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It s India's “spiritvality,” her constant ateention o matters
usually relerred 1o as “religions,” which Indian apologiss regularly
print te as that cowntry’s unique and outstanding eonteibution 1o
world civilization.  Everything in India,” they say, **is imbued with
religion.” But what exactly do these woiters mean when they say
such l]'ﬁny ¥ Floaw are Wi, autside the li'|||:|.I toy asmess the iruth of sush
assertiong, since we co nor understand what Indians mean by
“religion,” and siner in fact we understand enly poordy our own
concept of the word, Char Western dictionaries provide definitions
of religion which ill-fit the Indian context, if they Gt at all. The
purpose of this paper, therefore, is to see il a definition of * religion ™
i the Indian sense of the word can be found whiech wall substantiate
the abnve rlaiuis.

For this purpose we must avoid Western preconceptions and
search Indizn writings for clues. [n this procedure 1 side with these
who look to twexiual studies o iluminate Todian practice, amd
with traditinnal Indelngists who emphasize the g traditon”
at the expense of Btk tradivons. Tt is o the clasicnl weitings thar
are found the purest expresion of [ndia’s aspirations. Emphasis on
the pexts, however, shoald aot preclede the checking of our findings
with rontemporary village artitudes and praciices. To recent vears,
sorne anthropologiss have voiced suspicion of " literati™ ivterpreta-
tions of Hiduism; it seems equaily justifinble to suspect the reports
of villagers, whe are notoriously unclear as to the origine of their
beliefs, The proper course is surely the interpretation of village Jore
as approximations o porm identifiable by consulting authoritative
SCTIpLUPES,
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Among the major texis of the great iradition of Hinduism, the
Bhagavadend righily deserves major attention, Western students of
Imdia are constantly rustrated when they iry io gather fom this
poem the ewenee of Tndian religion. and recently they have had a
tendeney o deplore Krishna's teaching as maverick and o find
special explanations for it popularicy. Yet it seems o me that
Krishna's teachiug prowides a direet means of undersianding the
esenee of Indian spicituality il we are nor hampered by our pre-
concrptions. Briefly T wish to set fath what T think is the heant of
Krishna's philosophy and v suggest some of iis implications and
applications for the nnderstanding of the Tndian scenc.

As s well-known, Keishna advises Arjuna o adopl an attitude of
nemssattachoent to the feuis of his actions, Arjuna ihinks he has o
clunme between action and inaction. IM ke acte and fighte, he will
destrow the maost basie of all instiotions, the family, lor on the other
side of the baiile lines are ranged many of bis kinsfolk, I he docs not
act, he will produce the same eesult in anciher way, for il be Tails o
fight. the Kanravis will peobably win, and righteousness (thae is,
the inheriiance of the kingdom by (he Pandavas) will nof prevail.
Yet, at leost i be does not Gght, Iie cannet be held responsible for
the actual desteuction of traditional instituiions, and so he lays
duwen i arme.

Arjuna’s dilemma has nothing to do with activism or pacifism,
He does not propose o request or, by his example, 1o persuade
everyone clie i lay down his arms. The war will tuke place whether
he takes part in il or ood, The gquestion is one of individual ethics,
naat the eihics of socieiv. In Hindu ihought, societics are not con-
ceived of as making decisions. Instead, individuals make decisions,
angd their decisions are measurcd against the requirements of
rl:]'lsi.mi.l:g,r.

For an |IJ'||!I||_-|".5I.a.|.1|:|.i.|1g al ."'lrJIIIE.I! dil!-rn.r'rl&, otie basic pﬂinl st
be kept in mind @ namely, that Acjuna assemes that the wraditional
stitutions must be maintaioed. Famaly, caste, society as they
cxigted Defore thius awlial battle must be maimained il possible, but
the apparven imposstlality of maintaining them causes Arjuna to be
affaid.! Hant why should it matier whether traditional institolions
arc maintained ? Here the Western reader has difficulty in imagining
ihe full pressure o Arjuna’s dilemma, The maintenance of the
family is mot that imporiam fer us oday, and as for caste distinctions
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the Westerner nol only places linle value in them, he believes thes
should be abolished, The difererce between Western assumnpd ions
and Aruna’s assumplions on this peint is, T believe, crecial, We
tend e think of instiutions (such as the family or caste) as agencies
for abtaining gosds for the collective membsership, wheress Arjumna
Inuks wupon these instmtions as organizations oo protociing the
putential for froedom of each participating member,

Here, if T am coreect, is the key to the connection beiween the
esnteric philosophy ol the {83 and the popular attitudes of ordimary
Indians; the key is this conservative attitude woaward insticutions,
Hithesis many writees have noted che sirong robe tradition playvs i
Indian society, bat to my knowledge no one has suggested] helore
that spirituslity or religiosity in India eonsists previsely of this
attitude ol upholding tradition. It is mv beliel that ibis attiode
eonstitutes a karge pard of the essence of religion in Hinduism.

If this assumption s correct what is the relevance ol Krichna's
instruction ! Why should the aniiude of non-attachment 1o 1he
firwits of ome’s actions be regarded as decply religiows when religiosity
iz cdleAned as (he maimtenance of sttt wans ? For an anseer (o these
queries we must first recall that the original philosophba. of the Vedic
peoples tured on the idea of scrifice to gain power. Again, the
Western acholar finds it dillicult to disociate the idea of poawer lom
that of goods-sccking: for him the powerful man 15 oo who owns
much land or money, or who wielkls much infuence in secarimg
advantages for himself and loe those who serve L, Bui lrom the
Indian point of view a person might hold such material soralth and
cxercise sich influence and yet e a person of wery little power in the
special Indian sense of the termn, 1o this latier sense a man whe is al
the mercy of “internal ” limitations is & man of little power regard-
bess af his wealth and political hegemonye. Althowgh in the U pamisads
the sage Yajiavalkya is always asking foc caotbe as bis prive for
answering questions correctly, such an example may be nisleading.
The power that the Indian waditkn wenerates is that of the man
with capacity for knowledgeable and discriminating action. What-
ever enlarges & man's vision and capacity [or incisive action is
dkarope; whatever blocks his vision and siultifies his capacity is
adkarma, Krishna's message is perfectly in consonance with this
view it s precisely his thesis that goal-seeking auiudes block ane's
vision and stululy one’s capacity for discriminating activity.
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By secking goal-oljects we make ourselves dependent upaon their
artainment, and in so doing we lose Tull control of ourselves. Being
ihereiore nnable 1 see situaiions hlly and clearly, we can, a5 a
resull of nar desives, be used by others for their devices. Bui if we
refuse 1o allow desives o obscure our vision and limic our capacity
for spontanecus action, we maintain power. Thus the adopdion of
an autitude of non-atiachment to the fruits of actions Is the logical
advice fiw Krishna o give.

Insolar as we allow ourselves to beerme conuolied by our
desires Jor objects, we Tesign ourselves. Lo dependence upon other
objects and other people.? By resisting this resignation, we G NTRRIETY
our capacity to knew amd act inelligently. And this attitude of
pessiance to resignation, ihis “vigilance” as the GUE puts it, is
recognized by Tndians at large as the essence of sparituality. Himedue
jsm celebrates this attitude, and is undermined by anything which
lrnstranes at.

This, the, is the message of Keishina, and, iT1 am right, the bass
of Tnclian religion. As a phibmophy, it has many conservative
Fetures, lt postulates an original siaie of complele power (sell-
possession |, and tells us that over the years men have [allen away
from that state {pz. the well-known theory of the four “eras™
[yuga}l.* Moreover, ihis philosephy limits the proper fumction of
institutions tn a negative role, that of protecting the individuals
from templations to resignation, Arjuna, a product of orthedox
Hindu thinking, presuppeses that instinutions must be mauntained
because [nstitufions properly funciion @ preserve what remains of
the criginal power in men against the continual onskught of evil
desires and hatreds.

And wvel it is by those very same institutions that power is
destroved., For instisutions are two-faced : good men submit o them
1o preserve their power, but evil men use institutional affiliations
10 seck goals, and thus institutions breed resignation. Croal-seeking
anel surrender to desives by some people cause the religiows realot
i stiffen his Lodd on tmadition, an atitude which will brook no
deviatiom fram the procedure which enabled these institutions w
mnintain Lhe power of each of theiv members o retain full eontrel
off himse Il

What sort of institutions am 1 thinking of? The family and caste
institutions enme quickly 1o mind, These are natural bstitutions
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which gres oul of the need s estalilisle am Gaelivichuils vele e
ather people i such a way that e was proviced sl e mdsemag
hivsical needs For survival solile leasimg bim spicitoalls ree s
comeeiieaie ol self-improvement With such abjectives the villige
divicedd iesell i vmits, coch of which bad Qifferemt soles e peekwo.
A village which Tinetioned Tirosnimesty wis one swhich provided
cach ol its individuals maxirmum oppemonity 0 adiain spircial
betterment,  An individual grew up sathin institutions compre-
lemsibde to it and whose changes he coubd predicy, By anicipating
clhanges he conld avoid treats o s welfare, Being thos provided
with a minimal standard of lving, e desived ve mere,  [udeed,
tov chesite more would b irreligions, since desites are svmplomnatic
ol resignation, that s, they represemt relinguishment ol conirl
over pneself o external factors, ‘This beliel explains the critical
attitde o the oribndox Flinde to tle arifeal st of
CONLEMPOTATY SRV,

Irespune this conical anitude, orthodox [iodms costinwe o form
tew institanons, Mew mstiiabions aee lormeed soben individuals are
thevavened, and e orthodiog Hindo ceday i very noeel thecaesed
by demyocratic, wellare-seeking institions, Just ap the fwmily
existed] o serve basie needs, w0 the ratienale of the easte was o
provide for minimal living, Today the Jan Sangh exists to protect
Hinduism from ervsion by modern serial ideas,

Il the heart of Tndian religion be this resistance to resignation (1o
domination b? ather 1|'|irLgs Or persnnsj, then wial may be said of
the estternal manifestations of religion, the worship ol gods, animals,
and men ? 1 think that bao Grebors are tvabved i ihese manifesta-
tions. Linc is the wdes of divinity, of pure power, manifesmg iself
in cerain individuals or gods who thos deserve reverence and
cryulation. The oiher is the funciion of diviniiies as symbaols o
which w pray Jor succor, These two faciors are of compleicly
different orders. The expression of reverence for superice beings
slems [nunm the PaweT Flhilrm':ph}-' whirls I have idesisiied waih
Tmckian t'-l,':li.g'inn. The veed for e |:||'-|'E|jt'|‘:liur| ol I.':.':I'I'Ilmlif" entities L
which i pray stems from a guite diffecent source whach 1 would
deseribie as " reedheal.” T oweed pon eebiearse dee well-koosn arigins
ol el idens in pritnitive supersiitions, o can T here review e
dats which anthropologisis have eollected on the Inlkwavs of
primitive iribes in India, o the speculatens of spocialiss conoeriing
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the growth of suoch belick through the vears. Mevertheless, spee-
tators of the Indian scene have regularly identified these mwo
aspects of Indian religivus practice as jointly generating ** Hindu-
ism."" In part, as 1 have ried to suggest, the failure to distinguish
between these two distinctly different concepes is dues 1o the
application to India of Western preconceptions. However, this is not
the whole problem, for there are connections between the medical
and the resistance-to-resignation conceptions of religion,

Cne connection stems from the willingness of Che guardians of the
resistance-to=resignation  concept of religion - -the  Brahmans—uo
make wse of any and all popular beliels (o help insall and reinforce
religion among the common people, The Brahmans did noet
live on an ethereal plane far removed Irom the ordinary folk
and their more of less primitive superstitions, Instead these clever,
innovative pricsts quickly seized any movement arising among
the common people and used it to illustrsie their enets of
proper Hinduism, Rarely indeed did these priests allow an anti-
Hinddy mowvement to gain any momentum, Beades being expe-
dient policy, this assimilation of rival views was dictated by the
logic of the Brahmans' philosophy which was to avesd creating
stress among individuals, for stress was likely 10 breed those goal-
secking attitudes which undermine the power of everyome imvolved.
As a result of this agimilaton, Hinduism o the external viewer
appears o have diffening fwms from one age to the next. For
instance, the Vedic sacnficial colt, the clasgeal philosophy of
rakie or NWirpdea, and the dhabne cuits of medieval times may seem,
inglead of different masafestations of @ commeon spirit, the sucoessive
developments of differing local traditions. However, [ Lope 1o have
suggested here that there is a common philosophy underlying these
various manilestations, that the roor attinede remaing the same,
eyen though the form under which the philosophy shows itsell from
age to age may diffier.

It i= important not o confuse these two types of religious mani-
festation, for worship in the primitive or “ medical™ sense may be
inimical to the concepr of resistance-to-resignation, The primitive
man prays for swecor in the same spirit with which he would go o
a doctor if he knew one whom he could trust, His prayers are offered
in situations which are bevond his control but in which he would
take action il he possessed the requisite knowledge and capability.
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As long as whal is at stake is the means o minimal livelihood,
religion as resistance 1o resignation has no objection, for this luger
philosophy is put into practice onky after & minimal standard of
diving has been attalved, As soon as men scaet asking their puds
for more than the minimum, however, the conceptions of religion
as medicine and of religion as resistance to resignation diverge
sharply. When one prays for more than one needs, one is confessing
his desire for objects as well as his inability to attain these objects
by means available o him. The conceps of *minimum standards"
varies from individual 10 individual aml is dependent upon one's
stage of spiritual advancement, However, the point is that the
“medical” approach 1o religion is consonant with moal-secking,
while the antitude of resisiance 1o resignation js vpposed o goale
seeking. Confusion arises when the term “refigion” % applied o
ernbrace both of these types. Yet nearly everyone wha has written
it Western languages about Indian religion has made this mistake.

I we choose w distinguish between thete two atiticdes, then I
think we would not say that “everything in India is imbucd with
religion.” I have iried 10 suggest that an appeal 1o gods for
material betierment beyond the requiremnents for survival would be
antithetical to the true Indian conception of religiogity. As long as
we comtinue o amalgamate the medical amd FESISHNCE-Ii-Tesigna-
tica attitudes, our understanding of the true thruse of & particular
Indian religious movernent will remain unclear, This lack of
clarity has enabled exponenis of India’s epiritusl superiority to
distort Indias past by posing Hinduism in Western terms, As a
result, Westerners who have not studied Tndia carefully have
become convinced that all Indian philosophy is mystical, thai
Indians at large spend more time in spiritual exercises than other
peoples, that the gemeral Indian atticude s “otheraworldly ™ or
“world-negating,” and so forih, But each of these beliels is even
lesa than a hal-truth, applicable oaly to 5 small proportion ol
Indians past or present.

NOTES

L. sen dbageeadpind, 1, 28 (1,

2. The special sense of “ rosgnation” undentosd bere & discussed 0 moee
dewil in my book, Prespborilion of fodis’s Phiferpsd i {Englewend Clifks, M. ].:
Prentice-Hall, 1g63), pp, 15-15.
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2. Arcording o one version of tha bie of Indines mythobogy, ech cyde of
croalion, lasticg lor millions of years, s o palesn sherein nen begin with
their dvarme porfiscied, and proceel gradually us leie their dberme until eventually
they arrive ai the Erily AR, UL A, i whed gaen have |.'I||'r Al UL il ihoesr
origiral dearma |, See, e, Hanrch Pinpsr, Mpls ol Spebels ie Judian Arl
amd apitiontion, ed. Jeseph Campbell [(Paniben Books: Bollingen Press, o460,
Ppe 1314, Thers arc mony vorin of thiz wiyth, spmme widely different from this
iH
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