





FOREWORD

The blrthday of the late M.N. Roy, which falls on March 21,
is celebrated by the Indian Remalssance Institute each year by
arranging a lecture by an emment authority on a topic of public
importance. On the 92nd blrth anniversary this year, the Roy
Memorial Address was dehvered at New Delhi on 21st March
1979 by Dr. Romila Thapar; Professor of Ancient Indian History,
Jawaharlal Nehru Umverslty, New Delhi. The full text of the
address is publlshcd in this pamphlet R

The object of this lecture s senes is not'to glve a resume of the
ideas of M.N. Roy, but to pre,se;nt new thinking on a critical topic.
Thls, I believe, isan approprlate mode of perpetuating the memory
of a. revolutmnary ph;losop er- who was always opposed to

1deologlcal orthodoxy, who became alienated from communism
~ because of its spirit of blind conformism, and who would have
liked his own ideas to be critically appreciated but never sanctlﬁed

I am very grateful to Dr. Romila Thapar for havmg agreed
to deliver this address. She has spoken on a topic of great social -
interest and I am sure that the reader will have ample reason to
share my sense of gra;efulness to her. '

‘~VM TARKUNDE



Dlssent in the Early Imhan Tradxtmn
Romlla Thapar

AM honoured by the invitation to deliver the (s

Memorial Address for 1979 and I would lik e
Mr. Tarkunde and the Indlan Renalssance Insntute»ﬁ@p{
invitation.

- For M.N. Roy the praxis of politics grew out of his mte]lscm
perceptions of the societies in which he was most active. -
inevitably required a historical understanding of these Soci
The unfolding of history for him lay largely, as he descnbed”,._ ;;f ‘
in the evolution of rational thought which motlvated change,
Roy argued, as did others in the early twentieth- centr
Indian society had remamed relatWely ‘unchanged because
absence of somal action. quest.mnmg sacredota PES
He writes, . T

“The discontent thh thmgs as they are is the condmon for
their change. The replacement of discontent by resxgnabon,
of revolt by indifference, means stagnation of social energy.
All striving for material progress ceases and ideological
evolution is correspondingly affected. The trlumph of the

' reactionary priesthood in the class struggle of remote antiquity -

. determinéd the Dpeculiar feature of Indian speculatlve thought.’
(Materlahsm pp. 153-4, Dehra Dun 1940).

I would like to take this as the theme of my Iecturev thls{' .'
.evening and examine the degree to which dlscontent rec véd_ '
_‘expressmn, particularly at the level of social actlon, in order to
ascertain the validity of the argumcnt that resxgnation andv
_mdlﬁ"erence characterised much of early Indxan socwty

For many decades now it has been mamtamed that Indlan .
bmhsaﬂon has shown an absence of dlssent and protest




has become so axiomatic on the Indian past that those who have
occasionally questioned it have been labelled as anti-Indian.
Such a view stems from a nationalistic over-simplification of
Indian society as a vision of harmonious social relations in a land
of plenty. Superimposed on this were the preconceptions of
idealist philosophy that dissent required materialistic underpin-
nings and philosophical themes of materialism in Indian thought
have generally received short shrift from contemporary commen-
tators. It is only in recent years that some attempts are being made
to suggest that neither materialist philosophy nor dissent were
wholly marginal to Indian society, It still remains fashionable in
some- circles to deny the opposition between forms of orthodoxy
and heterodoxy in the ideological traditions of the past, arguing
that Indian religions were not based on dogma. Yet the history of
groups identified as having a community of religious beliefs,
rituals and behaviour, among Buddhists, Jainas, Vaishnavas,
Shaivas and Tantrics, is strewn with sectarian dogmatism which
found ‘expression mot only in inter-religious but also in inter-
sectarian rivalries, sometimes of a violent kind. The attack on the
Jainas by the Vira-Shaivas in the late first millennium A.D. takes
6t the dimensions of an inter-religious conflict. Within the
Buddhist and the Jaina universe, heresy and false doctrine were
major concerns. Even the otherwise tolerant Mauryan emperor
Ashoka, takes a highly intolerant position when he endorses the
expulsion of dissident monks and nuns believed to be the propa-
gators of heretical ideas : an action which-endeared him to the
orthodox Theravada sect of the Buddhists. It is significant that
the term pashanda which originally meant a sect or group identify-
ing itself by recognised beliefs and patterns of expression, later
came ‘to mean heretics and heretical sects generally opposed to
brahmanical beliefs and norms. The defence of the sampradaya,
the received doctrine, among the Vaishnava and Shaiva sects of
¢éarly medieval times was again at the root of the antagonism,
‘4ften violent, between the Bairagis and the Dashnamis, '
“4 The lﬁhﬂosopher'may overlook the expression of diss_ent and
“differétices in these forms, but for the historian these expressions
{518 of central concern. Dissent is often articulated at levels other
than the philosophical, therefore investigating social action
¥egiiently provides a more precise way of evaluating dissent.
is s a contribution which the historian can make.
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* % has also been argued that there ate no wotds' equival
‘meaning to dissent and ‘protest in the early Indian traditiony
“however there is no shortage of terms: /connotmg the actiof’

dmplicit in the concept. In dny case these:terms are new imtheif

specific use in other civilisations as well. The secularisation of -

the adaptation. of terms such as dissent andfprotest is-a relatively :

recent phenomenon, but this does not preclude the occurrance of
;actions of dissent and protest in earlier times. Dissenting actions
‘whether symbolic or-overt, may not be consciously desctibed as
-dissent, yet the dissent may be implicit in the-nature of the "'ctiom

Dissent can be limited to questioning established ideelogics o~
abeheﬂsystems, becoming the core of a new ideology. Fheexprds .

sion of dissent can thus be relatively confined until such timé ad
it mobilises action. Protest therefore involves more than dissent;
it requires ideology, mobilisation and clearly defined action. Ths
-action has to be legitimate for the groups using it and is often
xegarded as illegitimate by those whose views are being questioned.
The degree to which a group conforms to legitimate action is
ameasure of the degree of opposition. The recognition of a protest--
ing group is therefore a gradual process in history and occurs
-only when such a group has gathered social force and has become,
-.as it were, politicalised. This often coincided with the acquisition
of property and the establishment of relations with political
-authority; which incidentally, frequently became a point of
-departure in that it brought about opposition within its ranks .
%o the new situation. Conflicting views over the acceptance of

property and involvement in society could be a cause for frictiom,

-Amongthe well-endowed sects, there were rivalries over suceession. -
%o office which entailed the management of property. Whatever
4he reasons, breakaway groups _}usttﬁed the sc}nsm by appeal o
adoctrine,

"o It would seem self-c\adent that, any society w]nch is complex
-and registers change, as has been the case with Indian society,
must also register ideas of dissent, protest and non:conformity;
otherwise the very fact of change would be nuilified. Protest and
dissent are not always expressed through violent action and

- “there is normally a large spectrum ranging from a rather passive

-non-conformity to violence. Equally essential is the mechanism

Hor containing dissent and protest, w]:uch tries to avoid- the

disruption of society. '
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* During the first millennium B.C. when the early Indian traditions
tvas being formulated evidence of overt opposition is - limited..
But the expression of dissent through the questioning or even
flouting of social norms is conspicuous. Sometimes it took the
form of opinion systematised in the views of religious and.
. philosophical sects; but it was also expressed through symbol and:
_getion. This often occurred in the form of opting out of society:
ag it were, through various types of renunciation. But not all of
these.can be seen as protest. Some were attempts at seeking
individual salvation and had therefore an other-worldly orienta-
‘tion. Only those forms can be regarded as expressions of dissent,
which satisfy certain criteria. Opposition to existing social norms.
had to be consciously maintained even if it was expressed at a
symbolic level; the new forins could become alternate sources of”
‘power; and the attempt was not so much to disrupt the existing.
system-as.to set up a parallel or aliernate system. These criferia.
- gre a mecessary pre-condition.: Not all. tenouncers were or are
protestors, for there are many in the past.and even today, who,.
.sather than utilising renunciation. as ‘a- technique of dissent,
 exploited-it for mundane ends. iy
. One of the paradoxes of the Indian tradition is.that the
renouncer; inspite of migrating out of society, remains a symbol
of authority within society. An explanation of this paradox may
emerge from an analysis of the social role of the renouncer. Apartt.
from those who through austerity and severe discipline, ‘both.
‘mental and physical, sought extra-sensory power, there were:
‘many others who renounced their social obligations, joined an.
- orderand far from propagating a life-negating principle, sought.
to establish an alternate ot parallel society. They combined i
themseives the charisma of the renouncer as well as the concerns.
of social and occasionally political dissent. They were neither
yevolutionaries nor radical reformers; they ‘can perhaps best
~ bedescribed as Thave argued elsewhere, as the makers of a counter--
- culture. Their migration is symbolic: since they re-enter the social
. :arena in a changed guise. Such.forms of renunciation were open to .
iall. Tt was generally assumed however that members of the higher
- «gastes and upper levels of society would use this as their form of”
" sdissent. For those lower down, migration was rarely symbolic.
" ofar it carried the bitterness of necessity. Some who joined-the:
- renunciatory orders were attempting to overcome the inequities-




'tnn@s forccd to nngrate 10

ike t0.cxamine more.closely the

,peasantry, who, when ,they migrated, were. amculatmg a pam g
-»cular .gll.scentcni. :

, Ihe emergencc of towns and urban centres and lastly adﬁ;l; -, nts .

1o themcneasm g authority of the state. It is with reference to t;bgsp ,

ﬁhat I-would like to consider the question. of dissent.

Social stratification assumes divergent forms in 'dlﬁ'erent s

systems. In the monarchies frequent reference is made to castes
functioning in.the framework of the four-fold - varna system.
’ “Wl_thm the hierarchy of this system the elevation of the brahmans
' ébfought as its counter-poise, the new category later referred to as
antouchables. The hierarchy of the four-fold system was based on
ithe d;strlb,utlon of power, authonty -and .access. to, eopnom;.p

weaith (whet.her inheadsof cattle orin iand) and kmshx;x networks. :

"The fact,of untonchabﬂzty highlights an additional featnre — the

msuncuon being justified on the basis of ritual purity.and. po]lu-

tmn which converted the chandalas and other such categories into

»excluded groups. The oligarchies or chiefships do not register a

four caste stratification to begin with, but here the emphasis
~separated the land-owning kshatriyas of the rajakula from other
«clan members and these in turn from thé. slaves.and labourexs,

dasa-bhrztaka, who worked the land.

With the extension of agriculture, the growth of centrcs of
«<raft productxon leading to networks of trade and tha mqreasmg
. gohucal authonty of the state, urban centres became 4 recogni-
'sable feature of the cultural topography. Most of thcm combmed
v xhe funcuon of capitals of the newly emergent states, the. Jjanapadas,
.as well as centres of trade. Although the rural-urban nexus
.'Iemalned strong, the urban ethos was dlﬁ’erent Urban centres

‘ _provn:ie evidence of a stratification in which the sett}u, the

merchant ,vand trader was regarded as 1mportant ‘Towns were
iooked ;upon w1th some suspicion by the brahmans who. declasred _
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thatthe good snataka should avoid living in such places. Evidently -
social ‘taboos were liable to be eroded in the flux of urban life..
"The bulk of urban society consisted of those who laboured either
48 artisans or as wage-earners in commodity production, -the
‘constituents of the amorphous category described as shudras-
‘in the texts. ' » Y
“This was also the period which saw the establishment of the

state as embodying the necessary authority for the maintenance of
“law and order and for the protection of the people. In theory, the
-state, whether it took the form of a monarchy or an oligarchy, is an
‘alternative to an otherwise nightmarish chaos. The Mahabharata
compares the kingless state to the lawless condition of the
‘desiccated tank in which the big fish devour the little fish. The-
Ramayana paints a distressing picture of the afflictions which beset
-aland without a king. Drought is almost by implication associated
‘with bad government or no government. Buddhist texts are
-equally graphic in depicting civil strife in the absence of a state..
“The state was seen as an enforced necessity rather than a natirally
‘evolved institution and the element of contract is implicit to &
ilesser or greater degree in'most of these explanations of the origin:
‘of the state, irrespective of whether the state came about through:

- divine intervention or the choice of the people. Whatever its origins: -
‘the state as representing political authority was new to the earlier-
‘lineage identity now being gradually weakened. In the monarchies:
the concentration of political authority was strengthened by
-religious sanction through a range of rituals such as the royak
‘sacrifices.. . ' : -

These trends incorporating social stratification, the power of’
the state‘and the economic thrust ofthe extension of agrarian
_systems and irade, became the substratum of historical activity
in “subsequent ' centuries as well. States expanded outwards.
from geographically nuclear regions, tribes and occupational.
‘groups were converted into castes, waste land was cleared for
"cultivation, new routes were forged and markets for trade andx

this process provided a continuing historical momentum in the:
sub-continent up until recent centuries. This socio-economic:
‘movement provides the background to my discussion of dissent..
The earliest expression of at least minimal dissent comes tor

. ‘us from the Upanishads in the earlier part of the first millenniums -
“B.C.The search for salvation and a better comprehension of man

F,




. in the universe led toa questlonmg of the. efﬁcacy of existi
such as the sacr1ﬁ01al ritual and a dxscusswnof alternative
ques such as yoga, tapas, ¢ and dhyana These have. generally
mterpreted as procedures for attaining moksha or salyati
embedded in this debate is a call away from social mores; a nons/
conform1ty which is expressed through renunciation and migratio
to the forest. That.the acquisition. oﬂknowledge reqmred a distan
from society is in itself a rejection of conformity. Those tha
concerned themselves-with such ideas were a restncted group and;
their autonomy and isolation was respected. . ,

_ A concession to these ideas is evident in the theory of the foux:
ashramas, the four stages of life, whene the dichotomyof observmg
sac:al norms as symbolised in the householder/grihasthin is jn. g
opposition to the opting out of society, that of the renounoer{
samnyasin. That the theory of the four ashramas functioned to
some extent as a safety valve would seem ewdent from the placmg
of samnyasa in old age, after the complehon of social obl:gat:onS;
The symbols of the renouncer such as, matted hair, nakedness or
the wearing of an animal skin, the breaking of food taboos
celibacy and the discarding of all possessions ran counter to socml
obligations. The dissenter was. thus symibolicaily placed outsmg ;
society but was not regarded as an outcast since the act of epting
out was behcved to imbue hummth power. The. soureggi@g@g
was the claim to extraerdmary bedﬂy contml magicaland. %ﬁ%
sensory knowledge,: heightened,guergy and ghﬂgsoph@g} L PErCepy:
ception. All this went towards exgating.a chagisma arquadithose -
who practised and claimed thesc ROWETS. apd. gave.them an
authority which was difficult to explain in mundane. terms. in
time, the dissent became muted or even in many cases d:saBpeared
but the authority remained, giving strength, to the parallel
system.

The same authority gave direction to the pragest at the indivi-
dual level in later times in the practice of dharna. But behmd the
act of dissent by the individual lay the sanction of society and
tradition. Dharna carries the connotation of a technique of
confrontation in which an attempt is made to pressurise a person

. through sheer will, persistence and an appeal to ethics rather than

violence. The part101pants and the desired aim become interlocked

in a process of attrition in which the intangible force of the cause

can be converted into-an ethical i 1ssue, a conversionwhich becomes

Eya -
>

7



mbre‘succ‘essfui ifit takes ori the: charac’cer ‘of
“spractice. The act of dharia carries the suggest
£ taﬁon as well as the mobilisation ‘of an ethical appeal" ;
" WNotall the early renouncers chose to remain’ in~isolation.
Seme among them returned to the margins of society-and became
~“the familiar mendicant wanderers, the parivragjakas. . However the
Iarger i settled communities of monks emerged in' times of a
E --more’developed economy, ‘when such communities “could be
- supported by rich villages and urban centres through alms-giving.
“The earliest monasteries were generally located in the vicinity of
“““towns since the monks lived on alms and donations; some were
Tocated along trade routes where #ravellers and merchants could
- use them as staging points ‘and donhtions were again Welcome
o stifl later times when endowments of land constituted the more
substantial part of donations, large, monastic institutions became
comimon in rural areas ‘initiating a “Fronastic landlordism’. Tt is
g sxgmﬁcant that such mstltuuons were absexrt in; areas of prmntlve
; 'j_agﬁcﬂlturé .
L The f5Was produce& theit own' ‘km& of dissenters, not all of
thmh ﬁ&ﬁeﬁnonm or monks. Some took to philosophical
v B A argurients ranging ffom the eternalism of the soul
g ;aﬁﬂ ﬁté woﬂd {o°the notioil of" a¥irst cause being irrelevant to
: %ntiing the'origin of the world; the annihilationists support-
tiickon of the living being and ‘the hedonists held that
; éb?ﬁ:m ‘6f ‘happiness brought complete salvation. The
i 1§ said 10 have rephed with heavy sarcasm when quotmg
01“ one such group :

]

at ‘teﬁty and

o ARy by reason of his dullness, hlS stupldlty that when a
" QUestIEm ﬁﬂ‘tﬁlS or‘that is put to him, he résorts to equivoca-
.tion, to wriggling like an eel — “If you ask me whether:
" -there i is “Another: :world, well, if 1 thought there were I would
sdy $o: 'But I don’t say so. And T don’t think it'is thus or thus.
“And I.don’t think its otherwise. “And I don’t deny'it. And I
7 don’t say there either is or is not, apother world.” - “ g
':""(ngha Nikaya 1. 27. trans. 'T.W. Rhys: Dawds, Dzalagues of
the Buddha, I p. 39)

e chers were recc)nged by their shaxp cntique of society and
ity nomns which on occasion takes on the form of a‘world view of



<either sceptical or materialist philosophy. This was evident in the
schools included in the category of Charvaka and Lokayata.
~These sects drew their audience from the townspeople, not to
‘pention debatlng opponents among sects similar-to theirs. Some
-opposed not only the observance of social custom and law but the
-entire structure of explanation. It is this which earned them the -
disapprobation of those less daring in their views and less willing
to give free rein to complete rationalism and unflinching materialist
-explanations. The teaching of such groups is largely reconstructed
from quetations which are referred to as part of the refutation of
incompatible views or false doctrines in the literature of the more
-established sects. That their ideas did attract a following is evident
{rom the vehemence with which they are attacked in this literature.
In this the Indian experience was not dissimilar to that of some
-other early cultures. Despite the sarcasm, the theme of rationality
comes through clearly. In a reported dialogue between the Buddha
and Aiita Kesha-kambalin, the latter is reported to have said :

D "There is no such thmg as alms or sacrifice or offerings. There
is neither the frult nor the result of good and evil deeds. There
is no such thing as this world or the-next ... A human being is

= “built up of the four elements. When he dles the earthy in him

*“returns and relapses to the earth, the fluid to the water, the
heat to the fire, the windy to the air and his faculties pass into
space ... Fools and wise alike, on the dissélution of the body,

“are cut off, annihilated, and after«death they ate not.”
. (nglza Nikaya 1. 55. trais. TW rthys Davids, Dialogues of’
" Ihe Buddka L pp. 73-“74)~ o

- To argue that 'all rehgwus rmuals and the ex1st1ng rules of ’
- morality were pointless watld: attract the wrath - of those who
accepted the tangibility of these ritualsand morals, even though
they might have been opposéd 16 thie: ‘patticular forms. Monastic
wrders were as governed by rites; rituals and laws as was secular
society, although they tookd different form and catered to different
needs. The questioning of the worth of alms and oﬁermgs laid the
:monks as open to attack as any member of society. since the monks
were dependent on such forms of support. Hence the scathmg
criticism of such views. :

There was also the fear that extreme ideas would dlsturb the
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existing order. The logic of rational explanation would have:
required far more than merely opting out into a parallel system ;.
it would ‘have required changing the very structure of society.
Few of these groups established any distinct organisation and the:
force of their dissent tended to be dissipated in individual
enterprise. _ _ :
Another unchanging feature of the popular attack on rational-
ism and materialism was to describe such views as advocating a
contingent morality and extreme hedonism. The familiar phrases.
1ing out from the earliest texts with the warning that materialists.
do not distinguish between actions conducive to merit and those
not so, since they are devoid of moral values and argue that allL
action has material causes and there is no reckoning after death.
Inspite of these attacks materialist ideas survived. The need for
- contradicting such views even in the form of ridicule, from time
to time, was not merely a literary exercise but reflected the conti-
nuity of what were looked upon as unpalatable views. .
~ Among the other sects and groups were the Ajivikas, the
Jainas and the Buddhists. These were groups of renouncers for
whom the monastery was to become an -organisational base. The
degree of dissent is determined both by the distance from society
and by the symbols of identification. Thus to take the case of the
.Buddhists, the monastery was a parallel society in that it was
totally different from conventional society but:was noteutoff being,
dependent on the lay followers in villages and.towns. The notional
dichotomy remained that of the householder and the nepoypeer
expressed much more strongly in the symbols of differgutiatjon,
but the interlocking of the two also became essential, Thigyge
procity was expressed at the symbolic level in the exchafig, o
dana for punya — gift-giving for merit. Buddhist teaching 4

stress-oni the distinctive roles of the monk/bhikshui and the %h@'ﬁl’ﬁﬁq &7

holder/gahapati, and the separate methods of each in the segreh
for salvation;'but at the more mundane level of the rise.of.the
sangha, the bhikshu had to be supported hy.the gahapati. . The
more tangible lay support for the Buddhists came from elite groups
such as royal families, land-owning clans, merchants and members
of the richer guilds. :
The negation of social obligations is clear from the encourage,
ment given to enter the monastery as early as possible, some sects.
arguing that the householder’s stage/grifiastha-ashrama should be.
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altogether-avoided. The breaking of caste rules lay in recruitment-
to the mo'li‘astéxjes indiscriminately from all castes. The monks.
were required to live together and eat together thus contradicting.
the laws of commensality. The requirement that alms must consist:
of cooked food was again, for the erstwhile upper caste monk,
a departure from food taboos where uncooked food was the more-
aoeeptable The taking on of a new name unconnected with caste
Ye-iterated the attempt to-negate a caste identity. The new secta--
. rian’identity was recognised outwardly by the uniformity of robes.
- -and appurtenances carried by the monks. The removal of hair:
‘was again-in marked contrast to the houséholder and to the-
matted hair of the ascetic. This non-adherence to daste obh gatlon&
1mplzes an expression of disseit. -

“The ultimate source of power for:such groups came through.
entry into the-parallel socigty of the monastery. ‘Some.of the-
charisma of renunciation was conceded.to the monks but their-
gréater strength lay in thedustitutional basis of the monastery..
-Hete-an emphasis ‘was placed on egalitarianism and the negation:
of* hierarchy- although the nionasteries were by no means the-
ideal egalitarian sanctuaries.;Ownership of property vested in the-
monastery and this as long it: precluded the individual monk from
such ownership encouraged a degrée of equality. But even' the-
administration of property required an administrative hierarchy
which began to erode the egalitarian. basis of the institution. The-
monastery gradually acquired the dimensions of an agency which.
cut across caste and lineage ties. That this did not Iead to confron--
tation and conflict with social and political authority was perhaps.
‘because of the diversion of dissent into a parallel system. But part.
of the answer also. lies in the relationship between the monastery-
and political authonty Initially, Buddhist monasteries did not:
‘open their doors to officers of the state. The Jaina sangha prohibi~-
ted friendship between monks and the king and his - officers.
Doubtless this was to ensure autonomy from political interference-
as well as to maintain the distance required for independent
functioning. However the acceptance of royal patronage became
the thin end of the wedge. When the endowments took the form of
substantial economic largesse, the monastery was forced to
accept a close relationship with political authority,

The developments which I have traced so far involving the-
change in ‘a religious group from a small number- of adherents.
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