly able to distinguish self from not-self and fact from value. In 
fact, though, these terms in which we construe our relation to reality 
are not adequate to comprehend our experience in general. I will 
begin by looking at two ways in which these terms are insufficient: first, 
they are in principle inadequate to comprehend the very conditions 
of action; second, these terms are inadequate to comprehend the 
very experiences by which we become such independent individuals.

Let us imagine a simple situation of action: I pick up my teacup. 
Here, the apparently independent ëIí intentionally enacts a material 
change in the ëoutsideí world. Here, in my relation to the cup, we see 
the alienation of self and world we typically presume to be definitive 
of reality. The insufficiency of this model of action is evident, 
however, when we consider the missing ëlinkí in this process: the 
hand by which I grab the cup. While the relation ëIñcupí may have 
the form of alienation, the relation ëIñhandí cannot have this form: 
inasmuch as I pick up the cup, the hand must be me. Whereas I, 
as agent, am alienated from the object, I am necessarily embodied in 
the means: I inhabit my hand, am ëat home iní and not ëalienated 
fromí it. Agency is indeed independent initiation of change in the 
ëoutsideíóthe equally independent realóbut all of our capacities 
to ëdoíóour agencyórest on our being in the world in a way that 
does not have this form: our powers are given by a fundamental 
embeddedness, an ontological intimacy.2

Here we see that even at the level of the developed individual 
there necessarily is an ontological ëintimacyí that founds, and cannot 
be adequately analyzed in terms of, the alienation of self and world. 
The ëfully fledgedí experience of being an independent human 
individual, furthermore, is not itself our immediately given form but 
is itself preceded by a process of growth. If we consider the earlier 
period of growthóthe experience of childhood developmentówe 
can see further ways in which the experience of the alienation of self 
and world is itself necessarily contextualized by a relationship of self 
and world that does not take this form.

The inhabited hand is the founding reality from which the 
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independent object and independent subject ëemanate,í so to speak, 
as zones of detachment. For the child, these ëzones of detachmentí 
have yet to develop, and her experience is fundamentally that of 
absorbed inhabitation. For the child, ëself,í world,í and, indeed, 
ëothersí are not three separate domains of reality or experience, 
but are, instead, intertwined dimensions of all experience.3 The 
development of her experience of the world is simultaneously the 
development of her experience of herself and the development of 
her experience of other people. As many have argued, the mother 
most typically provides the decisive context for this whole range of 
the childís experience, and consideration of the mother and child is 
a helpful way to see this intertwining of self, world, and others.4

The child does not begin with a presumption of her separate 
existence, but works from a presumption of sharedness, experiencing 
herself as part of a ëwe,í as one side of a ëwith.í The importance of 
this interpersonal intimacy for personality formation is especially 
documented in the study of children deprived of such intimate 
contact: deficiency in this sense of ëwithí leads to deficiency in many 
important sectors of personality development.5 This intersubjectivity, 
though (somewhat like the hand in our earlier example), is not 
the object of experience, but the platform for world-directed 
experience.6 As the child ventures into a new room or engages with a 
new toy or article of furniture, her comfort can easily be dependent 
upon her confidence that she is doing this ëwithí her motherís 
support. Should the mother leave, the child may well lose her sense 
of self-confidence, and the world as she perceives it may shift from 
welcoming to threatening. In other words, the childís engagement 
with the world comes from an inhabiting of an intimate intersubjective 
space in which her companion is not the object of her experience, 
but the medium for her experience.

Something analogous to this non-differentiation of self and not-
self pertains as well to the opposition of ëfactí and ëvalue.í In the 
case of grabbing the teacup, again, there certainly are situations in 
which I very self-consciously ask myself, ëWhat would be a good way 
to capture that liquid?í and then light upon the cup as a good means 
to fulfill my explicit project. More commonly, though, I am sitting 
talking with a friend, and my grabbing the cup to drink is in response 
to its vague beckoning: typically, that is, I experience the thing as 
charged with a significance that I feel called upon to discharge.7 
Rather than imposing a self-chosen value upon a neutral, factual 
situation, I experience things as inherently charged with value, and 
my action is lived more as an answering to the imperatives of things 
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than as an imposition of will upon an indifferent matter. Again, the 
child, similarly, does not self-consciously formulate a desire to walk 
and then scout out viable materials with which to accomplish this, 
but instead experiences the space between the table and the couch 
as ëto be walked in,í a charge she plugs into (and plugs into in a 
way, as we saw, that is itself inseparably interwoven with her sense of 
being with her parents, and her lived sense of their hopes and their 
support).

For the child, then, her ëselfí is not an already established, 
independent reality, which freely chooses the values according to 
which she will deploy her action upon an alien world. Such a free, 
individual self, rather, is more like a telos: it is the form of experience 
that will be definitive for her developed personhood, but that form 
must be established from and through a cooperative negotiation with 
the world and with othersóa negotiation in which she experiences 
herself as intrinsically engaged and involved, rather than one in 
which she is alienated.8 The world and others are not objects for her 
experience, but that from which she experiences, and values are not 
the forms she imposes upon the world, but the forms to which she 
finds herself answering.

These considerations of the ontological conditions of action in 
general and of the formative conditions of personal experience 
reveal, then, that, prior to alienation, our experience of world 
and of others is necessarily one of intimacy. The world and other 
people are ëiní us, in the sense that we cannot separate our own 
innermost reality from them. We are able to experience a detached 
individuality for which the world and others are alien only on the 
basis of experiential resources that are afforded us by that world and 
those othersóa world and others in which we are at home.9

But, though this intimacy with the world and others is the ëfirst 
word,í so to speak, of our experience and our reality, it is not, for that 
reason, the last word. The experience of independent agency and the 
recognition of the otherness of the world and other people remains 
irreducibly essential to our experience of freedom, our experience of 
ourselves. Our freedom is not found in remaining in the immersion 
of childhood experience, but in the development of self-responsible 
adulthood, and we hold parents and social institutions answerable 
to this norm, this telos: it is precisely their responsibility to foster this 
development of self-responsible freedom. While it is true that the 
experience of being reflectively and self-enclosedly detached from 
things and from similarly self-enclosed others is not the whole of our 
experience, itóthe domain of personality, belief, choice, and self-



 The Limits of Money 59

defined perspectiveóis nonetheless definitive of our experience.
It is the essentiality of this individualized autonomy that Locke 

defends in his Second Treatise of Government.10 Locke argues that it is 
only a political world founded on the recognition of the essentiality of 
consent that can properly do justice to the nature of human freedom.11 
A politics of consent recognizes the authority of the individual 
voice, the authority of the individually reflective self-consciousness 
that is the subject of alienated action. In addition to being the 
most powerful and compelling exponent of this political value of 
the recognition of individual consentóour authority as individuals 
to dispose of ourselves, ëlibertyíóLocke is also the most powerful 
and compelling exponent of the essentially economic character of this 
politics. Locke shows, that is, that a world of free individuals cannot 
be realized except in a context of recognizing private property.12 Let 
us consider this relation of freedom and property.

2. The Economy that is Definitive of Our Free Existence

We have seen that our agency demands an ontological intimacy: I 
must inhabit the hand with which I act if I am to be able to move the 
cup upon which I act. This very same intimacy, this inherently non-
alienated relationship to the world, is also the foundation of private 
property, the site, that is, for an essential alienation from the world. 
Let us consider again the hand.

It is because the hand is itself a participant in the material world 
that it can come into contact with other things in the world. For 
the hand to thus be my way into the world, it must be my way into the 
world. My hand and the cup are both things in the world, but my 
hand is different from the cup because the cup is not inherently, 
but only externally, moved by my subjectivity. The hand, on the 
contrary, is inherently moved by me: it is the immediate realization 
of my will, that is, my will immediately governs it. My hand, in this 
context, is inherently dedicated to the fulfilling of my will, and it must 
be undividedly so if it is to function as my organ of action. What allows 
my hand to realize my will is equally what requires that it be mine 
and mine alone: in being intimate to me, it is necessarily withdrawn 
from you.13

I noted above that our freedom is accomplished only through our 
becoming free, individual agents, and if I am to act, if I am to be 
free as an individual, able to consent to the formation of my own 
way of being in the world, there must be a portion of the material 
world that is proper to me: this must be my body. There is no ëI,í 
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in other words, without ëmine,í no self without private property. 
Just as intimacy is an ontological condition of action, so is property an 
ontological condition of action.

Locke is therefore correct to insist that property is essential to 
freedom: we need to have recognized a domain within the world 
that is ours, privately. This is most obviously and familiarly true 
with our individual bodily organisms: our ability to act in them 
immediately makes it possible for us to ëowní them in a distinct 
way. This ontological ëproperty,í however, does not automatically 
command political weight, for a condition of the bodyís ability to 
mediate my worldly action is that it necessarily be part of the world, 
part, that is, of a reality that is inherently public, inherently not 
ëmy own.í There is an intimacy (ëInnigkeití in German), a mutual 
innerness of ourselves and our bodies, but our bodies equallyóand 
equally necessarilyóhave an outside, worldly face as well, and we 
cannot own that ëon our own.í14

My body does conform itself to my will immediately (once, that is, 
I have ëownedí my body through a process of bodily development, 
and before it has denied my ownership in illness or aging), but I am 
not the only ëmasterí of my body: my body, as an integrated part of 
the material world, also answers to all the worldly forces that have 
an impact upon bodies as such: my body can be trapped under 
rocks or knocked over by a car, quite against my will. It is indeed my 
ëowní body, but simply by virtue of being body, it is also in principle 
ëunownableí: it is inherently public, and its reality, therefore, will 
always necessarily escape my grip.

My ability to own my body is thus afforded me from without. 
Specifically, I am exposed to the wills of others, that is, to the way that 
other bodies, ëownedí by other wills, can exert an influence upon my 
body. My body, in short, is an inherently contested site: it is necessarily 
the site where competing trajectories will collide. My uncontested 
ownership of my body, then, can never be a natural condition: it can 
only be a matter of agreement. Ontologically, ownership of my body is 
necessarily contested, but empirically or ëonticallyí that contest can be 
renounced by the other(s). My ownership of my own body, then, is 
necessarily dependent upon the consent of others.

Already as an infant, my inhabitation of my own body involved 
my engagement with a body beyond myself, namely (typically), my 
motherís body. In a fundamental way, I treated her body as mine, 
that is, I lived from the unreflective presumption of propriety over 
a body that was necessarily already inhabited by the will of another, 
and, necessarily, an adult otheróa reflective individualówho 
allowed me to do so: without my motherís willingness to allow me to 
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treat her body as my own, I would not be. Even at the most intimate 
level, thenóthe level of my very living organism, my very means of 
entry into the worldóI am necessarily, i.e., ontologically, embroiled in 
matters of property and consent. The condition of intimacy, of ëself-
ness,í is exposure to the will(s) of the other(s), and my self-possession 
is thus always and necessarily a matter of intersubjective negotiation.

As a child, my embodiment depended upon my motherís body, 
and my ability to inhabit her body thus necessarily depended on 
her consent. Thus, before being discrete, reflective individuals, 
our essential embodiment necessarily goes beyond the limits of the 
organic body and is necessarily transgressive of the ëproperí domains 
of others. Once one becomes such a discrete, reflective individual, 
oneís identity develops, oneís embodimentóoneís constitutive 
inhabitation of the worldógrows correspondingly, and, inasmuch as 
oneís embodiment is inherently a site of contestation for ownership, 
the growth of oneís identity cannot be separated from a growing 
process of economic negotiation.

I am embodied in my organism, but, as Merleau-Ponty has shown, 
my embodiment extends well beyond my organic limits.15 Indeed, 
simply inasmuch as action is transformative action in the world, I 
must always enact myself as an instilling in the world of my will, a 
laying claim to a domain beyond my organism: in my movement, I 
presume to use the land, in my breathing, I presume to use the air, 
in my eating and drinking, I presume to use the water and the living 
organisms who supply my food. My characteristic action is much 
more complex than this, though: as an adult, my identity cannot 
be separated from my writing, by long-distance communications, 
my public display of my creative fashion sense, or my comfortable 
relaxation around the family dinner table. My adult humanity is 
realized in the complex developments of action that are mediated by 
artificeócultureóand I am embodied not just in my organism but 
in my papers, my cellular phone, my clothes and my house.16 These 
material parts of the world, like my hand, are not the objects of my 
experience, not what my experience is ëabout,í but the inconspicuous 
platform from which I engage with the objects of my experience. As 
an adult and as a child, then, my embodiment extends beyond the 
limits of my natural organism.

Whereas with the motherís body, the ëeconomicí negotiation is a 
very personal matter of sharing, the broader developments of our 
embodiment involve us in matters of intersubjective negotiation that 
are necessarily impersonal. Whereas each of us can make a unique 
claim to our organisms in that it is ontologically the case that our 
organisms typically give themselves over solely to our own, single 
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will, the worldly domains in which we embody our reflective selves 
are exclusively public, that is, they are no oneís organism but are sites 
for the realization of anyoneís world, domains, in other words, in 
which I have no more (and no less) inherent right than you.

Because we must embody ourselves through laying claim to real 
dimensions of the inherently public worldóof the world, that is, 
qua potential ëbody,í that has exactly the same status for anyoneómy 
inhabitation or ëoccupationí of that domain necessarily brings me, in 
principle, into contactóand thus potential conflictówith everyone. 
In other words, though in fact we might only have contact with 
familiar others, our ëownershipí of the world can always be denied by 
others we have never imagined and who do not share our values, as 
was experienced, for example, by the inhabitants of ëNorth Americaí 
whose world was taken over by European colonists. Whether we 
like it or not, then, it is the very nature of our embodiment that 
we are impelled to negotiate universally and impersonally with all 
others over the apportioning amongst ourselves of the inherently 
public world. We must make claims to exclusive ownership, and these 
claims in principle are claims against all others (who are in principle 
equally legitimate claimants). We saw above that propertyólaying 
claimódepends upon the recognition of others. What we see now 
is that it is implicit in the very nature of property that this need for 
recognition extends universally, and this means that, in principle, 
all property relies upon a universally recognized system of terms for 
recognizing apportioning: if it is to be securely established, property 
depends upon shared terms for recognizing portions and these must 
be impersonal terms, i.e., terms that are compatible across different 
systems of valuing. This demand in principle that property depends 
upon universal recognition means, in short, that property always 
implicitly depends upon money, upon a universal and indifferent 
quantitative standard for evaluating worth.17 The actual development 
of a money economy, in other words, is not an historical accident, 
but is a response to the possibilityóa vulnerabilityóalways intrinsic 
to our need to establish a domain of ownership within an inherently 
public world. 

We are initiated into the world in a way that does not allow 
a clear separation of self, other, things, and values: these are 
the subsequently unwoven threads of what is originally a single 
concreteness, the single fabric of our existence. Value initially is 
qualitatively specific, non-transferable, concrete, dynamic, and 
inextricable from the experience of embodied, interpersonal 
intimacy. The self thus embodied, however, is a self destined to grow 
up into self-reliant, reflective individuality, and the experiences of 
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things, others, and values are destined to undergo a corresponding 
change. In particular, our experience of value is destined to become 
the demand that all of material reality be measurable according 
to a universally recognized, impersonal, quantitative standard of 
evaluation. Our originary intimacy precisely gestates our growth into 
self-reflective, adult individuals participating equally in the world of 
money.

3. The Personal and Political Problem that is  
Inherent to Our Developed Nature

There is a problem with these two sides of our identities. According 
to our economic identities, everything has a price. According to our 
immediate identities, what is proper to us is unexchangeable and 
of incalculable value. Though the development of our identities as 
economic individuals fulfills an intrinsic trajectory of our existence, 
the terms under which this identity operates are in principle 
inadequate to comprehend our existence. Our economic existence 
operates under terms that cannot recognize the very reality from 
which that existence derives and, correspondingly, if that economic 
existence is taken to be definitive of our existence tout courtóas has 
largely happened in contemporary political discourseóits natural 
tendency is to undermine itself and obliterate the very (material) 
possibility of experience.

According to the definitive intimacy that is formative of our 
identities, we inhabit a determinate worldly environment that must 
be uniquely and exclusively our own: this is ëinalienableí property 
in the sense that removing it removes me. Our analysis of intimacy 
demonstrated the necessity of private property, but this is not property 
in the sense of material wealth hoarded by an independently existing 
individual; this ëprivate property,í on the contrary, is the living 
materiality that is the very condition for the existence of choosing 
individuals. This private property, in other words, precedes and is 
presupposed by individuals. A precondition for the very existence 
of ëeconomic individuals,í in other words, is that persons ëhaveíóin 
the intimate sense of ëinhabitíóthe materials in which to embody 
their developed identity. ëThere areí economic individuals only in a 
social system in which persons are recognized as having the right to 
the material conditions for independent individuality. In principle, 
then, those who are not granted such conditions cannot be held 
answerable to the norms of economic individuality, since they in 
principle cannot participate in that system.

This logical demand upon economic life, however, is precisely 
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not recognized within economic life. Economic life takes its own 
position to be original, for economic life is the domain in which 
I am ëanyoneí: I participate only as an indifferent representative 
of the possibility of possessing and exchanging materials that are 
in principle not assignable to anyone in particular, for their value 
is qualitatively indifferentósimply quantitative. Economic life in 
principle ignores the particularity of my involvements and considers 
only how the reality in question measures upon a universal scale of 
value where it is precisely detached from anyone in particular. Thus, 
whereas the intimate inhabitation of property fails to acknowledge 
the essential outside, the essential publicness of its property, the 
economic appropriation of goods fails to acknowledge the essential 
inside of property, fails to acknowledge the inhabitation that is the 
precondition of economic individuals.

This ëconceptualí limitation of the economic perspective translates 
as well into a practical problem. If we live as if the economic domain 
were the total domain of human experience, then we enact a 
perspective that fails to recognize the essential inhabitation upon 
which we depend. The economic domain denies that there is any 
intrinsic value, denies anything of inherent worth, and recognizes 
only the universality of quantitative exchange.18 To build our lives on 
this interpretation is to abandon anything that is of inherent value, 
and instead to enshrine the money system itself as the absolute value 
(in short, to establish the rule of banks). But the essential intimacy 
that characterizes our existence entails that no one can, without 
self-contradiction, deny the reality of inherent value. While it is true 
that such values are relative to particular individuals or groups, and 
therefore are necessarily not universalizable (i.e., what is essential to 
me is not essential to you), those values are for each of us absolute. 
To approach our lives from the perspective of economics requires 
of each of us singly that we deny the worth of what is for us absolute, 
and systematically it means that the absolute needs of persons are 
not protected but are instead subjected to the economic powers for 
which their value is only their public price.19

4. Conclusion: The Imperative Definitive  
of Responsible Existence

What I have tried to show is that there is a constitutive 
tensionóindeed, a contradictionóinherent to our nature. The 
tension is that we are equally committed to intimacy and economics, 
but these two ways of being-in-the-world operate on contradictory 
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principles, contradictory interpretations of self, other, thing, and 
value. Further, each on its own is unsatisfactory, for each on its own 
operates according to a norm that does not acknowledge the reality 
of the other domain. Intimacy operates with a sense of the world and 
others as inherently ëfor me,í not acknowledging the alienness, the 
being-for-other inherent to all reality; living according to the norms 
of intimacy is insular and exclusionary. Economics operates with a 
sense of the world and others as inherently alien, not acknowledging 
the entanglement that always pertains between the self and the 
world; living according to the norms of economy involves the denial 
of all intrinsic worth and all relations of dependency. Each mode of 
existing, then, fails to acknowledge something fundamental about 
our existence. The contradiction, then, cannot be resolved simply 
by reverting to one or the other alternative. In other words, the 
problems caused by contemporary global capitalism are profound, 
and they will not be solved by a reassertion of the insular values of 
traditional society.

Indeed, there is no ësolutioní to this tension. But, while there 
is no solution, there are certainly recognizably false responses 
to this: attempts to deny the necessity of economic relations are 
reactionary and demonstrably insufficient to address the needs 
inspired by our ontological character; unqualified embrace of the 
norms of economic life is dishonest in its assessment of worth, and 
is demonstrably insufficient to address the needs inspired by our 
ontological character. So, while this diagnosis of the contradiction in 
our life does not point to a ësolution,í it does have obvious political 
implications in that it identifies the character of human life to which 
our institutions must answer, and it gives us grounds for criticizing 
the principles behind inadequate policies. There is no solution, in 
the sense of a final removal of this tension, but there is the imperative 
to liveópersonally and politicallyóin a way that acknowledges both 
contradictory demands and exercises good judgment in limiting 
the claims of each and balancing the needs of each against the 
other.20 The ësolutioní is found in the practice of enacting a mutual 
accommodation of intimacy and economics.

What are the empirical terms of such a ësolutioní? In the economic 
domain, it is a version of this principle that underlies, for example, 
ëMahatmaí Gandhiís advocacy of swadeshi, which he understood to be 
an economic and political movement oriented toward maintaining 
the independence and health of local communities in the face of 
the encroachments of a global (imperial) economy.21 One can see 
a similar spirit in Malcolm Xís ëeconomic philosophyí of ëBlack 
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nationalism,í which emphasizes the crippling effects on Black 
communities of having their local economic boundaries erased 
in a national economy.22 Both of these movements emphasize the 
necessity of protecting the integrity of the local environment as a site 
of resistance against the oppressive effects of operating exclusively in 
terms of the homogenizing perspective of the global economic system. 
(Indeed, it is precisely Adam Smith, often touted as the advocate of 
modern, global capitalism, who emphasized the destructive effects 
of a government that abandons its responsibility for maintaining the 
integrity of a domestic economy by subordinating its policies to the 
exploitative goals of global economic interests.23)

Complementing this, the challenge to the rigidity and insularity of 
our intimate identities and the insistence on the need to be open to 
the inherently universal dimensions of our experience is evident in, 
for example, ëBabasahebí Ambedkarís personal reliance on Western 
resources to escape the oppressive dimensions of caste-identity, and 
especially in his turning politically to the welcoming resources of 
Buddhism to defend the inherent worth of ëDalití individuals beyond 
the terms of their caste-identities within the Hindu context.24 And, 
again, Malcolm X, while advocating for the need to attend to the 
distinctive concerns of black Americans, nonetheless contextualizes 
his whole analysis by the insistence on the essential notion of universal 
human rights.25 Most prominently of all, it is the practices and 
policies of multicultural accommodation (the practices celebrated 
by the Aga Khan, but denounced by Angela Merkel, precisely in the 
name of the global capitalism) that bear witness to the need to resist 
the insularity of oneís ëhome,í and to enact our identities as sites of 
engagement with others.26

To grasp the philosophical meaning of this ësolution,í let us, 
finally, look once again at the hand. Specifically, let us consider the 
hand that makes a sign. When I wave, or when I point, I make my 
body an expression: my ëoutsideí is the appearance of my ëinside.í27 
When you recognize my greeting or look in the direction I indicate, 
you, similarly, take up my outside as the appearance of my inside. 
In the sign, the indifference of the outside to the inside that was 
the ontological foundation for economics is superseded. On the one 
hand, then, the body as sign marks a kind of victory for intimacy, in 
that my inhabitation of my body extends to my body as outside, my 
body in its publicness. On the other hand, though, the body as sign 
marks a kind of victory for economics, in that my effort to express 
myself reflects my acceptance of the essentiality of recognition by 
others, that is, I acknowledge that I must answer to an ëoutsideí 
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perspective. In the sign, then, the two sides of our experience that 
mark a contradiction in our way of being in the world are, far from 
a contradiction, the necessary conditions for its existence. In this 
sense, experiencing the body as a sign is a way of living that ësolvesí 
the contradiction of intimacy and economy.

It is when we communicate that we precisely live from the imperative 
to reconcile the demands of intimacy and economics. I experience 
my ability to be myself, my ability to speak my own mind, as my ability 
to accommodate the perspective of others. I make my home, my 
intimacy, in the perspectives of others. In adopting a language, we 
accept the need to find our own way in a way that accommodates 
others. The hand that waves or the hand that points thus embraces 
an ontology of self, world, values, and others that, again, like the 
inhabited hand, experiences self and world as intrinsically united, 
but it does not presume identity; rather, like the agent hand, it 
recognizes the alienness of others. The hand of the communication 
is the hand that experiences itself as governed by the imperative to find 
a union with an other with whom one is initially not united. This is 
the value that must ultimately shape our personal and political life.28 
Instead of presuming either an a priori adequacy to my own particular 
values or a ëuniversalizabilityí of value in the abstract, we must posit 
universality as a goal, a goal to be accomplished between different 
particularities that cannot be removed, but that have horizons that 
can accommodate unanticipated others.
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THE QUESTION OF ëNOVELTYí IN  
ëINDIAN PHILOSOPHYí 

DURING THE COLONIAL PERIOD

P.G. Jung and Roshni B.

... we can neither formulate nor answer any philosophical question, 
however universal, without reference to the concrete social background.

Dhirendra Mohan Datta1

Positioning the discourse

Indian Philosophy is usually treated in terms of the so-called six ëorthodoxí 
and three ënon-orthodoxí schools which are designated as M∂måmså, 
Vedånta, Så√khya, Yoga, Nyåya, and Vai‹e¶ika, on the one hand, and 
Buddhism, Jainism and Cårvåka, on the other. One may add a few more, 
but this is the usual way of presentation and it is taken as adequate by 
everybody. But, is it really so? Does this help us in understanding and 
grasping the philosophical scene in India as it unfolded over three 
millennia of its recorded existence?2

The above question raised by Daya Krishna reflects the 
acknowledgement of the belief that the mode in which we construe 
and present traditional Indian thought-schemas is immediately 
co-related with how we begin to understand them. Such a claim is 
grounded in the implicit assertion that the historical positioning of 
an ëIndian philosophyí can no longer be treated as being peripheral 
to an exploration that delves into the deep intricacies of the discourse 
that has come to be so marked. The available thought-schemas of 
the twentieth century have established a fairly respectable position 
to the claim that our everydayness can be construed as having its 
constitutive, as well as its regulative principles, or arche, firmly rooted 
in its own temporal trajectories within the complex structures of its 
history,3 and specifically in the structures of power-negotiations.4 In 
other words, the twentieth-century thought-schemas inform us that 
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not only does every discourse have a history that can be narrated, 
but also, and more importantly, that every discourse is historical. 
Hence, they move beyond the obvious claim that every philosophical 
position or concept has a trajectory that is traceable in terms of its 
history, towards a much more novel and perceptive claim that every 
philosophical position or a concept has its originary grounds in the 
zeitgeist or the spirit of the time, and that our evaluative structure 
of choice is grounded in this zeitgeist. It is in the horizon of this 
relationship between a discourse and its historical positioning that 
we see a resurgence of the question of philosophy in India in relation 
to its colonial past in the recent decades.5 Daya Krishnaís question 
is precisely rooted in this firm conviction regarding the relation 
that obtains between the discourse marked as ëIndian Philosophyí 
and its historical positioning. Daya Krishna, thus, legitimately raises 
the issue of the possibility of an alternative mode of construing the 
trajectory of ëIndian philosophyí from the vantage point of a post-
colonial consciousness. His question can thus be reformulated as, 
ëHow else can we construe the traditional Indian thought-schemasí 
apart from its dominant presentation as dar‹ana?í Notwithstanding 
the gravity of this question, we can, however, also ask why such 
a construal of ëIndian philosophyí appeared as an adequate 
presentation then. Thus, in this mode of interrogating the construal 
of ëIndian Philosophyí as dar‹ana, what is being addressed is not the 
interrogative ëhowí as in Daya Krishnaís question, but rather is an 
engagement with this construal in terms of the historical positioning 
of an interrogative ëwhyí. In other words, we ask, why was the past 
construed thus then?

More often than not, engagement with questions pertaining to 
the past within the context of the colonized, following the discourse 
of nationalism, invokes the fact of colonization. The discipline 
of History has been effectively employed in the construction of 
the contours of the narrative of nationalism, and in the definitive 
securing of a historical positioning of such a narrative. This 
securing is evident from the simple fact that Gandhi, for instance, 
can now hardly be made sense of in isolation from the discourse 
of our freedom struggle. The role of the discourse on nationalism 
through the historical positioning of its entrenchment within the 
fact of colonialism cannot be over emphasized in the construal of a 
collective identity of the diversity called ëIndiaí into a unitary ëweí. 
Our purpose here is not to evaluate the success or the failure of 
such a historical positioning, but rather to highlight the mode in 
which the fact of colonialism informs a variety of our discourses in 
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the securing of particular historical positioning of these discourses 
within the locus of our colonial past. In other words, the colonial 
past is invoked for a historical positioning of our present, and as a 
legitimate mode of understanding it. Thus, for instance, the crisis 
of the nature our discourses in present times often invoke the fact 
of colonial intervention as the site which grounds the moment of 
rupture in its trajectory. Although, such an invocation does often 
come close to appearing as a fetish for convenient explanations 
of the crisis encountered by the discourse in the present times, it 
nevertheless must be noted that it is the colonial intervention that 
forced us to recognize the need to reflect upon our own discourses. 
The denial of a discourse that could legitimately be called ëHistoryí 
within the epistemological framework of the colonized, for instance, 
is a classic example in hand. It is in the quest to respond to this 
assertion that the trajectory of the discourse of History in India 
gets categorically shaped. The discourse of Philosophy carries 
a similar charge as well, but the distinctive mark that pertains 
to the responsive discourse that came to be branded as ëIndian 
philosophyí, lay in the fact that it was undeniably, and was precisely, 
this colonial intervention that awakened the awareness of the 
colonized as the possessor of a discourse called ëPhilosophyí as such. 
More importantly, it is this colonial intervention that opened up the 
avenue for the construal of a unified front of the various traditional 
inquiries into the nature of reality and the legitimate modes of 
acquiring knowledge about it, as dar‹anas under the singular banner 
of ëIndian Philosophyí. In other words, we must not confuse the 
historical positioning of ëIndian philosophyí with the history of the 
traditional thought-schemas in India as such. The history of ëIndian 
philosophyí, as Kalidas Bhattacharyya emphasizes, begins only in 
the first decade of the twentieth century when ëthe living continuity 
of... philosophical thinking with the old philosophical traditions was 
snappedí with the introduction of Western philosophical thoughts 
and with the emergence of the tendency among thinkers from within 
the philosophical fraternity in India to apply ëthemselves seriously to 
the fundamentals of the Western and the old Indian philosophy to 
see if they could completely reconcile the two philosophies...í.6 The 
distinction between the historical positioning of ëIndian philosophyí 
and the history of the traditional thought-schemas in India as such 
demands our attention because of the fact that what comes to be 
pursued under the label of ëIndian Philosophyí is undeniably, not 
merely a colonial product, but is precisely a product that has its locus 
in the intersecting point between the axis of the East with that of 
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the West in contrast to the history of the traditional Indian thought-
schemas as such, which can be viewed in modes that are independent 
of the fact of colonization.

 Of course, postcolonial consciousness has brought about a vocal 
questioning of the very nature of this naming of the traditional 
thought systems as ëIndian Philosophyí since it is implicitly suggestive 
of the mode in which these traditional thought systems are to be 
approached. As is the case with all acts of naming, this specific act of 
naming too, is not an innocent one. The term ëIndian Philosophyí 
betrays the politics of orientation in the mode in which it positions 
these traditional thought systems under the purview of the lens that 
is specifically moulded by the historical trajectories of the schemas of 
thought in the West, and informed by the notion of ëthinkingí that 
emerge precisely in the unfolding of these schemas of thought within 
the historical context of the West. It thus, in no lesser terms, brings 
along with it the entire evaluative paradigm, through and against 
which, the traditional Indian thought-schemas could be measured. 
But also more importantly, it forced the early Anglophone thinkers 
in India to selectively construe its traditional thought-schemas 
within certain imposed paradigms. It is this imposed paradigm of 
construing what would eventually constitute ëIndian Philosophyí that 
enforces an erasure of the available multiple interpretative modes of 
classification of these traditional thought systems that are internal 
to its historical trajectory in a bid to provide it a monolithic unitary 
classification that could be recognized by the West as ëPhilosophyí.7 
It is in this construal of a singular identity, under the colonial 
gaze, that the discourse called ëIndian Philosophyí delineates its 
own distinctive identity traits as dar‹ana.8 In other words, the term 
dar‹ana is itself indicative of the selective narrowing of the available 
traditional thought-schemas to ësystems of thoughtsí, by which, 
what was essentially meant were those traditional thought-schemas 
that had a greater affinity towards epistemological and ontological 
concerns. The term ëdar‹anaí, remaining within the intersecting 
locus of the East-West paradigm presented Indian thought-schemas 
as a counterpart of Western thought systems, while also allowing 
for the proclamation of the distinctiveness of the former in terms 
of its positioning of mok¶a as its telos. It is this emphasizing of the 
telos of mok¶a, which when translated as ëspiritualí, allowed for the 
construal of ëIndian Philosophyí as dar‹ana as being in continuity 
with the ancient traditional past of India. This critical project of 
tracing its own identity traits is what demands an engagement with 
the question of telos of the activity of philosophizing. By the first two 
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decades of the twentieth century, this had already taken a distinctive 
shape as is reflected in the emphatic projection of mok¶a within the 
Indian thought-schemas. In other words, the choice of our early 
Anglophone writers on the history of ëIndian Philosophyí in their 
positing of these traditional thought-schemas as dar‹ana over the 
other available alternative of construing ëIndian Philosophyí, as 
anviksiki for instance, is itself an act that reflects a certain mode of 
construing the available traditional thought-schemas.9 It must be 
remembered that this reductive approach of narrowing down of 
traditional Indian thought-schemas into systems of thought was first 
adopted by Max Muller in his presentation of traditional Indian 
thought-schemas to the West, distinguishing the ëphilosophical 
systemsí from both their Vedic and Upanisadhic sources, as well as 
Indian Literature in general.10 Though Muller presents merely the 
ëorthodoxí systems in his work, what remains as a basic influence 
upon the early Anglophone writers on ëIndian philosophyí is his 
view of the linear evolutionary nature of Indian thought-schemas 
since, for Muller, it was in ëthe six systems [that] the philosophical 
thought of India has found its full realizationí.11 In the light of 
such a characterization, we must pause here to reflect upon the 
choice exercised by our early Anglophone writers of the history 
of ëIndian Philosophyí like Radhakrishnan,12 Hiriyana,13 or D.M. 
Dutta,14 to characterize these traditional Indian thought-schemas 
as dar‹ana . It is a deliberate choice indicative of a subversive move 
that seeks to foreground those traditional thought-schemas that 
clearly emphasize the ontological and epistemological structure 
in the pursuit of mok¶a over other available thought-schemas that 
conceive the task of philosophy as constituted in a meta inquiry into 
the socio-political and economic conditions of the everydayness of 
our lived experiences, like that of Kautilya, for instance. Within the 
intersecting locus of the East and the West and lodged against the 
backdrop of colonization, the construal of ëIndian philosophyí as 
dar‹ana managed to project the victory of the epistemological and 
the ontological over the alternative orientation as a critique of the 
everydayness within the historical trajectory of the traditional Indian 
thought-schemas. It thereby clearly resonated with the corresponding 
victory of Aristotle over Socrates that is manifest in the engulfing 
of the Socratic concerns within a thick forest of ontological and 
epistemological framework as highlighted in both Kant, as well as in 
Hegel, the two most dominant figures of the English world then.15 
Though it is also a fact that the revival of Vedåntic traditions during 
the early nineteenth century by the social reform movements places 
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dar‹ana, with its emphasis on mok¶a, more favourably within the 
common consciousness (given its invocation of ancient conceptions 
of philosophy as either ëbrahmodyaí following the Vedic literature, or 
as ëatma vidyåí and ëparå vidyå following the Upanishads).16 It is the 
adoption of the evolutionary framework of Muller that enabled these 
Anglophone philosophers to place ëIndian philosophyí at par with 
ëWestern philosophyí in the evolutionary trajectory of ëthinkingí. 

More importantly, in the following section we shall try to locate 
the historical position of the construal of ëIndian philosophyí as 
dar‹ana within the locus of the East-West intersection. Through this, 
we would not merely show the legitimacy of such a construal as a 
historical choice, but also throw light on the role it played in the 
assertion for the superiority of, or at the least, in the claim for a 
distinct identity for the traditional Indian thought-schemas.

Origins of the question of ënoveltyí

Though the reformative visions of the Christian missionaries in 
the wake of the colonial intervention did manage to ignite a fresh 
engagement of the colonized with the traditional thought-schema of 
the Vedantins in the early half of the nineteenth century itself, this 
engagement can be better characterized as a defence of the cultural 
sphere against the Evangelistsí assertion of the indigenous culture as 
being ëbackwardí and ëprimitiveí. It is this engagement that grounds 
the birth of such indigenous reformative movements like the Brahmo 
Samaj, which though informed in its general spirit by the ideas of 
Western Enlightenment, was nevertheless a foregrounding of the 
indigenous thought-schemas in a novel interpretative manner.17 In this 
sense, it must be noted that within the context of the Indian colonial 
landscape, the cultural preceded the political struggle. However, it 
is this early phase of engagement with traditional thought-schemas 
that informed and instigated the rise of the Orientalistsí discourse. 
Though in contrast to the Evangelists, the Orientalists were largely 
responsible for the glorified and consolidated image of the thought-
schemas of the colonized, it is in their hands that the traditional 
thought-schemas get enmeshed inseparably with religion. That the 
celebration of the Orientalistsí discourse18 is what directly informs 
the shaping of the distinctive telos of the traditional Indian thought-
schemas as being spiritual in contrast to the trait of rationality, which 
was held to mark Western thought-schemas of the ëmoderní period, 
requires no proof.19 But apart from the grafting of the distinctive 
telos in an effort to secure the distinctive identity for the construed 
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unified front of ëIndian philosophyí, the Orientalistsí discourse 
attributed another problematic trait to ëIndian philosophyí, namely, 
that of ëstagnancyí. The Orientalistsí merging of ëPhilosophyí with 
ëReligioní inevitably entailed that given the absolutist nature of 
religion, philosophy too would be averse to the notion of ëgrowth 
and progressí in the context of Indian thought-schemas. It is this 
uncritical refrain of ëstagnancyí as the defining mark of Indian 
traditional thought-schemas that was largely singled out for its 
rejection. Thus, the Orientalistsí discourse subsequently foreclosed 
the traditional thought-schemas from the very possibility of ënoveltyí. 

We must recall that by the late nineteenth century the asserted 
ëstagnant natureí of the traditional thought-schemas of the colonized 
is what enabled the neat transformation of the Oriental Other from 
an object of threat into a realm of the exotic. This shift in attitude 
towards the Orient was largely facilitated by the position of political 
supremacy of the West, but it was also significantly grounded in 
the triumph of modern science and its mechanistic explanatory 
paradigm. It is the latter which had instilled in the West the idea of a 
linear process of evolution of human races opening up the avenue to 
conceive of Eastern civilisations to be stagnating in time.20 This new 
conception of the temporality of civilization also provided the Western 
powers with the much needed moral justification that legitimately 
ëobligatedí them to colonize. It allowed them to defend their self-
entrusted project to spearhead the progress of these societies on an 
ethical plane, and thereby enabled them to embed their political 
and economic interests within the realm of the moral.21 Thus, if the 
earlier construal of the Orient as a ëthreatí demanded an attitude of 
ëcautioní embedded in a form of respect for the unknown, its construal 
as ëprimitiveí objects stuck in the temporal trajectory of ëprogressí, 
eased the adoption of an alternative attitude of curiosity. The Orient 
thus came to be seen as an opportunity to move back in time to 
know about oneís own past. It is this attitude of curiosity, steeped 
in a spirit of supremacy, which shapes the trajectory of the marking 
the traditional Indian thought-schemas as ultimately lacking in any 
novelty, either in form or in its content. This characterization is, 
perhaps, the most audible refrain within the academic philosophical 
fraternity in India till date.

The engagement with the question of novelty

The two correlated aspects of ëspiritualityí and ëlacking in noveltyí 
that came to mark the traditional Indian thought-schemas came to 



78  SHSS 2016

be a matter of contentious concern for the Anglophone academic 
philosophers in India by the beginning of the twentieth century. 
This is amply highlighted in the works of these thinkers and in the 
proceedings of the Indian Philosophical Congress (IPC).22 It is this 
concern that shapes the broader contours of their philosophical 
engagements. But the question of ënoveltyí must first be briefly 
explored in its historical position in order to better understand 
what precisely was being denied to the traditional Indian thought-
schemas. It must first be noted that the notion of ënoveltyí was 
never a seriously articulated value within the thought-schemas of 
the West itself. Ironically, the notion of ënoveltyí in fact creeps into 
the discourse in the West with the rise of mechanistic science which 
construes the world in terms of mechanical structures of causation 
that is determined as a whole by the laws that govern Nature. Such 
a world denies the possibility of any authentic case of novelty thus 
making prominent, the question of its possibility. In this scenario, 
only a life that is not governed by any laws as such can offer us 
the possibility of novelty. Stace rightly highlights the fact that the 
insistence on novelty is in fact an ëemotional revulsioní against the 
dominance of the scientific world-view.23 Thus, novelty comes to be 
closely associated with freedom, such that a threat poised to one 
would entail a threat to the other.24 Both Bergson and William James 
fervently sought to protect the idea of novelty, not for the sake of 
novelty itself, but rather for the possibility of freedom. Thus, the rise 
in the natural mechanistic sciences in the West invariably entailed 
a deep conflict between the discourse of that sought to ensure a 
secure foundation to the notion of freedom and the impossibility 
of rejecting the picture of the mechanistic-world put forth by the 
natural sciences. This, for instance had already led to the call to reject 
the ëtraditionalí or ëdogmaticí mode of investigating the legitimacy 
and truths of our beliefs, as instantiated in the works of Bacon. 
However, philosophy in the West had also begun to see the rise of 
thought-schemas that aligned themselves within the phraseology of 
the mechanistic sciences by the seventeenth century as instantiated 
in the works of the so-called ërationalistsí of the modern period.25 
But it was in the works of the so-called ëempiricistsí that philosophy 
adopted, not merely the phraseology of the positivistic sciences, 
but also its methodology. It is this alignment of philosophy with the 
natural sciences that saw the discourse on morality move precariously 
on the borderline of a deterministic system, barely managing to 
secure freedom. Benthamís Utilitarianism clearly manifests this 
tension. The Aristotelian idea of ëmetaphysicsí now takes a back 
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seat as the philosophical engagement with metaphysics gets to be 
indistinguishable from ëphysicsí under the banner of ëNatural 
Philosophyí, and epistemological and moral inquiries get into the 
investigation of mechanical ëpowersí and ëstructuresí of the mind 
leading to the development of a new domain of Psychology. It is in 
this moment of crisis that Kant explores the possibility of securing an 
independent domain for philosophy as a metaphysical inquiry. Kantís 
critical philosophy is an attempt to free the notion of ëautonomyí and 
ëfreedomí from the realm of phenomena and to provide for it the 
securer grounds of the noumenal realm. This brief trajectory in the 
history of Ideas in the West is of cardinal importance to our concern 
here since this intervention of the Newtonian mechanistic world-view 
within the world of ideas posed a serious threat, and challenged the 
very nature and purpose of philosophy as the discourse to illuminate 
and provide ultimate truths. Thus, Kantís project of devising a 
scientific metaphysics, thereby securing an exclusive realm for the 
ëtranscendentalí that authenticates the purpose of philosophy, can 
be viewed as a response to this challenge, without in turn challenging 
the world-view presented by the Newtonian mechanistic vision of the 
world. 

Looked at from this perspective, the acceptance of the marking of 
ëIndian philosophyí as ëspiritualí appears to be a well thought-out 
move since it provides the possibility of grounding philosophy 
elsewhere, as was perhaps seen by Radhakrishnan and Malkani, who 
were both well versed in the problems that plagued philosophy in 
the West.26 Radhakrishnanís declaration in 1923 that ëPhilosophy in 
India is essentially spiritualí27 is thus not just an innocent 
characterization that follows Mullerís emphasis of ëIndian Philosophyí 
as essentially grounded in the pursuit of ëmok¶aí as a product of 
leisure,28 but is rather the opening up of the possibility of framing 
ëtruthí within a discourse other than that of science within the 
complex epistemological and ontological structures of traditional 
Indian thought-schemas. The acceptance of the mark of ëspiritualí 
thus entailed that philosophy shared its ground with religion rather 
than with the natural sciences. Ewing, who attended the Silver Jubilee 
of IPC, perceptively remarks that he finds a ray of hope in 
philosophical thinking prevalent in India as it escapes the positivistic 
mode of thought that has plagued the West, since philosophers in 
India source their inspiration from Philosophy of Religion, rather 
than from the Philosophy of Science.29 Further, one can now 
appreciate the mode in which the early Anglophone philosopher in 
India upheld the spiritual nature of the Indian thought-schemas in 
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the context of their engagement with the question of novelty. The 
discourse concerning the notion of ënoveltyí in the West30 understood 
it as a discovery that presented a new relation amongst shared 
elements of our understanding about the world of experience. In 
this sense, novelty consisted in an assertion of a relation between 
entities that was hitherto unnoticed and un-asserted, though the 
claimed relationship between the elements had always been there. 
Since ënoveltyí in natural science was construed to be of this nature, 
and thus, if philosophy shared its grounds with science, then novelty 
in philosophy too would have to be of this nature. Further, ërationalityí 
in the West was beginning to be defined in terms of such discoveries 
that would in turn cater to the idea of the ëprogressí of a discourse. 
But a claim asserting that the very ground of philosophy differs from 
that of science allowed for a legitimate response to the assertion of 
ëstagnancyí and ëlack of progressí of traditional Indian thought-
schemas by simply pointing out that those notions of ënoveltyí and 
ëprogressí did not apply to the discourse that is philosophy. 
Akhilalandaís review article clearly highlights the awareness that the 
Anglophone thinkers had pertaining to the peculiarity of the 
question concerning ënoveltyí that was brought in by the dominance 
of the Newtonian mechanistic science. The mechanistic paradigm 
heralded in the West confined the world of philosophical discourse 
to the realm of experience. Hence, traditional Indian thought-
schemas, whose domain essentially engaged with a realm that 
transcended it, could never really be seen as progressive in that light. 
Thus, for asserting a legitimate claim of novelty and progress, early 
Anglophone Indian philosophers too made an attempt to secure an 
autonomous domain for philosophical discourse which would free it 
from the binding notions of scientific progress and novelty. Though 
one can, from the privileged position of the present, question the 
necessity of this responsive engagement of the Anglophone thinkers 
of the period with the question of science, yet within the colonial 
spirit of the time, this was seen as necessary for the defence of the 
legitimacy of the pre-eminent pursuit of ëultimate truthí as 
propounded by the traditional Indian thought-schemas. Since 
ëreasoní was held to be synonymous with the progress of science in 
the West, the Indian concern with mok¶a, which provided it its 
distinctive feature of spirituality, also placed it at odds with reason 
itself. Indian Philosophy, which by virtue of its orientation 
transcended the world that could be accessed through the tools of 
either ëreasoní or experience, therefore called for the securing of a 
distinct domain and a distinct tool.31 Towards this end, one can 
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better appreciate the efforts of Krishnachandra Bhattacharyya whose 
philosophical engagement assumed the form of an investigation 
into the contrasting nature of science and philosophy to argue for a 
distinct telos, and therefore, a distinct domain for philosophy. Thus 
when seen within the larger context of the question of ënoveltyí and 
ëprogressí, one gets a clearer picture of the perspective that lay 
beneath the unwavering efforts of the earlier Anglophone Indian 
thinkers to defend the spiritualistic nature of philosophy, as well as 
their upholding of ëintrospectioní as a distinct cognitive tool, over 
and above those of sense experience and reason.32 A similar sentiment 
is reflected in the thoughts of Nawab Mehdi Yarin, a contemporary 
of Krishnachandra Bhattacharyya, in his Welcome Address to the 
15th session of IPC held in Hyderabad in 1939.33 It is in the light of 
this alternative mode of arguing for the possibility of ënoveltyí within 
the traditional Indian thought-schemas that this enigmatic acclaiming 
of ëspiritualityí as a distinctive mark of Indian Philosophy gathers 
appreciative force. We qualify this force as ëappreciativeí since it 
subverts the very stigmatic mark within a power structure and turns 
it, with astute clarity, into a defensive tool.34 It is also in this light that 
one can interpret the ëmissionary spirití35 that shapes G.R. Malkaniís 
Presidential Address delivered during the twenty-fourth IPC held at 
Patna in 1949, where he defends the persistence in the so-called 
traditional preoccupations of Indian philosophy with the pursuit of 
eternal truth within its spiritual telos. Overtaken by this missionary 
spirit for the cause of philosophy in India, Malkani addresses the 
contention regarding the stagnancy and un-progressive character of 
Indian philosophy, more directly. Reflecting upon the alleged 
stagnancy prevalent in the ëfield of philosophic creativenessí in 
India, he admits the loss of an ideal of truth during the interim period 
of ëpolitical subjectioní that is necessarily presupposed by traditional 
Indian though-schemas as a guide in the pursuit of philosophical 
activity.36 One cannot miss the soft but emphatic underlining by 
Malkani of the fact that this political subjection empowers, what is 
otherwise a superfluous and erroneous ideal of the West of ëpure 
scientific reasoní to become an influence to reckon with. Malkani 
holds that within the prevalent structure of power, such is the 
influence of this Western ideal that it has managed to make us 
believe in the binary opposition between discourses related to 
religion as representing Indian scholarship, and the discourse on 
modern science as representing the scholarship of the West. Malkani 
finds this equation between religion and ancient Indian scholarship 
problematic not because this equation does not hold. His discomfort 
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rather lies in his positive conviction that the West fails to realize that 
it is precisely because ëIndian philosophyí is rooted in ancient Indian 
religion that it is more philosophical and grounded in the lived-
experience than is science with its ideal of ëpure abstract reasoní. 
However, the crux of his argument is that even if this transition in 
ideals is granted, and if we do dismiss the ideal inspired by ancient 
religious thoughts of India to be no more in vogue, the question 
about the ideal that philosophy as a discipline of inquiry should aim 
for, would still persist. Hence Malkaniís stance is to probe further 
into this question of the ideals that ought to guide the telos of 
philosophical inquiry and whether they can be conflated with the 
ideal that guides science. For Malkani, the cardinal concern thus 
transforms into a question pertaining to the nature of truth that the 
philosophical inquiry ought to be in pursuit of, in contrast to the 
truths that natural sciences pursue. Malkani holds that scientific 
ideals mould themselves around a notion of truth that is held to be 
ëprobable and practicalí37 in nature, while philosophical inquiries 
are invariably in search of absolute truths, notwithstanding their 
differences among themselves regarding the nature of these truths. 
Thus, he holds that philosophical and scientific truths serve different 
purposes and aspects of life. For Malkani, inherent in the hypothetical 
nature of scientific truths, is the fact that they can only serve the 
practical ends of life such as gaining control over the environment 
and nature. On the other hand, philosophical truths are meant to 
serve a higher end of the spirit that dwell in higher levels of life. In 
other words, Malkaniís argument implies that whatever be the nature 
of truth that we attribute to philosophy, this truth will come to guide 
our lives, in the sense that philosophy and life inspire each other. In 
this respect, the full blown entailment of Malkaniís position is that 
confusing the nature of scientific truth with the nature of philosophic 
truth, and the equating of the philosophic pursuit of truth with mere 
reasoning will ultimately result in a life that is in abject poverty in 
terms of its telos. 

Malkani further argues that the idea of progress that is rooted 
in the scientific attitude is occasioned by its ideal of ëreasoní that 
is disassociated from life.38 In other words, Malkani asks, can 
philosophical truth appear progressive if it is rooted in the telos of 
life and is inspired by it? That is to ask, can life take radically new 
forms when the absolute truth remains constant? Malkani admits 
that though absolute truth as the orientation of philosophic life 
cannot give rise to radically new forms periodically, this does not 
imply that absolute truth always takes the form of religion such as in 
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Advaita Vedånta, which was the predominant philosophical thinking 
during his period. Rather, the ways in which we come to ëappreciateí 
and experience absolute truth vary with the change of times, so that 
it may come to acquire a form of dialogue with science, due to the 
predominant influence it has in the present age.39 Nonetheless, 
Malkani maintains that this should not lead one to conflate the 
nature of philosophic truth with that of scientific truth.

Likewise, A.C. Mukerjiís Presidential Address to the IPC in 
1950, explicitly gestures towards a stance that is adopted in order 
to respond to the allegations prevalent about Indian scholarship in 
philosophy of its failure to contribute anything novel to the fields 
of epistemology and metaphysics due to stagnancy and redundancy 
prevalent in its domain of ideas.40 Mukerji expresses a concern 
that the question of ënoveltyí that has come to be forced upon the 
traditional fields of philosophical inquiry has had a devastating 
result in so far as the concern for ëtruthí has been subjugated by 
the concern for novelty in a bid to acquire a ëmodern formí.41 
Mukerji perceives this superficiality to be a debilitating influence 
upon Indian traditional scholarship and argues that we should, in 
contrast, encourage ourselves to ëresolutely and boldlyí continue 
in the traditional mode of knowledge production in the respective 
fields of epistemology and metaphysics. Therefore, what follows is an 
appeal, as much as a justification for his ëallegiance to the old methodí 
and perspectives that consisted of such engagement in Indian 
philosophical scholarship.42 Thus, Mukerji chooses to analyse the 
ënew orientationí43 in the field of epistemology and metaphysics that 
holds the dawn of a ënew insightí into the understanding of reality as 
being synonymous with ëprogressí or a philosophical advancement. 
He deems such a construal of ëadvancementí to be disastrous if this 
craze for novelty is taken to entail a complete discontinuity from the 
initiatives of the past inquiries. No novelty, Mukerji holds, could be 
detached from the old theories for 

...paradoxical as it may appear, a total discontinuity between a new 
theory and the old would render its critical weapons totally ineffective 
against the latter. To put it from the other side, the underlying unity and 
continuity of views is the very reason why they come into clash...44

For Mukerji, if novelty is not seen in the light of this relation that 
the ënewí must bear with the past, then it comes to assume a form 
that is driven by a personal initiative to depart from the past. He 
avers that

... [the] assumption is disastrous for it promotes an unhealthy craze 
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for originality and encourages a sort of dilettantish attitude to the 
achievements of the past. Personal initiative is, no doubt, a great virtue 
in philosophy...but...when completely divorced from an intelligent 
appropriation of the heritage of the past...is ill-suited for furthering the 
cause of truth.45

Mukerji contends that the West has always conceived Philosophy 
as an activity that was presumed to operate with a natural 
predisposition towards the ëspeculative impulseí46 that hinges upon 
creating ëaberrationsí from the preceding history of thought as 
is evident through Plato and Aristotle to Kant and Hegel. Or, in 
other words, as Mukerji holds, the West has held the belief that to 
attribute the character of progress or novelty to the discourse of 
philosophy, one has to arrange the epochs of philosophical thought 
in historical order and establish that a specific philosophical activity 
has necessarily displaced the preceding tradition of thought and has 
departed from it considerably. 

Mukerjiís concern, it can be observed, is not with the criterion 
that can be deemed as a yardstick to measure novelty. Rather in tune 
with Malkani, it is about noveltyís relation with truth itself. That is 
to say, the question about novelty could also have been addressed 
by seeking a redefinition of the yardstick to measure it. The path 
chosen by Malkani and Mukerji to forge a relationship between 
the questions of truth and novelty can be arguably seen as the 
crystallization of the perspectival approach of the early Anglophone 
Indian philosophers in a bid to demarcate a distinct identity for 
ëIndian Philosophyí. These early Anglophone Indian philosophers, 
who can be classified as the Traditionalists47 choose, given the 
demand of the hour, to partake and own the emergent appellation 
called ëIndian Philosophyí, by identifying the relation between truth 
and traditional Indian though-schemas within a distinctive realm of 
the ëspiritualí. In other words, they adopted an attitude that takes a 
step aside, a way of detour, in addressing the question about novelty 
that is identified as being absent from the Indian philosophical 
discourse, by instead probing into the equation between novelty 
and truth. In other words, these thinkers sought to present ëIndian 
philosophyí primarily as an activity in the pursuit of a ëdistinct kind 
of truthí from that of science. This enabled them to recast the 
emergent perception regarding philosophyís relation to novelty in 
a way that made the scientific ideal of ëprogressí as adopted by the 
thought-schemas of the West appear as misplaced. 

However as anticipated by Malkani, this mode of addressing the 
question of ënoveltyí by securing an independent realm for the 
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discourse that is philosophy, and thereby securing for it an exclusive 
relation to a notion of truth that is inaccessible to the insights of the 
discourse of natural sciences, faces a distinct problem. The problem 
can be formulated as follows. Suppose we do grant the securing of a 
domain that is distinct from the realm with which science is engaged, 
and thereby, also allow for a distinct and exclusive nature of truth 
disclosed by philosophy, then we would consequently have to grant a 
distinct notion of ënoveltyí and ëprogressí to the realm of philosophy. 
But then, a question pertaining to the nature of this novelty and 
progress within this distinctive realm of philosophy would arise. 
Since truth in this realm is held to be absolute and hence impervious 
to change, the relation of the discourse to that of truth within the 
realm of philosophy could only differ in terms of its disclosure and 
in the stylistic structures adopted for its rendition. This would make 
novelty a matter of method and style. Hermeneutical understanding, 
in that case, would have to confine itself to mere rhetoric. 

It is in light of this challenge, that one sees the efforts of P.T. 
Rajuís48 whose works can be categorized as marking a transition 
from the strict Traditionalistsí view to the non-Traditionalistic ones 
as seen in works of later thinkers like Matilal, Mohanty and Daya 
Krishna. Addressing the idea of progress in Indian philosophy, Raju 
carries over the concerns that the Traditionalists were occupied 
with, such as the perception that the ultimate goal of philosophy 
was the pursuit of ultimate truth and that this was synonymous with 
ultimate reality. Nonetheless, he develops a dual temporal structure 
of time, that underlines that the understanding and contemplation 
upon this timeless eternal truth has to relate ëtimeí itself to the ëlife 
of the timeí, and can only be legitimately expressed as the ëlife of the 
time reflecting upon itselfí.49 This perception of philosophy implies 
that while the ultimate reality to be uncovered remains the same 
for all dar‹anas of Indian traditions as well as for those who seek 
it through Western philosophy, the way we apprehend this reality 
may vary from tradition to tradition and from time to time. Hence 
to the question, whether there is progress in (Indian) philosophy 
Raju provides an ambivalent answer. He would thus affirm progress 
to the extent that we do not confuse progress in philosophy with 
the progress of truth itself, though our ëunderstandingí50 of this 
same eternal truth can vary from age to age. Thus progress can 
be celebrated in terms of this variance in the understanding of 
the truth, where this variance will come to express itself through 
different concepts. Under the ambit of the postulate of a universal 
truth that is indifferent to the mundane division of the East and 
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the West, the significance of Rajuís move lies in the mode in which 
he posits the flourishing of new concepts within our discourse-both 
eastern as well as western-scientific as well as religious, as nothing 
more than the mere expression of the variance in the understanding 
of the universal truth by virtue of the grounds through which one 
is attempting to grasp it. The adoption of such a spatio-temporal 
frame of understanding the eternal truth allows P.T. Raju to link 
his conceptual scheme with science. This allows him to easily blend 
it with the non-Traditionalists opposition to the fixity of tradition. 
Rajuís perception about science is not that it is the predominant 
mode of conceptualising truth in the modern age; rather he makes 
the subversive assertion that ëscientific thoughtí51 is the mode in 
which ëtimeí leaves its imprint upon thought here and now; in this 
historical epoch. Given the scientific spirit of contemporary times, 
philosophical thought invariably has to relate itself to the scientific 
one in order to assume the spirit of contemporaneity. Implicit in 
his advocacy of science as the mode of contemporaneity is his belief 
that scientific thought is representative of Western philosophical 
thinking as such. It is this conflating of the connotation of these two 
terms, that is ëscienceí and ëwestern philosophyí, that allows him to 
declare the need of a comparative framework of doing philosophy, 
where Indian philosophical activity should feel obliged to compare 
and relate itself with the Western thought-schemas. He writes,

The student of Indian philosophy is therefore under the special 
obligation of bringing Indian thought into line with the Western...We 
should see not only similarities but also differences between Western 
and Indian thinkers and should study these similarities and differences 
systematically.52 

For Raju, this comparative framework is a way of revoking the 
Traditionalistsí belief that the ultimate truth is a revelation unmediated 
by reason through either nididhyåsana, or aparok¶ånubhµuti, and 
amounts to ëempty speculationí.53 He therefore rejects the possibility 
of treating it as a mode to assert the superiority of one discourse over 
the other.

This concern with revoking the telos of the philosophy-truth 
framework that insistently tried to re-define philosophy around this 
equation, had also another objective or task at hand. As opposed to 
the Traditionalists who were defensive of the ëspiritualí aspects of 
Indian philosophy, and thus stood in an uneasy relation with the 
discourse of science, the non-Traditionalist is confronted with a task 
of developing a counter-view that treats Indian philosophy to be of 
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ëantiquarian interestí,54 which had quarantined Indian philosophy as 
the subject matter of Indologists, Orientalists, and Philologists. P.T. 
Raju observes, there was a similar tug-of-war going on between Indian 
history and archaeology on the question whether Indian historical 
material belongs to the legitimate concern of archaeologists, or 
if it is still of any contemporary value.55 It is to counter this trend 
of classifying Indian thought systems to be of mere antiquarian 
interest, that Raju argues for the comparative framework in order to 
reconstruct Indian thought ëaccording to certain scientific methods 
borrowed from Western philosophy, so as to bring it into ëclose 
contact with modern lifeí.56 In other words, his effort consisted of 
affirming life to traditional Indian thought-schemas, which otherwise 
was deemed dead, precisely by revisiting the past, much in tune with 
Mukerji, from the historical position of the now.

In a similar vein, Matilal also writes, ëThe age of my material seems 
to justify a philological treatment, whereas the content of the material 
pleads for use of philosophyí.57 Defending Matilalís thesis, Mohanty 
overrules the view held by Western canonical thinkers such as Hegel, 
Husserl, Heidegger et al., who held that Indian thinking lacks theory 
and conceptual orientation.58 Thus, the non-Traditionalists who 
attempt to resurrect Indian thinking from the realm of antiquarian 
interest find themselves to be endorsing ëcomparative philosophyí 
as a counter step. Moreover, as opposed to the philologistsí and the 
indologistsí, who mostly refer to this corpus in its original form in 
Sanskrit, the philosophersí interest in the same material, set them 
apart due to their articulation in English. Thus, the choice of the 
English language as the medium of expression cannot merely be 
seen as a mode of assuring a pseudo proximity to power, but is rather 
to be construed as a methodological tool of differentiation. This 
linguistic advantage of philosophising in English made them readily 
embrace the comparative framework as the sole platform that would 
set them apart from the antiquarian interest in the same. Hence for 
both Matilal and Mohanty, the comparative method of philosophy 
is unavoidable for a modern Indian philosopher who invests himself 
or herself in extending the trajectory of thought from ancient 
philosophical traditions of India. As Mohanty puts it, comparative 
philosophy is the only way to dissolve and ëcut across East-West 
dichotomyí.59 Language, for Matilal as well, becomes both the 
bridge that could ëinitiate a dialogue between the ancient Sanskrit 
classical philosophers and the modern [Indian] philosophersí, 
while at the same time bridging the temporal gap of providing the 
dialogue with a spirit of talking to contemporaries, rather than to 
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the dead thoughts of dead people.60 Thus for Matilal, the notion of 
ëcontemporaneityí provides a mode of bridging the temporal gap 
between the past and the present and thereby, allows contemporary 
Indian philosophers to distance themselves from the concerns of 
the indologists and the philologists. It is crucial to note here, that 
the optimistic heralding of comparative philosophy is predicated on 
the underlying belief that comparisons can only take place between 
systems that are commensurable and thus theoretically at par. This 
belief, as we shall see later, acts as the originary grounds for the 
paradigm of a universal discourse.

The question of novelty in the context of post-colonialism

Murty very aptly portrays the post-colonial experience of the post-
colonial philosopher when he writes:

Contemporary Free India seems to present to many Western people a 
phenomenon difficult to comprehend. They have been taught to believe 
that the Indian genius is predominantly mystical, that traditions in India 
endure for centuries without change... Indian scholars themselves in 
their works often gave their readers the impression that India cared only 
for things spiritual, that renunciation, detachment, and moksa... were 
the themes which formed the core of the Indian Way of Life. The sub-
conscious inferiority complex of the older generation of Indian scholars 
made them assert the superiority of Indian culture over Western at least 
in that respect... the almost exclusive emphasis which both European 
and Indian scholars placed on the sastras concerned only with nirvana 
and mok¶a were responsible for this. If Kautilya, Brahma Gupta, 
Varahamihiri, Caraka, and Vatsyayana had received as much attention 
as the writers of Upanisads, the Buddha and Sankara from competent 
European and Indian scholars, the picture of India in both modern 
Western and Eastern minds would have been different....[sic]61

As stated in the very introductory paragraph of this article, the 
position of respectability that was secured for the claim that every 
philosophical position or concept has its originary grounds in the 
zeitgeist or the spirit of the time, has led to a much more radical 
and critical reading of the early Anglophone Indian philosophersí 
engagement with the question of novelty. The fact of the absence 
of the colonial other, in a sense, left a vacuum in the very structure 
of philosophical engagement that made it even more arduous to 
follow the trajectory that philosophical discourse had been given 
thus far. Further, by the second half of the twentieth century, the 
celebratory spirit of the natural sciences was on the wane resulting in 
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a general disenchantment with the very idea of ëprogressí it offered, 
especially after the experiences of the two world wars. Though, this 
saw a rise in the projection of ëIndian philosophyí with its humanistic 
and spiritualistic approach as an alternative to the paradigm of 
progress as upheld by the West, it also saw a fresh move from other 
Anglophone Indian thinkers who found themselves in a fresh, and 
a distinct position of ëfreedomí in the second half of the twentieth 
century. For the latter group, the availability of a fresh ground 
translated into a critical opposition towards the perspective that 
sought to protect and defend a set of perceptions that had come to 
be associated with the spirit of ëIndian philosophyí. The question 
regarding the nature of ëIndian philosophyí, now positioned itself 
in independence of the demands of the nationalist movement. The 
Traditionalistsí perception, which aligned itself with the views of 
the early Indologistsí, came to constitute the Orientalistsí discourse 
which identified certain absences as characteristic of the stagnation 
of oriental civilisations. This new set of radical Anglophone Indian 
thinkers was no longer academically obliged to espouse the cause of 
the hallowed and consolidated notion of ëIndian Philosophyí. Since 
they appear on the academic scene of India post-independence, no 
such ideological requirement weighed them down, and this granted 
them the freedom to be highly critical of the position upheld by 
the Traditionalists. In the hands of these post-nationalist thinkers, 
philosophical discourse tried to wriggle away from the image that 
ëIndian philosophyí had come to be circumstantially associated 
with. This very demand to move away entailed that they also had to 
move away from all the discourses that were cardinally shaped by the 
acceptance of the mark of ëspiritualityí as the differentiating feature 
of ëIndian philosophyí. In this group of post-colonial thinkers we 
could count Daya Krishna, J. N. Mohanty and Rajendra Prasad who 
brought about a shift in the very mode of construing the engagement 
with traditional thought-schemas.

As J.N. Mohanty puts it, those thinkers who emerged in the post-
colonial Indian scenario of academic philosophy,

...were looking for some way of doing Indian philosophy that would steer 
us clear of the paths that lay before us and with which many of us had 
already become disenchanted.62 

In Mohanty and Matilal, one can clearly discern the urgency 
to dissociate from the philosophical trajectory provided by the 
Traditionalists who upheld the view that the hallmark of Indian 
philosophy is its practical orientation towards mok¶a that makes its 
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spiritual search culminate in the ëmystic intuition of truthí.63 Thinkers 
such as Matilal, Mohanty, and Daya Krishna wanted to exorcise Indian 
philosophising of traditionalism and affirm its legitimate presence 
through the ëtheoreticalí, ëanalyticalí, ëlogicalí and ëintellectualí 
character in a bid to place Indian philosophy on an equal footing 
with that of the West.64 In the context of the changed scenario, the 
emphasis thus, was now upon the value of equality rather than that of 
differentiation. In other words the defining arche of their engagement 
was to enable the participation of traditional Indian thought-schemas 
in a ëuniversal discourseí. It is this demand that presses Rajendra 
Prasad to emphatically insist on the distinction between ëIndian 
cultureí and ëIndian philosophyí.65 Prasadís insistence upon this 
distinction rests on the fact that while the former can legitimately 
claim a unique identity of ëIndiannessí, the latter must move away 
from all such claims of distinction in order to legitimately raise itself 
to the level of a universal discourse. Thus, the first concern at hand 
was to address and to undo the legitimacy of the claims of peculiarity 
upheld by the Traditionalists prior to them. It is towards this end 
that Daya Krishnaís highly critical stance towards thinkers of the 
colonial period, who associated the purpose of philosophical activity 
with the attainment of mok¶a, makes calculative sense. Daya Krishnaís 
plot is to trace the concept of mok¶a and to engage with it in such a 
way so as to show that the idea of mok¶a, if upheld as the pivotal 
concept grounding the mark of a spiritual telos, would culminate in 
redundant forms.66 Daya Krishna argues that if it be the case that 
philosophyís task is merely to show the possibility of mok¶a, then it fails 
to project itself as an evolving discourse that continues its activities 
across centuries and into the modern age, since philosophy can then 
only be construed as merely ëapprehending the same possibilityí.67 
In other words, Daya Krishna argues that within the Traditionalistsí 
construal of philosophy, the sameness of the object that philosophy 
ought to concern itself with and pursue, namely mok¶a, makes the 
conception of Indian philosophy ëredundantí,68 as it fails to give 
an account of a ëprogressive and evolutionary characterí69 of the 
concept of mok¶a. Daya Krishnaís argument implies that the concept 
of mok¶a upheld by these thinkers as the one on which philosophy is 
grounded, lacks a scientific character, and rather comes to present 
itself as one constituted of an artistic nature. Thus, Daya Krishnaís 
central argument against the Traditionalists was that if the activity 
of philosophy is tailored to serve any rigid telos, such as mok¶a (as 
construed by the Traditionalists), then philosophy can only be 
construed as a subjective pursuit of individuals over the ages; and 
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that philosophy as such possesses no ëautonomous validityí as such.70

But the stiff resistance towards the Traditionalistsí paradigm and 
the need to move away from it is also grounded in the slow but steady 
realization that after all, the very acceptance of the unified label 
of ëIndian philosophyí was not an easy category to uphold, unless 
one conflated the unified whole to be Vedånta. Rajendra Prasadís 
reflections upon the Traditionalistsí resistance towards the idea of 
progress probes into the presuppositions implicit in the views of 
Malkani, J.N. Chubb, R.C. Varadachari, Narasingh Narain, T.M.P. 
Mahadevan et al. He highlights the fact that the Traditionalistsí 
defence of the spiritualistic aspect of Indian tradition, consciously 
or unconsciously, referred solely to the philosophical tradition of 
Vedånta in the form in which it came to be embraced by the nationalist 
movement. This appropriation which had its reasons then,71 was 
however, seen by the radical thinkers of the post-colonial period as 
being detrimental to the project of engaging with the rich traditional 
Indian thought-schemas in the context of an independent India. 
As Rajendra Prasad argues, if on the one hand, the overwhelming 
attention garnered by Vedånta that was projected as the thought-
schema during the period of colonial intervention came to heavily 
overshadow the other existing philosophical traditions, it on the 
other hand, underplayed the variegated nature of traditions that 
subsist on the Indian sub-continent that resisted a single homogenous 
classification under a category called ëIndianí.72 However, for Prasad, 
it is not merely such constricted picture of ëIndian philosophyí that 
is problematic for the furthering or ëprogressí of ëIndian philosophyí 
in contemporary times. Rather, any move to restrict the scope of 
the term ëIndian philosophyí to connote classical Indian traditions is 
itself a problem since it inevitably draws one to accept the parameters 
of philosophizing that is set by the boundaries of the tradition. In 
other words, for Rajendra Prasad, such a move would subsume the 
ëcontemporaryí firmly within the ëtraditioní. For him such an imposed 
essential ëreturn to the traditioní translates into a mode of control 
that consequently results in the impossibility of any ëoriginalityí of 
thought in contemporary philosophical engagements. He contends, 

...it is wrong, too, to mean by Indian philosophy only ancient Indian 
philosophy. But, if the traditionalist is liberal enough to include in the 
Indian tradition all that genuinely forms a part of it, then, by requiring 
future developments to conform to it, he cannot exercise on them 
the kind of control he wants to, because, in that case, it would not be 
impossible to establish the concordance of any new theory with it.

ëOriginalityí, for Prasad, can emerge only when the intellectual 
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respect for oneís tradition is not ëallowed to degenerate into 
uncritical devotioní73 and opens the tradition to a critical appraisal. 
He holds that it is such timely critical appraisals that open up the 
possibility of ëour deep-seated convictions [to get...] challenged 
and well established beliefs questioned in a reasoned way [such 
that] we are forced to think afresh and make new departures in our 
intellectual journeyí.74 Thus for Prasad, philosophy finds its ëcreative 
expressionsí of originality75 not in a ëreturn to the traditioní or in 
ëoneís groundedness in ití but rather in the ëintellectual challengesí 
that emerge when the tradition is looked upon with a critical gaze 
that is due. Thus, in the context of a politically free India and the 
disenchantment with science with its ideal of scientific progress 
under question, the question of novelty gets subsumed under the 
correlated notion of ëoriginality of thoughtí. However, since the 
concept of ëoriginalityí is seen as the mark of ëcreative thinkingí76 
itself, it no longer becomes the dominant pillar in the scaffolding 
erected for the project of the re-construction of the traditional modes 
of Indian though-schemas in the latter half of the twentieth century. 
The primordial concern that vexes the Anglophone philosopher in 
India now is the question of raising the traditional Indian thought-
schemas to a ëuniversal discourseí. It is this paradigm of ëuniversal 
discourseí that draws the critics of the Traditionalists towards the 
complete downplaying of the epithet ëIndianí that prefixes the term 
ëphilosophyí in the context of philosophical discourse in India. Thus, 
if the Traditionalists were geared towards providing a meaning to 
such a characterization of the traditional Indian thought-schemas in 
terms of the mark of ëspiritualityí, their critics, in stark contrast, takes 
this to be nothing more than a ëgeographical labelí that denotes the 
country where philosophical ëcreative expressioní sees the light.77 
It is also this project of aligning itself towards the paradigm of a 
ëuniversal discourseí that the question of language becomes a matter 
of contentious concern. Following Matilal, English was conceived 
both by Mohanty and Prasad, as a choice that would ease the process 
of dissociating the philosophical discourse that emerged in India 
from its ëcultural milieuí to a universal platform.78 Though Mohanty 
does not conceive anything intrinsic to the English language as such 
that renders it a suitable medium for, constructing and engaging 
with, a ëuniversal discourseí; he nevertheless takes the ëhistorical 
contingencyí of the situation that raises English as the most suitable 
medium for such a universal discourse as an undeniable fact. Since 
the critics of the traditionalistsí discourse sought to re-present 
a rectified picture of the traditional Indian though-schemas to 
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scholars, both at home and abroad, and given their aspiration to 
place them within a paradigm of ëuniversal discourseí, their choice of 
English as the medium of this re-presentation was a carefully crafted 
decision. It was a decision that was made well within the awareness 
of the power structures of the politics of language. Their choice of 
language was thus a choice that was not merely incidental to the 
larger landscaping of ëIndian philosophyí, but was rather cardinal to 
their very project of ëuniversalizingí the traditional Indian thought-
schemas into a position of a ëuniversal discourseí.79 

Towards a seeming conclusion

Let us return to the question of ënoveltyí. The Anglophone Indian 
philosopherís engagement with the notion of novelty can be read 
as emerging during the colonial times, in a trajectory that sought to 
secure an autonomous domain for philosophy vis-à-vis the natural 
sciences. This being so, the early Anglophone Indian philosophers 
were tightly framed within their own historical position of colonialism. 
Thus, ëIndian philosophyí in their hands, seems to recede into the 
ideology of the nationalistic discourse, which was undeniably the 
overarching spirit of the times.80 In contrast, the positioning of 
traditional Indian thought-schemas within the broader framework 
of ëuniversal discourseí in the hands of the critics of Traditionalism, 
is precisely an attempt to distance the traditional Indian thought-
schemas from such an ideology of the nationalistic discourse and 
project it in terms of a more universal or/and ësecularí trajectory that 
is devoid of any constrictive ëcultural traitsí. However, the absence of 
the ideology of the nationalistic discourse in the deliberations on 
the nature of traditional Indian thought-schemas in the writings of 
Daya Krishna, Mohanty and Prasad cannot be read as an ideological 
vacuity, for a closer reading of their critiques of the Traditionalists 
disclose that their proposed paradigm of philosophy as a ëuniversal 
discourseí itself emerges within the new global ideology of 
ëcontemporaneityí. Daya Krishna contends that, 

Indian Philosophy will come alive only when it is seen to be a living 
stream of thinkers who have grappled with difficult problems that 
are, philosophically, as alive today as they were in the ancient past. 
Indian philosophy will become contemporarily relevant only when it is 
conceived as philosophy proper.81

It is evident that for Daya Krishna, the death of ëIndian philosophyí 
is inalienably related to its inability to portray itself within the 
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paradigm of contemporaneity. For him, this failure on the part of 
Indian philosophy is due to the fact that

...it hardly forms a part of the philosophical climate of today- not even 
in the sense in which Plato and Aristotle form a part-not even in India, 
where at least, it may legitimately be expected to be so.82

Daya Krishna asserts that,

...the fault for all this lies squarely on the shoulders of all those who have 
written on the subject and tried to create the impression that Indian 
philosophy is not philosophy proper, but something else- something 
they regard as more profound, but certainly not the sort of thing which 
goes under that name today.83

Mohanty and Prasad, who also align themselves with Daya Krishnaís 
vehement rejection of the modality in which the Traditionalists 
projected ëIndian philosophyí under the rubric of ëspiritualityí, 
bring to light a fundamental belief that underlies this rejection: 
namely, that it is only when a tradition finds itself to be in dialogue 
with a thinker of the past, as a contemporary rather than a dead soul, 
that it comes to mark itself as being contemporary to the time. One 
can thus read Mohantyís effort to redefine the notion of tradition by 
subtly dissociating its meaning from the notion of ëorthodoxyí and 
aligning it with the notion of ëmodernityí, thereby side stepping the 
problem of novelty in Indian philosophical thought.84 But we must 
realise that this side-stepping is only a move to replace the concept 
of ënoveltyí with that of ëcontemporaneityí as a cardinal notion 
that ëmediatesí between tradition and modernity.85 Thus, one can 
observe a shift in the post-colonial thinkersí mode of characterizing 
ëIndian philosophyí as equipped to engage with the concerns of 
ëcontemporarinessí, in which the question of ënoveltyí gets translated 
into a notion of ërelevanceí. After all, notwithstanding the vagueness 
that surrounds the notion of ëcontemporaneityí, the notion, 
minimally speaking, is suggestive of a discourse as being present to 
the time in which it emerges. In that respect, so to speak, a discourse 
that is contemporary must have within its reach the concerns of 
the present time, whatever those concerns be. This belief is what 
comes to be foregrounded in the critiques of the Traditionalistsí 
positioning of philosophy. While the Traditionalists resisted adopting 
the Western definition of philosophy by taking an introspective turn 
into the telos of philosophical pursuit and its equation with ëtruthí, 
their critics like Daya Krishna, Mohanty, and Prasad, adhered to 
the Western construal of ësecularí philosophy by trying to uncover 
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the non-spiritual dimensions of Indian philosophical corpus so that 
it can talk to a global and a contemporary other. Thus, while both 
the ëtraditionalistsí, as well as their 20th century critics, aimed at 
positioning the philosophy as pursued in India as a relevant mode 
of philosophizing, their respective engagements prodded them 
into exploring two different modes of commitments. While the 
Traditionalists highlighted the aspect where the discourse itself seeks 
to interpretatively engage with the ëcontemporaryí through their 
engagement with the then concern of ënoveltyí and the position of 
philosophy, the latter thinkers take the ëcontemporaryí as regulating 
the interpretative aspect of the discourse itself. After all, it must 
be foregrounded that the pivotal position secured by the notion 
of ëcontemporaneityí is itself rooted in the loss of faith in framing 
philosophical pursuit as a quest for essential truths that transcends 
our experienced everydayness. The critics of Traditionalists have 
a viable philosophical engagement in the broader background of 
contemporaneity, precisely because the framing of philosophical 
engagement as the mode to uncover ëultimate truthsí dissolves within 
the broad philosophical scenario by the late twentieth century. 

However, what we seek to emphasize is that, notwithstanding the 
differences, the critics of Traditionalists positioning of philosophy 
nevertheless share a common point of anchor, namely, the 
ëtraditioní. That is to say both the Traditionalists, as well as their 
critics, are in agreement with the givenness of a ëtradition that could 
be legitimately called ëIndianí. The primary difference between 
the two can be said to revolve around the mode of presenting the 
tradition, and the ways in which interpretative measures come to 
play in the respective modes of presenting the tradition. We must 
not lose sight of the fact that what defines the ëcontemporaneityí of 
a discourse within the framework of the critiques of traditionalism is 
precisely the mode in which we relate to our tradition. Thus, Daya 
Krishnanís efforts can be seen as mode of interpreting the tradition 
in fresher lights, where the quotient of ëfreshnessí is dependent upon 
the modality in which the tradition can be appropriated within the 
present times through dimensions of the traditions that were either 
supressed, or ignored, by the Traditionalists.

In other words, what we are suggesting is the urgency to reflect 
upon the historical positioning of the emergence of our obsession 
with being ëadequately contemporaryí or what amounts to the 
same as being ërelevantí. The question, what is it to do ëIndian 
philosophyí in the twenty-first century, is not a question that either 
the Traditionalists or their critics like Daya Krishna, Mohanty, or 
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Prasad can provide a foundation for us to answer. After all, the critics 
of the traditionalistsí representation of ëIndian philosophyí merely 
paves the way for us to reinterpret Indian philosophy or enables us to 
rewrite its trajectory and the mode in which we understand them in 
alternative and broader ways. Mohantyís Classical Indian Philosophy,86 
for instance, is a case in point. But unless we take philosophy to be an 
interpretative effort of rewriting the history of ideas, we would have 
to face an even more pressing challenge, namely, what do we do 
with these interpretations. By and large, philosophical engagements 
carried out under the label of ëIndian philosophyí, both at the 
hands of the Traditionalists, as well as their critics, have nevertheless 
been an engagement that seeks to either present or re-present 
precisely what constitutes the traditional Indian thought-schemas, 
in terms of the content as well as its form. Though the critics of the 
Traditionalists position does provide us with a broader alternative, 
or what Daya Krishna labels as the ëfield theoryí, perspective of 
the traditional Indian though-schemas, they do not, however, tell 
us how this broader perspective is ëcontemporaryí or ërelevantí to 
the times. That is a task that is left open and unaddressed, unless, 
as we stressed before, we come to equate philosophical activity with 
the penning down of the history of ideas or providing the sketches 
of the conceptual contours of the traditional thought-schemas. 
ëContemporaneityí in the critiques, at least explicitly in Daya 
Krishnaís critique of Traditionalism, is portrayed in terms of the 
cleansing of the picture of ëIndian philosophyí from any ëtheological 
hangoverí,87 which though makes us aware that the notion of 
ëcontemporarietyí is ësecularí but nevertheless fails to throw much 
light on what we ought to do with such ësecularí philosophical 
pictures. Of course, Daya Krishna would tell us that this engagement 
with the tradition, is not exegetical as we seem to depict it here, 
and that such an engagement with the tradition is inevitable since, 
ë...thinking is a process that...is not solitary, individual monadic 
exercise but rather the joint undertaking of a community of 
visible and invisible persons... [and is]...an unfinished process, 
unfinishable in principleí.88 This is, however, suggestive of the idea 
that philosophical perplexities transcend the specificities of space 
and time as well as the specificities of the individual who is engaged 
with them, and thus are universal in their essential nature. Such a 
suggestion is inevitable given the adherence to the paradigm of a 
ëuniversal discourseí and hence the unquestionable need to write 
Indian philosophy in English. However, to uphold such a position 
is to burden the intricate relationship between the questions ëwhat 
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is Indian philosophy?í and, ëwhat is it to do Indian philosophy in the 
present times?í by suggesting that an answer to one of them would 
dissolve the other question. It is precisely the non-demarcation 
between these two questions as demanding distinct justifications and 
orientations that allows the critics of Traditionalism to position their 
critiques as a mode of ëdoingí Indian philosophy, when in fact they 
are more broadly engaged with showing what ëIndian philosophyí 
truly is when rescued from the Traditionalistsí clutches. 

However, that said, the critics of the traditionalistsí positioning 
of history of Indian thought-schemas had, at the least, a legitimate 
concern, namely, to undo the singular and the imputed erroneous 
representation of ëIndian philosophyí in the hands of the 
Traditionalists. It is this reconfiguration of the contours of ëIndian 
philosophyí that still renders their philosophical endeavour as a 
meaningful contribution towards understanding the traditional 
Indian thought-schemas. On the other hand, we, who are now 
equipped with the broader horizon of the tradition as sketched in 
these critiques, must appropriately address the question of what 
this reinterpretation entails for us. It is for this reason that we 
must treat with due seriousness the questions as to, ëwhat is it to 
do Indian philosophy in the twenty-first century?í and ëto whom 
is Indian philosophy addressing itself to?í The latter is in fact a 
question that demands a conscious attention to the concerns 
towards which philosophical activity ought to gear itself. The notion 
of ëcontemporaneityí after all is informed by the nature of concerns 
that a discourse attunes itself to. It is only against the horizon of 
these twin questions that we can seek to meaningfully engage with 
question of the trajectory of ëIndian philosophyí in the present times. 
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ASCENDANT SADHUS IN WOODLAND HABITATS 
IN CENTRAL INDIA (7TH-13TH CENTURY) 

R.N. Misra

This paper attempts to offer a brief account of the genesis and the 
rise of the Mattamayura (ëecstatic peacockí) ascetics of Siddhanta 
Order, in the deep woods amidst rocky terrains (a¢av∂s) of Mid-Indian 
hinterland that were inhabited by the irrepressible ëforest-basedí 
(å¢avika) communities. The relevant evidence about this entire 
phenomenon tends to accentuate the profile of these woodlands 
and the communities therein, such that they are construed as those 
who marginalised the city, the state-society and while valorising 
the ascetics whoómixing piety with political powerópracticed 
spirituality of sorts, which on occasions did not rule out even 
militancy in exercise of their hegemonic intents. The ascetics who 
populated these woodlands disseminated their faith through a 
network of monasteries that also contained temples to exclusively 
serve their purpose. This account of the renunciantsí predominance 
is also remarkable in art history for their temples and monasteries. 
Their temples introduced unconventional motifs and a pantheon 
that is bereft of canonical sanction; and the monasteries, which, with 
their vast resources grew into huge strongholds of their power, fully 
fortified with ramparts, towers, gates, walks and crenulations. 

The Ranod Stone Inscription of Vyoma‹iva (10th century) written 
roughly three centuries after the beginning of Siddhanta asceticsí 
lineage at Kadambaguha (Kadwaha), retrospectively describes the 
sectís progressively expanding space, with its multiple branches 
(vipula vardhita bhµuri‹åkha¨)1 in the woodlands of Central India. This 
expansion was rapid and it appropriated both the imagined as well 
as the material spaces including guhå2 (cave), vasati (halting station 
for nights), tapasthåna3 (locations for penance), tapovana4 (penance 
forest), t∂rtha (pilgrimage centres), and a‹rama5 (hermitage) in 
these forests of Central India. Other Inscriptions describe this 
expansion to have gone on to include even vast territorial and 
spatial tracts, such as padra (or pada, a forest-tract settlement), vi¶aya 
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(district), prade‹a (region), the different di‹a¨ (directions) and the 
entire urv∂ (earth) within its ubiquitous span.6 In this expanse, the 
Siddhanta munis aspired and managed to locate themselves away 
from populated settlements, and establish habitats (sthana) in the 
woodlands that came to be marked in some inscriptions as ëpenance 
forestsí (tapovana). 

Thus, the term ëforestí in these references is generally suggestive 
of a place of penance that is secluded and solitary, and thereby fit 
for a self-mortifying individual living in meditation. Such an imagery 
projects the expanse along with the inhabiting ascetics as an exclusive 
sphere that is bereft of social, economic and other activities that 
characterized life in a village or a town. The forest, in the Siddhanta 
asceticsí case, thus stood as an antithesis of the villages and cities, and 
their withdrawal into it signified a state of renunciation, which over 
time seems to have worked also as a ploy to amass political power and 
hegemony. The other practices in their renunciation consisted of 
performing specific rituals, following yogic regimen, worship by fire, 
self-discipline, celibacy, vegetarianism and, above all, ritual initiation 
(diksa) of novices into the faith by the ascetics who were already so 
invested. That is how the Mattamayura munis, pursuing a counter-
culture of asceticism and denial, began their journey to prominence. 

The ascetic movement began in the woodlands of Guna-Shivpuri 
region of Madhya Pradesh, its cradle, in the seventh century. Gaining 
strength through 8th to 10th century, it eventually came to have a pan-
Indian presence, but got dissipated in central India by 13th century. It 
survives today as a living religion, served by its munis and monasteries 
in the Tamil region.

The rise of Siddhantin ascetics and their movement, though 
spectacular in many ways, was not merely accidental. It appears to 
have been realized through an organized lineage of devoted ascetics 
and their well-ordered pursuits of benevolence, especially, charity, 
temple building, fairs, festival and celebrations, among other things. 
These activities promoted the ascetics in the Vindhyan woodlands 
thereby gradually rendering other forces subservient to it. These 
subservients included local chieftains, the intractable woodlands 
along with its fierce atavika communities, and the traders and their 
caravans that traversed through the region. The disorganised milieu 
of the Gopacala region could offer little resistance to the politico-
religious upsurge of ascetics whose territorial control continued to 
expand unabated all the while.7 The Siddhanta munisí territorial 
ambition seems to have been insatiable as is evident in terms of their 
expanse. As spheres of their influence grew, thanks to the growing 
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network of their monasteries, the sages, even in their renunciation, 
did not flinch from assuming or exercising power and practising an 
acquisitive monasticism of sorts that garnered immense resources 
in terms of dhana, dhanya, hiranya, ratna, neighing horses and 
rutting elephants. In the process, their monasteries became fortified 
arsenals with emplacement of weaponry. The acquisitions allowed 
the powerful and pious Mattamayura sadhus to adroitly use them 
according to the requirements on different occasions. The stone-
built, and sometimes fortified,8 strong and expansive monastic 
establishments with their temples and sculptures representing 
Siddhantin imageries apparently underscore the munisí overarching 
presence in the woodlands and their clout. This is in addition to 
their supremacy which the contemporary epigraphs have explicitly 
articulated time and again. 

In details, therefore, this entire account ramifies into interrogating 
the advent and empowerment of the Mattamayura munisí, their 
ma¢has and the ma¢ha-related exclusive temples and sculptures which 
proliferated in quick succession, first in Gopåcala woodlands (7th to 
13th century) and then concurrently in the forest tracts of Cedi-œåhala 
region amidst the Vindhyas in Madhya Pradesh (10th to 13th century). 
The process apparently was not without its challenges. Perhaps, the 
most arduous of the asceticsí tasks was to have a firm foothold in the 
intractable a¢av∂ with its insuperable å¢avika folksó the a¢av∂s which 
they called their tapovanas. The travails of those venturing into the 
å¢avikasí hinterland are in evidence time and again and even armies 
were not spared if they risked moving through their territory. For 
instance, during the time of the Kacchapaghåta ruler Kirtiråja (1015-
1035) of Gopadri region, the arms of a Malava army were seized as 
they passed through the hinterland.9 It happened again during the 
time of Kirti Singh Tomar (1459-1480) of Gwalior, when the army 
of Sultan Hussain Shah Sharqui was plundered relentlessly in the 
hinterlands of the region. The menace of robbers too was real and 
the rulers tried hard to emasculate them, but with little success.10 
Much before that, we have a queer epitaph on a hero stone of 903 
CE from Terahi, a site of a Siddhanta matha and a fortóan epitaph 
that perceived battle as a reward of sorts whether one emerged 
victorious out of it, or lost his life in it. The Terahi Stone Inscription 
admonished grieving over the death of a valiant, proclaiming that he 
would have ëLakshmi if he won and heavenly Apsaras if he lost; so why 
worry about death in a battle field: jitena labhate Laksmim, mriteníapi 
suramgana/kshana vidhvanmsini kaya, ka chimta marane rane.11 As we 
shall see below, the ascetics did overcome the å¢avikas with their 
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benevolent support towards the community, their non-intrusive 
spiritual pursuits, and a wilful integration of å¢avikasí pantheon 
into their fold. Furthermore, over time, they came to protect the 
atavikas in the woodlands more substantially than the rulers in the 
mainland would protect Brahmanas, cows and varnasrama dharma. 
The contemporary inscriptions, as we shall see, bear this facet out. 
We will return to this point later, but before that let us first have a 
glimpse of a¢av∂ and å¢avikas in some details to appreciate why, and 
how, it mattered for ascetics to have them by their side. 

A¢avi and A¢avikas

The terms a¢av∂ and å¢avika have cultural connotations in respect 
of the Vindhyå¢av∂ís landscape and demography, and juxtaposing 
them with munis should help us here in appreciating what it could 
have been like for them to operate there. The Mahabharata, Puranas, 
Malatimadhava, Arthasastra, Brihat Samhita, Meghaduta and Harsacarita 
among other texts, offer a fairly graphic account of them; the details 
from some of these texts follow.

The same woodlands that Siddhanta ascetics described as tapovanas 
(penance forest) containing their retreats, are known in ancient 
inscriptions12 and texts as a¢av∂, inhabited by the fearsome å¢avika 
communities of violent disposition, who were dreaded for their 
inhospitable, raw ambience. Their description of these woodlands 
as ghora a¢av∂, (Vanaparva 61.18), dåruƒa a¢av∂ (Vanaparva, 61.10), 
mahåraƒya (Vanaparva, 61.24), and mahåghora vana (Vanaparva, 
61.25) and as being dotted by high, rocky hills (61.38) and inhabited 
by the å¢avikas underscores the starkly fierce and undomesticated 
character of the Vindhyå¢av∂13 region.14 The term å¢avika,15 denotes 
ëinhabitants of forestí, and is derived from the term a¢av∂ (forest). 
As for Vindhyå¢av∂, it defines the ëforest tract of mid-Indiaí,16 the 
undomesticated, wooded hinterland amidst the Vindhyan rolling 
hills with its valleys watered by numerous perennial rivers.17 Bounded 
by Yamuna in the north and Narmada in the south and extending 
down to the mahakantara of Daksina Kosala which included the 
legendary Dandaka forests within its limits. Together, a¢av∂ and 
å¢avika signify a state of culture and a way of life which, in conjunction 
with the Vindhyas18 of Central India, tends to assume materiality in 
the Har¶acarita (Parab 2005: 227-29), a text of seventh century. Much 
before that, the Artha‹åstra of Kautilya extensively dwells upon a¢av∂, 
its fortresses (durgå¢av∂), its å¢avikas, and their chiefs, painting the 
latter generally as belligerent and rebellious masters of the woodland 
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people. Despite its apprehensions about å¢avikas, the Artha‹åstra 
nevertheless recognizes their value as combatant troopers and a 
militant force against enemies amongst others. In the Har¶acarita, 
a¢av∂ figures as a typical ecological zone with its starkly natural and 
predatory ambience, where life amidst savage surroundings was not 
secure. The ëgreatí Vindhyan forest (mahå¢av∂) was supposed to be 
vipadbåndhava ëa companion of calamityí (Parab 2005: 247). These 
woodlands were conspicuous for their intractability and for hard 
life of its folks. A journey through its thorny paths in the wooded 
surroundings was full of hazards (durupagama ‹yåmåkprarµuŒhibhi¨ 
alambu¶å bahulai¨). There was always the fear of ësudden attacks by 
wild animalsí (‹våpadopadravam). Hunting and bird-catching was 
a common practice and fowlers (‹åkunikas) foraged out to catch 
birds, especially hawks and partridges (gråhaka, krakara, kapiãnjala). 
Young men, assisted by dogs, hunted out small game. These were 
less dangerous of the hunting errands, for there were other fierce 
hunters too who traversed the woods with their nets (mægatantutantr∂ 
jåla) and snares (bahir vyådhai¨ vicaradbhiransåvasaktav∂tam savyåla 
lambamåna balåpå‹ikai‹ca) for a big catch, carrying the necessary 
contraptions for the purpose (‹vapada vyadhana vyavadhåna bahal∂ 
samåropita ku¢∂kæta kµu¢apå‹ai‹ca). 

Amidst the å¢avika communities, the training to groom the young 
ones in preying on birds and going in for small game started early. 
We are told of children (på‹aka ‹i‹u), holding their nets, frolicking 
around, and zestfully targeting creepers to prey on birds. Banabhatta 
refers to a ëhuge banyan tree encircled with cowpensí in the forest 
settlement with ëgranaries of wild grainsí. These cowpens, made 
of dry sticks and built around banyan trees (‹u¶ka-‹åkhå-sancaya-
racita gova¢a-ve¶¢hita vika¢a-va¢ai¨), were protected by tiger traps 
(vyåghrayantrai¨) which, it is said, were ëconstructed in fury at the 
slaughter of young calvesí (vyåpådita-vatsarupakaro¶a...). Its settlers 
were so wary of intruders that they would `violently seize the axes 
(kå¶¢hika kuthåra) of the trespassing woodcuttersí. A section of the 
forest had an enclosure of goddess Cåmundå (gahana-taru-khanda 
nirmita cåmundå-mandapai¨ vanapradesai¨). The å¢avikas practiced 
slash-and-burn cultivation (jhum), and used to burn the husk of the 
wild (¶a¶¢h∂) rice. Its cloud of smoke would fill the sky (dahyamåna 
¶a¶¢hika ...dhumena dhusarimånam ådadhånai¨) and make the heat 
unbearable. The plough was unknown to them, the soil too was 
unfavourable and they used the hoe (kuddala) for their incipient 
agricultural pursuit instead. 

The people of å¢avika communities, such as Sabara, Pulinda, 
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Seka, Nara, Aparaseka, Bhadakana, Kacchapas, were no less 
fierce.19 The Har¶acarita description of Nirghata, a Sabara youth 
in the vindhya¢av∂, profiling his bearing and outfit may be worthy 
of note here to indicate what å¢avikas might have looked like or 
been perceived of typically.20 It describes this strongly built Sabara, 
blooming in youth (prathama yauvanollikhyaman...), as one who 
was the very epitome of violence (hrdayahimsayah). Like a ëshining 
pillar made on a latheí (yantrollikhitam-asmasara-stambhamiva), 
he moved as a ëblack mountainí (anjanasilacchedamiva calantam), 
ëgushing out like molten iron out of a Vindhyan cauldroní 
(ayahsaramiva girevindhasya galantam). The awesome bearing of the 
Sabara youth, described as a ëmoving tamala (date palm) treeí, was 
not without substance for he appeared no less than a death trap 
to deer (kalapasam kurangayuthanam), fever to tuskers (pakalam 
karikulanam), fire to lions (dhumaketu mrgarajacakranam) and death 
to buffaloes (mahanavamiham mahisamandalanam). He looked every 
bit as if he was the ëretribution of sinsí (phalam iva papasya) or, ëthe 
very cause of the Kali ageí (karanam iva kalikalasya) or, ëthe consort 
of the Night of Destructioní (kamukam iva kalaratreh). His flat nose, 
big chin, strong jaws and high cheek bone (avanata kina cibukam, 
nasikam, cipit adharam, utkata kapola...) amply displayed his fierceness 
and strength. His lofty forehead was generously covered with black 
hair; his skin between the eyebrows folded like a trident (trisakha). 
His eyes with scant eye lashes were sticky and red. His neck was 
slightly bent on one side; arms were long and chest wide. In all that, 
his built and bearing were imposing and awe-inspiring. He wore a 
glass bead (kacamani) on the lobe and had a feather of parrot stuck 
on to his ear. His outfit included a dagger in a sheath of snake-skin, 
overlaid with a patch of tiger skin, even as its hilt stood out on a deer-
skin. He also carried a poisoned arrow in one hand and a bear-skin 
sack covered with a tigerís dappled hide (sabala sardula carmapata), 
in which he carried his arrows. He wore tattoos on his strong solid 
arms, had a bow hung on his left shoulder and carried in style the 
dead birds and animalsó parrot, partridge and rabbit.

The specificities of life in woodlands are bared forth further in 
the Harsacarita in the statement that woodland cultivators were 
constantly agitated about sustenance of their dependents. They 
untiringly contemplated the breaking of the earth with their 
hoes (prakå‹amånam atavipråyapråntatayå kutumbabharanåkulai¨ 
kuddålaprayakr¶ibhi¨ kr¶ibalai¨ abalavadbhi¨ uccabhågabhå¶itena). The 
soil in the territory was hard to break (kr¶namrttikå ka¢hinai¨). So, 
they would parcel out portions of land into small plots for working 
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on them. Once the plots were secured and seeded, surveillance 
platforms were built overlooking the growing crop on such plots. 
Notwithstanding such precautions the plots still remained exposed 
to dangers from wild animals. Likewise, their ponds in the Sal (a¢avi 
sulabha såla kusuma) groves were fenced with thorny nagaphani 
growth.

The Harsacarita graphically describes life in the woods where 
habitation was sparse. Vindhyatavi, however, remained endowed with 
natural wealth that people could have for consumption or other 
use. The forest products included cotton, jute, honey, wax, peacock 
feathers, khadira tree bark, medicinal herbs like ku¶¢ha and rodhra. 
The Harsacarita also indicates the presence of iron smiths of the 
Vindhyas who burnt wood and extracted coal to use it for smelting 
iron. (kacit anyatra grahayantam iva angariya darusamgraha dahibhih 
vyokaraih). This added to the already existing heat all around. The 
woodland householders (atavikutumbin) had their wattle and daub 
dwellings enclosed within wooden enclosures amidst the woods. 
Those dwellings were sparsely scattered (ativiprakrsthantara) and 
could be identified only by the crowing of their cocks. Large bones of 
wild buffaloes were stuck out in the fields to scare the less dangerous 
of animals. Almost every household had the extract or liquor of 
madhuka (madhuka-asava-madya). 

The pervasive ambience of these forests is also stressed in terms of 
spiritual experience in the woodland hermitages of saints and sages. 
The Vindhyas evoked different kinds of response among Harsaís 
courtiers. So, when in contact with it, ësome assumed monksí robes, 
some studied the system of Kapila (i.e., Sankhya), some abandoned 
gratification of senses and lived on limited diet, others reached old 
age in the hermitages and yet others finally took vows and roamed 
as shaven monksí.

The descriptions of Vindhyatavi and its sylvan surroundings in 
the Harsacarita (Parab 2005: 234-35) have graphic details about its 
people, their life and also the flora and fauna in their naturalistic 
and raw ambience. The picture of vindhyå¢av∂ and the people in it 
integrates their perils as well as splendours.

In contrast, the Artha‹åstra which, being particularly apprehensive 
of the å¢avikas, is loaded with the fiats of controlling and deploying 
them to serve the State aggressive designs. The text explicitly regards 
forests as a coveted entity in an imperial rulerís hegemonic exercise 
(dvividha vijig∂‹o samutthånam-å¢avyådikam eka gråmådikam ca, 13.5.1). 
It was needed particularly to augment the state with resources that 
could be put to different use. The å¢avika highlanders in the woods 



 Ascendant Sadhus in Woodland Habitats 113

were particularly sought to serve a rulerís expansionistic adventures. 
In Kamandakaís Nitisara, a text of the Gupta times, the term implies 
ëarmyí, and that usage must have resulted from å¢avikaís unceasing 
and violent involvement with battles, raids and skirmishes in and out 
of the woods. 

As Arthasastra explicitly states, the atavikas with the sole intent 
of plunder, were a threat to the traders and their caravans passing 
through the woods. These traders ventured into the region looking 
for ivory which fetched a good price in the cities. The atavikas, 
however, were difficult to be contained. Even Yuan Chwang (7th 
century) hints at their fierceness in his account of the Pariyatra 
region. He says that ëthe climate (of the region) is warm and fiery, 
the manners of its people are resolute and fierce...The chiefs of these 
people are of a brave and impetuous nature and very warlike.í21  

Thus, it is not surprising that in the scheme of Kautiliyan polity, 
the forest tribes (å¢avikån) could be won over by offers of money 
and honour, and could then be used to destroy kingdoms (12.3.17, 
12.4.1). Like mercenaries, they, if placated, could be used to storm 
the forts situated in forests: the operation served its ends of harassing 
the enemy before a final assault was made to capture it (13.4.50-
51). The forest tribes constituted one of the six kinds of combatants 
during the Mauryan period (and later), to be employed ëwhen useful 
for showing the way; when suited for the terrain of the enemy; when 
countering the enemyís mode of fighting, when a small raid (was) to 
be repelled or when enemy was mostly forest troops ... These were 
the occasions for the use of forest troopsí. Thus asserts the Arthasastra 
(9. 2. 8). 

The Arthasastra recommends that the ëking should remunerate 
... å¢avikas with forest produce and with bootyí (9.2.10) since the 
å¢avikas have plunder as their primary objective. But for this very 
reason, it also states that the danger from å¢avikas were akin to the 
dangers of befriending a snake (Arthasastra, 9.2.18-19), and hence, 
it warns that it is necessary for the State to be wary of them. The 
Arthasastra regards å¢avikas more perilous than highway robbers, 
saying that the latter ëoperate at night and lying in wait, attack menís 
bodies, are a constant danger, rob hundreds of thousands (in cash) 
...í The å¢avikas in contrast were known to ëoperate in the forests far 
awayí, they were ëopenly knowní; they ëmoved before the eyes of all 
and harmed only a part of the countryí. Kautilya further adds that 
ëthe å¢avikas have ëthe same characteristics as a kingí, ëare many in 
number and brave (and) might openly seize and ruin countriesí and 
that they are found ëliving in their own territoryí (Arthasastra, 8.4.41). 
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Reference to å¢avikas having ëcharacteristics like kingsí and having 
ëtheir own territoryí accords them a significant authority in ancient 
polity vis-à-vis the imperial rulers. It also reminds us of the Parivrajaka 
Maharaja Samksobha (528-9 CE) who ruled over the ëkingdom 
of Dahala...together with the eighteen forest kingdoms (as¢ådasa 
å¢avika rajya),í22 which had apparently federated, notwithstanding 
the admonitions earlier by Asoka, the Mauryan emperor in the 3rd 
century BCE and still later in the 4th century CE after Samudraguptaís 
attempt to make them ëservileí (paricariki krita).

These accounts help in offering a glimpse of atavi and atavikas 
and allow us to conclude that having the å¢avikas in alliance with 
them was immensely useful to the Siddhanta munis in various ways. 
With å¢avikas on their side, the esteem for the munis must have risen 
phenomenally among the rulers, traders and others at large. The 
proximity between the munis and the å¢avikas privileged the former 
and their monasteries, materially and symbolically in various ways. 
The å¢avikas could be deployed for defensive or offensive operations, 
they could serve errands, help in negotiating intractable stretches 
in the forests, and in peace time they could even be engaged in 
agrarian or artisanal pursuits. The Siddhanta munis seem to have 
succeeded in winning them over with acts of benevolence towards 
them. Epigraphs bear it out eminently excepting for the fact that 
they figure in the munisí epigraphs not as atavikas but as prani, praja, 
jana, loka, i.e., ëpeopleí. 

The asceticsí concern for these people, and the latterís allegiance 
in their favour, seems to consistently surface in epigraphs, in various 
ways. The Siddhanta munis are found providing subsistence, support 
in adverse circumstances (uddhvartum vipadi praja), health care and 
ease of passage to them in the intractable areas of forests by building 
pathways through them. Thus, Purandara is described in the 
Kadwaha Fragmentary Inscription as one who ëalleviated peoplesí 
sufferingí.23 Vyoma‹iva of Aranipadra stood for liberating forest folks 
from calamities and ëreceived peopleís respectí (sakala loka namasya 
mµurti¨) for that.24 Compassionate to the core, he was dedicated to 
the welfare of all others: yasyodækta paropakåra karuƒå måtram pravætte¨ 
phala¨.25 No wonder, when he rebuilt the Aranipadra a‹rama of the 
recluses (yatis) that had gone derelict in time (andhatamase bhagna√), 
the participation of the woodland community of Aranipadra was not 
missing in its renovation.26 Kavaca‹iva of Aranipadra was lokapriya, 
ëloved by peopleí, not being like those self-seeking beings prone to 
chase their tæ¶ƒå (thirst) in ëfilling their bellyí (svodarapµurtimåtra). 
One of the ascetics of Kadambaguha is mentioned as bhuvana‹raya 
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ëthe refuge to the (entire) worldí.27 
Likewise, Prabodha‹iva was an ascetic, who was revered by people: 

nikhila jana vandya¨.28 The Chandrehe inscription describes his 
works in the woodlands, which included digging a ësea-like lakeí 
(sindhuprakhyam tadågam, v. 16) and a ëwell having copious waterí 
(pracura salila√ kµupa). By the process of excavating, breaking and 
ramming large heaps of stones he constructed pathways through 
mountains and across the rivers and streams, and also through forests 
and thickets (v.13), grew medicinal plants around the monastery, 
with people wondering at the glowing phosphorescence of these 
plants (v. 14). An ascetic of Kadambaguha is described as succour 
to people (...tåpahara¨ prajånåm).29 The Jabalpur Stone inscription 
of Jayasimha30 describes Siddhanta asceticsí proclivities for public 
good. Thus, Våstu‹iva is described as one who ëcaused great blissí 
(‹reya¨ prakar¶a√ paramådadhåna¨, v. 10). Nåda‹iva was known 
for his ësupport to all creaturesí (sarvabhµuta dayåpara¨ and jantµunåm 
å‹våsabhµumi¨) even as he was ëintent upon showing kindness to all 
creaturesí (sarve¶åmvandijanånåm ådhårabhµuta¨).31 

The proximity of the woodland communities, who were dreaded 
as much as they were sought for alliance which helped the ascetics 
to gain prominence and they seem to have stolen a march over the 
potentates. This could be possible in a milieu where all else except 
the munis were dis-organized and disarrayed. Such circumstances, 
afforded the ascetics to successfully acquire privileges and power 
that conventionally rested with potentates. As the roles reversed, 
they promptly assumed the role of offering protection to the 
potentates who figure imploring the ascetics to do that. We have the 
instance of Avantivarman who offered the essence of his kingdom 
to Purandara seeking his favour: nivedya yasmai nija rajya saram 
svajanma sapalyamíavapa bhupah (E.I. 1, p.355, v.13) which stands 
confirmed in other similar instances mentioned in the Malkapuram 
inscription (yuvarajadeva nripatir bhiksham trilaksh∂n dadau) and in 
Jayanakaís Prithviraja Vijaya which speaks of the ruler named Sahasika 
who offered his kingdom to his guru in dakshina (nijarajyalakshmim 
gurudkshinayai dattva...), before proceeding on a military expedition 
for further conquests. 

Epigraphs consistently indicate rulers, one after the other, 
supplicating to the munis, not vice-versa, which always seems to 
betray the asceticsí clout over them. This is borne out in no less than 
seven specific instances and then again in munisí investiture as royal 
preceptors (rajagurus) of Kalacuris for two centuries. Those seven 
instances besides those relating to the royal preceptors respectively 
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refer to: 
1. Avantivarman Calukya and Purandara guru at Aranipadra 

(Ranod) and Mattamayurapura (Kadwaha) in c. 825 CE. 
Avantivarman gave away the ëessence of his kingdomí to the 
guru.

2. The local Caulukya prince, possibly the protéegée of Dharmasiva 
at Mattamayurapura, in whose favour the muni in person 
engaged the invading prince Gobhata in a battle and died 
fighting (sometime in the last quarter of the ninth century).

3. The Later Pratihara chief (nrpa cakravarti) Hariraja, disciple 
of an ascetic at Kadwaha in the last quarter of 10th century. 
Hariraja sought and received diksa from the acarya and gifted 
villages to him for that.

4. Yuvaråjadeva I (915-945), the Kalacuri king and Prabhavasiva 
at Gurgi near Rewa. Yuvaråjadeva invited and settled the muni 
at Golagnika monastery, which became famous in central 
India, the Deccan and the South as Golaki matha. 

5. Nohalå, the queen of Yuvarajådeva I who established ∫‹vara‹iva 
at Bilhari near Katni (M. P.) in early 10th century,

6. The Kalacuri Laksmanaråja II (946-970) who invited 
Hrdaya‹iva from Madhumati, fetched and installed him at 
Maihar (Vaidyanåtha monastery),

7. The Kalacuri Laksmanaråja II and Aghora‹iva at Bilhari. Only 
after installing these munis in his region did Laksmanaråja II 
mount his military expedition. 

And, then again, the subservience of the rulers to the ascetics 
is indicated in the relationship between consecutive rajagurus and 
their successive royal disciples of the Kalacuri dynasty, for about two 
centuries beginning during the time of Yuvarajadeva I to that of 
Jayasimha.32 

The Ascetics too do not seem to be discreet about subservience 
of contemporary rulers towards them and the epigraphs issued by 
them or by their protéegées exultingly dwell upon it time and again. 
They tell us of Dharma‹iva whose ëfeet were revered by the lustre 
of the crest jewels of many princesí, (bhµupålamaulimaƒikåntibhirar
citåãnghæha); of Sadå‹iva whose ëvenerable feet were worshipped by 
princes with rays of their crownsí (næpai¨/yatpådadvaya√vandama
rcita√sekharå√‹ubhi¨); of Hædaya‹iva, whose ëuniquely venerable 
feet were rendered beautiful by the multitudes of rubies set in 
the crown of princesí; or of ∫‹åna‹iva, whose ëlotus-like feet were 
reddened by the rays of jewels on the rows of heads of all kingsí. The 



 Ascendant Sadhus in Woodland Habitats 117

Chandrehe inscription has Purandara described as the ëpreceptor 
of kingsí (gururbhµubhujåm), and Prabhåva‹iva as the one who was 
ërevered by many kingsí (anekanæpavandita¨).33 Trailokyamalla is 
said to have been similarly ëdevoted to the feetí (pådårcanarata) of 
›ånta‹iva.34 The substantive reason for the potentatesí act of bending 
their jewelled heads to the feet of the munis comes out clearly in 
the instances of Dharma‹iva, Kirtti‹iva and others, described here, 
later. But we do find munis claiming to be mahibhrt, ëprotector of 
the earthí like kings. Vyoma‹iva is described as one ëthat in glory, 
vied with the rulersí k¶itibhæt urubhara-spardhi. The asceticsí ambitious 
predispositions, apart from their spiritual attainments, are discerned 
in their militarism, administrative function and their well-knit 
monastic organization. Their active role in such matters helped in 
perpetuating their supremacy over the potentates roughly for four 
centuries from c. 825 CE.

The Saiddhantika ascetics are found strengthening their hold in 
the hinterland of the Vindhyas with their network of mathas, which 
ensured their control over the remote stretches of woodlands, and 
helped the rulers who had their support. Epigraphic accounts 
often bring out the asceticsí belligerent and militaristic role which 
helped their royal disciples. The Gurgi inscription of Kokalladeva 
II refers to ∫såna‹ambhuís ëconquestí (nirjitya) and compares him 
with Para‹uråma, the legendary warrior.35 Prabodha‹iva too is 
described as ëPara‹uråmaí in the Chandrehe inscription. He is 
said to have ëconquered all his enemiesí (vijita‹atruvarga‹ca ya¨) 
and ëshowed the effect of his power on mighty kingsí (samunnata 
mah∂bhæti prakatitåtma‹aktikramo). He is compared to Kårttikeya, the 
divine commander, who was the destroyer of the demon Tåraka.36 
Vimala‹iva37 is eulogized for his ëpolitical wisdomí and might i.e., for 
his ëpower against enemiesí. Nåda‹iva38 is mentioned as ëadept in the 
knowledge of religious texts and weaponryí (‹astra-‹å‹tra vi‹årada¨). 
›akti‹iva ëaugmentedí the royal power of Gayåkarna.39

 K∂rti‹iva is said 
to have ëreduced to ashes, the city of enemiesí and ëwrestedí the 
enemiesí ëgloryí. He was seen as Tripuråntaka-›iva in his exploits 
without having the kind of divine support that ›iva had. It is said of 
him that though he ë... had not the earth for his chariot, nor the sun 
and moon for its wheels, nor Brahma for his charioteer, nor Visnu 
for his arrow, yet he reduced to ashes the cities of the enemies (as 
Siva did those of demons). Hence, he (was)... Kirti‹iva, ›iva in gloryí. 
He is further said to have ë... filled all regions with his glory which he 
wrested from the enemy...í40 

The Kadwaha Fragmentary Inscription explicitly refers to 



118  SHSS 2016

Dharmasiva, who like Tripurantaka-Siva, worsted the raid of prince 
Gobhata, but died fighting in the process. The details about the 
episode in the Kadwaha Fragmentary Inscription make an interesting 
reading. The record speaks of prince Gobhata raiding a monastery 
with his army of elephants (tatrajagamonmada sindhuranam balena 
bhupah kila Gobhatakhyah). We are told that when the protéegée of 
Dharmasiva, the acarya of the Kadwaha monastery ësuddenly fellí 
(sahasa papata: died in action), the acarya was much ëenragedí 
(tad anu kopavipatalakshah). In retaliation, he ëmiraculously 
produced bow and arrows from the monasteryí, fought fiercely 
like ëTripurantaka on earthí, but lost his life in action. His militant 
action and his demise are firmly and categorically established in the 
epigraphic descriptions of ëheavenly damsels showering flowersí 
(surapatiramaninam puspavrishtyavakirnah) on him. That is the way 
texts, such as the Mahabharata for instance, typically described the 
demise of heroes in a battle of honour. The evidence leaves little 
doubt about the acarya Dharmasiva falling like a hero in his armed 
encounter with the forces of the bhupa Gobhata. It also brings 
out the active role of Dharmasiva in a military action and also the 
plausibility of such action by other munis, whose similar ëexploitsí 
are described in the inscription quoted above. No wonder, that the 
ascetics of the Mattamayµura lineage became indispensable to the 
State in exercising power which included combative action too, if 
the occasion so demanded.

Such oblique, as well as explicit references to their war-like 
disposition suggest that the Siddhanta ascetics were in demand 
because of their overall strength, and resourcefulness. They lent 
their active support to the Stateís political and economic well being, 
including its preparedness for wars. They probably augmented 
the Stateís security by offering training, garrisoning the royal 
forcesóelephants and horses includedómaintaining arsenals, 
manufacturing weapons and taking care of the Statesí affairs. They 
also offered support to rulers when the latter left their seat to mount 
a military expedition. 

Such well organized dispensations managed by ascetics stand 
in utter contrast to the overall scenario in the region where other 
institutions had a dismal presence. What comes out through it is a 
picture of a disorganized milieu, marked by incipient levels of state 
and social formations, and a lack of effective control either by the 
distant imperial dynasties or by local chieftains. 

In defining the Saiva Siddhanta as the product of the material 
milieu of the Vindhyå¢av∂ (Vindhyan forests) region, one encounters 
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many unconventional features of socio-economic and political 
developments that are amenable to alternative premises of historical 
interpretation, and are not necessarily based on conventional 
mechanism of state-society. It also allows for the possibility of 
interpreting art and patronage in the region differently. But that is a 
different story to be recounted elsewhere. 
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