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Marx's concept of-the 'Asià~ic Mode of Prod~ction',~ 
\ \, , 

\~as an attempt to explicate the a'pparent stagnation of 
,1 

social and economic life 
., 

to advent of Indian pr.l:.or the 
\ " 

1 

\ Bri,tish imperialism. \' 

In the present, discu sions of this notiqn and its 

underl{irg hist~rical conte t have tended to remain 

segreg~ted. The application f the 'materialist cop

cePtio~ \Of history' to recent esearches on Indian devel-
\ ",. 

opment ~J\~nstrates many inadequ cies in the original 

conceptio , and hence in much of t e subsequent discus-
• - û 

sion. 

I~ is evident that India of 

s\cial contradictions similar which escalated 

European movement towards capi talism.\ 1hrough a combi~

ati~n of external and internaI factors, however, the 

self-sufficient village system gained predominance in 
" ' 

the first half millenium AD. Hence a social formation 

similar to that which Marx attempted to describe can be~ 
) 

accurately dated from this period. 

The history,. of Indian materialist philosophy both 
, 1 ~ 

~ . 
parallels and informs the chronology of the social form-

" 
ation out of which it developed. In turn social history . 
aids greatly in,explaining significant Iacunae in the 

historiography df the evolution of philosophy. The anaI

ysis of the total social formation is,thus cIariSied and 

enhanced through this comparison. 
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" " RESUME 

Le concept marxiste d'un 'Mode Productiori 

Asiatique' était une tentative 

remarquée par Marx dans 

économique de l'Inde. 

Presentement, les dis 

souvent séparées de son 
1 

. 
quer la 'stagnation' 

de l'histoire sociale et 
/1 

du concept sont 

re actuelle. Quand ils 

sont réun,5..es selon la 'concept~ on ,matérialiste de 
t , (1. , 

l'histoire', les evenements act elles demontrent des 
1 

l'idée générale, et en conséquence dans 
" f 

erreurs dans 
1 

beauc oup des débats sur le 'M.P.A.'. 

Il est cependan~ 4vident qu'en Inde quelques 
1 . 

. cont'radictions socialEls se sont d vélopées pas très dif-

férentes de celles charactéristiques de la base du 

dévéloppement Europfen. , Mais ~n conséquence de facteurs' 

intérieùrs et extétieurs, la société des communautées 
! 

" 
villageoises fut stabilisée dans les premiers cinq siècles 

après' J.C .• Une formation sociale semblable à celle que 
1, 

i( 

Marx a décrit peut'être daté avec précision de cette période. 

L'histoir.e du matérlalisme' indien met en parallèle et 
( ~ 

informe sur fa chronologie, actuelle de la form~t'ion. sociale,. 
, 

En même temps l'histoire sociale clarifie le développement 
1.) 

des pensées philosophiques. L'analyse de '-::la formation totale 

SOCiale. ~~ aussi éclairée et appr~~~ie par cette 

-~.nomparalson. - ~ 
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And if 

No 

If 

For 

How 

The 

only greed be there 
/' 

sorne material feast, 
\} 

draw a line between 
/ 

man-beast and the beast?" 

(A- question from KaS'miri 
folklore, ~. 200 BC; 
Arthur Ryde~, Transi. 
The P~chatantra, 
Ch~cago: University Press, 
1972 ) 
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INTRODUCTION 
i 

A: The My th of IBdia 

Even in our own time, the vision produced 'by th me 

'India' is in the west frequently ~hat of an imaginative 
, 00 

conjuror ù - or his more dull-witted appr~ntice. Ktesias, 

. ,an early Greek narrat~r (fourth century Be), described a 

land who?e population included beings (whole races) who 
• 'i 

"though they had but a single' 1 eg, could hop upon i t vii th 
, 

a wonderful agility." To the west, he continues, "lived 
. .. 

p • 

men 'without a neck, and who had eyes placed,in t~eir shoul-
1 - ' "\..--

ers." In the present~ equally wondrous superhuman abil-

ities usualYy confined to science ~tasy of tin still find 

acceptance .in the popular understanding, especially among 

~ 4hose wh? are most skeptical about. the claims of ,'sciencé' 

and its rationalist presuppositions. 
" , 

<i 

The 'ratio~ai kernel' in the attitude of fanatical 

~4mira~ion for Indian spiritualism lies in its implicit 

adherence to a doctrine of human improvement. 
0-

nition that we surely utilise only a bare minimum 

potential abilities, ~his view progresseS:beyon 'com-
.,-

pIete depigratio~ ~ human c~pacity, albeit usually in a ' 

thoroughly antisocial fashion. Analytically, a serioue 

problem arises when an entire culture is presu~ed'to enter-
~ 0 ~ 

~a1n transcendentalism as a form of 'raison d'être, 9~ch 

that the pr;actical n~eds of a nation remain ignored and 
L -

misunderstood •. In its greatest oversimplification, this 
o • 

myth is expressed in terms o~ the indiyidual stereotypes 

of what John Steadman ,has ca:Lled ""the arb.i trary juxtapos-
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(2 ) 
{;> 

i tion rfJf th"'e mystic and the entrepr~neur": "The anti t'hes-is 
." 

of the spiritualistic East and thé materialistic West elim
~ 

inates all voices except tho,s'e of the bonze and Brahmin.,,2 
, 

Unmasking th~ many components of this way of thinking 
, ,\ 

is an enormous task,"of which the present work is but a 

small contribution. Our copcern is not with the eRtirety 

of th~s lègend, the implications .of which are of enormous '~t 
• 

complexity. Two,important aspects of its totality, rather, 

occupy ~ position of central emphasis here. ,The first is 

t.he recurrent analytical view that India 'stagnated l 'from 
1 1 

,time 
~, (~I 

) 

immemorial'; the second is the concomitant notion 
4; " 11, 

that spiE,~llalism repres~nts the sum of Indian philosoph~ 

ical achievem~nts, and hence that all parts of the populat

:Asiatic Mode of Production 

theoretical evolutlon (Chapte 
.. ri ~ • ~ 

through r~searches into early ., 

fs. 
" 1r : . 

Marx' s ; c:!bncept oy the 

in term~ of its internaI 
'\ 

, 
-< 

One), aQd in its substance 
.~ 
Indian history which have 

taken place since the time of Marx (Chapter Two). The 

third chapter is constituted'as a philosophical history of 

selected aspects. of the history of early Indian materiali~m, 

both in order/to subst~tiate the arguments presented in 

the second chapter, and to add evidence to the view that 

v the, myth of Indian philosophy is to a ~arge degree contin

gert upon the acceptance of the" tacit assumptions of the 

historical fictions. 
" In'these enquiries our interest remains as much·with 

• 
the-present and future as with the reconstitution of the 

/ ' 

/ 
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past, f~r there never has been, nor eould be, any severance 
1 

l " in the rBlation of these measurements of time td each other. 

'Indeed, at certain junctures we will try to demonstrate 

that the particular 
1 

inflections and nuances of the e,.pr~ s-
:, 

sion t'of," these myths are largely dictated by the ideological 

asp~rations of various groups emerging from the conditions 

~ of a specifie era. In assessing such influences the general 
, ,\ 

" 

r 
• 

conceI1n is again wi th the--circumstances ·of the conten!porary 

world, for as E.H. Carr has written, 

"The f'unction of the historian is neither to love the 
past nor to emancipate himself from the' past, but to 
master and understand it as the key to the understand
ing. of the present." (3) 

B. The Mythology of Marxism 
,\ 

Every important form of theoreti~al analysis has been 
.) 

enunci~ ted at a period of significant societal change ~ 0 The 

dominant forms of the 4 6ld order, and their philosophical ' 

~and ideological paradigms~, have then been most subject'to 

,severe stresses whieh p-rimarily invol ve the intI:.9tl;l~ction 

of new 'facts' into theories which were not designed to 

.. 

account fBr. them. The sense of tirne manifested'in the 

growth, m~turity, and decay ofparadigms henee is directly 

cqnnected t'a the rapidi ty of soeial change' generally. :tn 

this sense, the contemporary period presents perhaps thé 

greatest ~f aIl possible chall~ngesl ,change occurs so 

swiftly that paradigms proposing to elabotate the struet-
. 

ure and content of movement can hardly maintain an equal 
"l' 

pace. In turn the eornplexity added in the geometr.ical . 

advancement of the sources of knowledge and the prolifer

ation of disciplines makes reduetionism inevitable and thus 

D 
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(4) 
\ 

further hinders genuine innovation in comprehension. 
\ 

'In the period since the advent of the ,industrial rev-

Olutioh, one crucial fact must be admit~ed: that the role 
1 

of critical philosophy {as opposed to idêG10gical apology) 
\ 

is a strànger one than in any previous era. Re~olutions 

occur across the entire planet under the theoretic~ aegis 
.. _~ < J ~ 

of a unified, if diverse, trilogy of paradigms called 
'-. " 

Marxism.' Not sinte the rise of Islam, perhaps, have ideas 
, ê'tJ / 

exerted such a profound historical influence. This trad-

ition,has already demonstrated' that it is the most power

fuI theoretlcal position ever to grasp the 'facts' of any 

period of change. As with any similarly totalistic system, 

a dogmatic·înterpretation has also facilitated its conver-

sion into the positivisti~ defenge of a new order of exploit

ation. As the foremost representative of the conflicting 

asp~rations presented in the twentieth\~entury, Marxism 

simultaneously~conve~s and denies the values of science 

and technology, and in this it recalls aIl of the dreams 

, ~d nightmares of i ts diverse ancestry. 

In the course of the evolution of its doctrines and - \~ 
practices, 1 Marxism has moved in many directions. Much~f 

its theoretical expression groans and grows weary under 

the burden of the master's works, and yet' their impact 

~ has not quite passed the boundaries between the sacred 

and the rational. Because of the hypothetical'and histor

ically provisional as~ects of Marx's analytical method, 

no investigation claiming the inspiration~r authority of 

this legacy (either 'scien~ific' or political) should be 

constrained by the parameters of textual dogmatism, 
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\ 
Exegesis should therefore serve the function and formal 

purpose of illustration, not as an activity which concerns 

itself with the choice of weapons from a polemical armoury. 

This allows the observer'to a$sess independently the degree 

to'which a given formulation serves as a vital structural 

support inte~~ to the paradigm of Marx's anal y tic method, 

an,d thus the e~tent ',to which a given attempt at innovation 

threatens the necessary presuppositions of the paradigme 

This ,process i~,}'~~dered 60mPletely n~essary simply 
- .. "'1 •• 

as a result of the tremendous latitude of potential inter-

pretation~inherent in even the least contradictory of texts. 

Exegesis does however also aid in seeking the anomalies in 

Marx's ana+ytic method. Here it is necessary to seek either 

aspects' of the method'}hich ar~ contradictory to its own 

theoretical presupposi~ions, or new 'facts'.not adequately 
, 

accounted for by the me~hod c'r i ts the ory , which' however 

'beg to be included'. Thus any paradigm either,adapts it

self, weakening or.strengthening its oWn structure, or 

erupts amidst the contradictions of logic'and re~itYt 

withering away graduall'y to the status of historièal curios

ity. 

C. Methodology 

Bearing these consideratio~s in mind, we do not propose 

to ~tilise here a d~gfuatic or reductionist interpretation 
• • 1 \~ • 

of the 'mater~allst ~onceptl0n of history'. Both unconsc-
, 

iously and by considered intention, as they later admitted, 

Marx and Engels overemphasised the influence of economic 

factors in historical development. 6 Largely this was the 

effect of thé circumstances surrounding their 'break' from 

r \ 

i. _ 
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several earlier paradigms. In turn a reductionist attitude 

towards the history of philosophical development emerged, 

in the attempt to deny the status of theory if independently 
, 

abstracted from its social milieu and historical genesis. 

<, Among subsequent Marxists this oversimplifi,cation usually _ 

results in two major problems: (1) an inadequate reading 

Qf the texts of Marx and Engels, and (2) a-dogma of 'theor-
::: 

'eticism', which is --an attempt to innovate at the paradig-

matic level while remaining inhibited in regard to subseq-

uent empirical resea~ch and the theoretical consequences 

derived therefrom, and even ctaiming such research to be 

llTlAimportant. 
,1 

Thel' ds~of su ch later methodological abuses are to 
~ 

be ~o~~ assages similar~to the following, which is 1 
from The G an Ideologyl W 

J 

Il Morali ty, religion, metaphysiê!s, ~l the rest of 
ideology.and their ,corresponding forms of conscious
ness thus no longer retain the semblance of indep
endence. They havé no historYo, no development; but 
men, developing their material production and their 
material intercourse alter - aIong with these - their 
real existence and their thinking and the products 
of their thinking. ", (7) . 

. ,-/' 

lt is therefore imperative that we not treat, for examp~~ 
the history of Indian'materialism 'sim~ly' as a struggYe 

.;V - /' 
against the 'mode of reasoning and philosoph-tc- "Positions 

often termed 'idealism'./ The two forms of thought are " _ 1 

however', in conflict at a number of levels, vis. epistem-

ology,' ontology, and usually poli tics, and we will argue 

that thèse rival contentions constitute ~ basis for the 

ev.al uation of the concomitant sti-ucture 'of the evol ving 

soc~al formations. The danger lies.where, especially in 
~ 1 

(;) 

1 
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. , 
• 

philosophical studies, this type of sCholarship is used 

merely to exemplify the view ,that "The history of philos

ophy is a progression •• to the ultimate truth that i8 

Marxism", where the historian "merely awards marks for 

right and wrong conclusions." B 

Such a methodology -is not only dangerously overcon-

'fident (which encourages practical excesses of all types), 

but also tends to undermine its own humanitarian presup

positions. Through an extreme form of nomothetic ('law

seeking') zeal, Marxism often loses touch with its herm

eneutical ~se~ng 'human meaning') origins. This is the 

g~st of the conflict between the 'humanist' and 'moto~ 

force' wings of' the movement, with its formal resemblance 
< . 

to (and much substantial affiliation with) the 'free will~ 

determinism' debates of the medieval scholastics. While 

the debate rests upon sorne genuine disagreements as to 

the status and value of philosophy (among other issues), 
4' 

'it suffers greatly from misUOderstandings about the separ-

_______ ~---_____ -.-. ,ation between, and' relation of, normative and empirica), 
_..---== - \. \ ' 

• 

th~orising. 

'. 'If thls anal y tic paradigm i8 -appropriately applied, 
" 

however~ it will find no conflict between 'hermeneutics' 
\ and 'social Science 1, a duaii ty frequently held to be 
! l' 
1 ., 

mutually ~xclusive in the present. ~ the search for~mean-

ing in hiktory, with ~eference to Ma~iism, adequat~ 'con- " 
r 

clusions 'l' tltemselves mean not merely the bruised ,egos 
l' , 

~-~~ ~~// ~ 

and scattered applause which accQmpany the conflict of 

the printed word, but human lives saved and suffering 
; 

avoided. Provided that domination' and deprivation remain' 

1 
1 

,-
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the sole reference point and moral basis, there is both 
~ 

( 

meaning in the discovery of similari ties of human behavioral " 
"-

patterns, and validity itlthe exploration of the most_di~rse 
• psychological aspects of intention,in social interaction, 

in langua~er gestures p roles, etc. Without th~ basis, 

however, no action in the world has any but the most prof-

oundly selfish meaning: the overcoming of suffering is the 
. 

ultimate rationale for all investigation. When social 
i 

pOlicy adopts this understanding as its central emphasis, 
, 

~ we wJ..ll have begun at last to act as the special ,'human ' 
,\A -. ,.-; 

species we hav~ often claimed ourselves to ~e. \" / 

necess~;/ In the Indian-context, as elsewhere, it is 

to assess.the relative determinant strengths of a plurality 
. .If ~ 

of factors relating to social development, bearing in mind -, 
the fact that Marx as weIl was aware of the 'dangers of a 

monocausal understanding: 
~ . 

.. Man himself is the. basis of ·his materiai production, 
as of any other production that he carries on. AlI 
circumstances therefore, which affect man, the subject 

~ of production, more or less modify all his functiops 
and activities as the creator of social wealth, of 
commodi ties. In this respect i t c.an 'in fact be shown 
that all human relations and functions, however and 
in whatever form they may appear, influence material . 
production and have a more or less decisive influence 
upon i t . " ( 9 ) 

• We are in gen~al agree~ent with the view of Umberto 

Melotti, who among others holds that the concept of a mode 

of production is the most important among those of Marx's 

analytic method,. 10 Marx' El ob j ect was not the "', social 

formation', as Friedman suggests, because Marx-··s iflcur-
',,-

~-

" 

sions into the specifically unique aspects df the history 
tr . -

of phil~'sophy, ideology,é the 'independent' r91e of the 
• 

state, etc., are exceedingly rare. ll AlI of these,factors, , 

/' 
- 1 
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however, are 1nvolved in the complex description ai a 

given social formation, which indicates the relationship 

~ • d of various modes of production ta each other,and ta the 

,. 
\ 

• {t 

rest~ the social formation'in its many expressions. 12 
\ 

Within this schema the term 'mode of production' 
\ 

has 1wo designations. When capitalîsed here it indicates 
v 

a focial f91ilmation as described by i ts do~inant mode or 
~oduction, which lends a determinant influence to most 

~spects of the society. 'd1enc'ê capi talism is describéd 
"" K 'ît" 

as "the forro Q:1 society in which capitalist production is. 
" 

.k'-'predominant. ,,13 , An 'Asiatic society', if the label is 

even desirfble, : could correspondingly onl~.b, 50 desig

na~ed if the 'Asiatic mode of' production' were equally 
• v 

predominant. Thus the
V 

second d~signation (in small let-

ters here) describes the mode 'of pr~duc\ion i tself, which 

in turn portrays the structured interaction between the 
~ 

forces of production (generally land, instruments, and 
techniques, but including people, ego as Slaves), and the 

relations of production, or the means by,which economic 
<r 

roles are assigned and maintained, and the systematiq 

expression thereof. 
~.f 

In distinguishing the central characteristics of 

varied socia~ formations, the principal object of ~alYpis 

is the relations of production, which establish a partic

ular pattern of disposition over the results of the work 
1 

process: ,. \ ' 

, nTh~ es~ential difference between the various economic 
forms pf so~ety, between, for instance, a society 
based ~n slave labour, and one,based on wage-Iabour, 
lies o~ly in the mode in which this surplus-labour 
is in ~ach case extracted from the aQtual producer, 
the labourer." (14) -
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In Indian history it ~s thus necessary to pay par~

icular attention to the evolutipn of the caste syste~, and 

to ,assess the' extent to which the modern terminology of 

class is applicable to its formation. 'There is much controv

ersy concerning the ,relatipn of exploit~tion under capital

ism to that in e~lier periods, in which especial importance 

is laid upon the relation between economic, ~olitical, and

social control iil the ancient world.' 

,no Pocus of the,.Analysis 

Each of the three chapters following examines a separ-
.. ~~~ 
ate are'a of enquiry. As a whole' the connection 'betYleen 

\ 

"Marx's method and the evolution of ~arly Indian hfstory is 

the uni}Ylng~theme. ,Thé following, how~ver, are "the prin

cipal questions of importance witH which individual chapters 

" are concerned: 
. / /' 

( 1) Char>ter .Q.nê.: Wha t did Marx II).éan by the ca tego~y 
of the 'Asia~c Mode pf Production'? What were 
the primary ~ources and' influences upon whi'ch he 
drew in its formulation? How have his successors 
treatedoit, and what are the bases of the many 
~disagreements concerning it~ utility? 

(2) Char>ter Two: ls the 'AMP' theory applicable to 
the period of approximately 700 Be to 500 AD in 
Indian history? ' What is the character of class 
formations,during this period? What is the role 
of the s;;a.te, and to what extent does" this vary? 
How do trade and commerce affec~the overall evol
ution of the social formation? Are there contra
dictions in the social and economic structure and 

(3 ) 

if so is ~heir dialectical opposition an active 
one? To what extent.are su ch confli~ts transmuted, 
and 'through what fact'ors? / ~-

j' 

Cha~ter Three: What are the social origins of 
Ind1an materialism? What is 'the relationsh~p bet-~ 
ween this form of thought and other philosophical 
schools? .What role does materialism play in pol-

,/ , i tical philosophy'? Can' the history of early ma ter
ialism provide a guide to aspects of the evolution 
of vhê social formation as a whole? , 

' f 
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Schuster, 1969), p. 26. ' ... . 
E.H. Carr, What is History? (London: Penguin Press, 
1962) , ~ p. 2 b .. Of • . ' 

4) The term 'paradigme has gained pf-ominence in contemp
orary usage largely through the work of Thomas KUhn, 
specifically The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 
(Chicago: University Press, 1970), where the term is 
loosely defined as a set of ideas governing research 
activity in a particular field dœring the period of 
'normal science'. The term is used here in a more 
specifie sense, as describîng a comprehensive app~oach 
to a particular problem, but~not necessarily held by 
the majority of the eommunity engaged in'the discus
sion of similar problems, as Kuhn's usage generally 

- indicates. This must be distinguished from what may 
be termed a 'paradigmatie formatioh', wherein several 
paradigms are ihtegrated to form a system of thought 
presenting a world-view. Thus in Marx's paradi~tie 
formation there are three separate paradigmss ""'the j 
analytic method, in which the vision of the future i~ 
depe~dent upon the examination of historical movemen~, 
the theory and method of revolutionary activity, and 
the "ontology', Ü.r underlying philosophy of man. 
Although Marx regarded the three subsystems a~ an int
egrated whole, they have sinee been presented in a 
variety of combinations as 'interpretations' of Marx's 
thought. - Hene~ 'socialist humanism', for instance, 
tends to concentrate on the philosophy of man to the 
neglect of the analysis of history and the consider· 
ation of the agency' of transformation. Soviet ortho
doxy, on the other hand, ignores these problems and 
foeusses almost exclusively upon the other two para
digms. 

See Karl Korsch, Karl Marx (New York: John Wiley and 
Soris, 1938), p. 12. . 

els aek~owledged this most explicitly in a letter 
~o Bloch of 21-22 September 1890: 4':,~ 

"Marx an " are ourselves partly to blame for the fact 
that the yo people sometimes lay m'or~ stress on 
the eeonomip side is due to"it. We had to emph-
asise the main princip . -à-vis o~r adversaries, 
who denied it, and we had no ys the *time, the 

,. 

" , 

place, or the opportunity to give . due to the 
other ~ements involved in the interactiuo~~'~ ________________ 1 
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This neglect is âlso portrayed_ a's an emphasis of 
,content over forro, in' a letter written by Engels to ~ 
. Mehring on Jû.ly' 14, 1893. See. the Selected Corres

pondence (MQscow: Foreign"Languages PUblisqing Hous~, 
1953),. pp. 500-, 540. '.' _ 
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CHAPTER ..oNE 
-

MARX;S 'CONCEPT OF THE 'ASIATIC MODE OF 

PROD~TÎON'.IN RELATION TO EARLY INDIA 
q 
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1. A Brief History of the Concept of 'Oriental Despotism' 

Anthropologists have designated the term 'pseudospee

'iation,to describe a tribe which believes that only it is 

human, ~ll others being"a part of sorne lower rea~m. As 

Christiani ty d'emarcated i ts own puri ty through the degrard-
r __ - ... ~ l • 

• 1 

ation of the heathen barbarian, so the government, morals, 

and eultu;e of Asia ha~e sinee aneient, times been stereo· 
, , 

ty,ped in eontrast with the aehievements of European eountries. 
~ ,~ 

Aristotl'e' s exhortation to Alexander of Macedon to treat 
, 

non-Grèeks as "a:pimals or plants" demonstrates that this' 
éJ -._ -. '" /.~ 

seï:se of èontémpt and aliim~si:ty ,w~s thrf~ing by; the fourth 

~ entury Be'. 1 ~.'"~-.....,~ 

European of As-ia from Herodotus onwards was : 
~ , 

however rarely a 
# " 

unction of theoria, or khowledge exclus-
", 

ively derived from and remàining within the realm of philos-
, 

,. 

ophical speculation. It was rather inherently bound up with 
o 

the politico-miIitary praxis of European countries. These 

politioal ~nds required concomitant philosophical ~ prop: 
-, , 

agandistic supports, and thus - based upon eleme~ts of truth -

was born the theory of Oriental Despotism. Its-,nistorical 

exposition often reveal~ more of the vicissitudes of Euro-,. 
pean thought than i t doe~ any increasing knowledge of the '\ 

" " 2" concreteness of Asian 'reality. 
j 

During the Middle ~ges, crusading'knights, chil~reri, . . 
and merchants aided in furthering the earlier caricatures. 

Muslim (. Saraeen' ). armies came to epi tomise the ostensible \ 

chaos and barbari ty of Orient,al life. Religious zeal helped 

to fuel the early' conquest~ 'it also s~~sta~tially defined 

Ji 
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\ . 

. -
th~ parame"ters of European underf-standing. . As Maxime. Rod-

irisèm has "wri tten, "The Crusades a~e a .class.ical instance 

of poli~ical acts (wars) ca~ried ou~ with ideQlogical ~ot-. , 

ivati,ons. "J, Thesoe actions, it might 'be ildded, were not .; 
-, 0 

~ , 

pqlitical i.n -the Aristowlian sense of tl)e' term.. They were 

rather seen as t~e natural trèatment of-woUld-bê masters 
" . 

10. •• '" .. towards those whose condltlon could only be pne of inna~e 

servitude. With few exceptions t~e earlier motivations and 
~ ~-., ~" 

their res~ective rationalisations remai~ed unéhanged th~pugh~ 

out the rniddl~ ages. 
f' 

By the period spanning the seventeenth and ~igptéen~h 
i 

centuries, however! thè diversity of European ~nterests in 
t " • Il " 

~,~ia begins to be ref'lected in the divergence Qf attitudes 
" .. 

l' , 

~upon aspects of Asian sobieties. Under the in.flûence ,of . 
o , 

Europ~an ~bsolutism, both V9~t~ire and,Hobbes had, for 'dif-

fere~t reasons, aliered the tradltional· meaning of the term 
, . ' 

despoteai as i t ha.d been associated wi th the Orient. For' 

Aristotle despoteai had symboli~éq both ~he rule of the 
.... 

master over the slave in the household; and the imputed __ v. , 

corresponding arbitrariness of Oriéntal (mainly Persi~) 
, ..... " 

rulers ~wards their subjects, Thè terrn had thus primarily .. ~ ~. ~ 

~ \ 

'a political content lin the modern sense), although it alsb 
"J ,~ .' 

implied a number of social characteristics. Hobbes (1642) 
-::-, 

tried ~o remove the tradiiionally negative connotation 

attached to despotism, and theref'ore qetracted 'from its 

status as an epi the~ of cultural abuse by describ'ing i t as 

the normal/outcome of conque's~ in any ~rea.4., Vo~taire (1753\~ 
\ 

applie'd ~he notion, of 'legai' despotism' 'te Asia', reversing 

", 

,. f 

. , 

\ ' 
Ç-=' 
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u 

the development of xhe te~m 'Oriental DefPotism' from 

Aristotle\to the seventeenth pentury, where it had mean: 

a form of political tyranny characterised by an absence of 

law. 5 
• 

Responses to changes in European propertYl re1at'i?ns 
_ 'i 

in the early eighteenth century led to the beginnin~ of 

another important shift" in eIl!phas.is in atti tu~es towards 

Asia. Montesquieu (1748)' ù'Sed 'Oriental De~potism' to d~note 
both' a-lack of personal liberty and an absen~e of privrte 

property in land. The latter notion, whoose 'content 'was' 
1 ~ 1:'1 ~ 

principally 'social, had been derived from François ~e~ier, 
.., ~) -.' \ 

who had travelled to India in 1723-24. Although tMf~/view ' 

was seriously disputed as early as 1761 by Abraham-Hyacinthe 

'Anquetfl-DuperroD, amongoothers, it was highly influential 

ev en a century later. 
6 ~ 

The new emphasis upon pro pert y relations became juxta- , 
. 

posed to the older political content in two ways. On the 

one hand, Asian kings were be~ieved to derive their personal 

rulership fro~ a ;landholding monopoly. A~ternataiy, this 

monopoly was supposed to nave been derived from the'personal 

rule of the'sovereign. Bdth views had been c6ntain~d in the 

judgements of Sir Thomas Roe, English ambassador to the 

Mughal court in 1615. The first was elaborated by Bernier, 
, 

and somewhat altered by Adam Smith before reaching Marx. 

The second was followed by Olearius, Spencer, and eventually 

Max We.ber. 7 
" 

Bernier and Badeau had concluded works on Asia with a 

decided comparative prai~e for European private ~roperty. 
) 

\ 

~ 
0-
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" 
It was this asp~ct of the Physiocratie problematic con-

cerning land revenùe that Adam Smith (1776) first fully 

addressed as" an' object ~f poli tical economy. While the -

seventeenth century~d largely seen explanations of the 

dlfferences between Asia and Europe put forward in terms 
, 

of such external characteristics as race and climate, Smith 
( 

fore.shadowed the sociolog.ical concerns of the nineteenth 

century in concentrating upon differénces in forms of land ... 
ownership. Smith's analysis of the caste system as a hered-

" 
" 

itary form of the maintenance of, the division of labour~ 

and his establishment of ~ lack of distinction between land 

.rent ~and tax in India, were both important ideas in the 
- 8 

developmen~ of Marx's thought. 

It was T~rgot's continuation of the distinction between 
o 

political and civil despotism (~750), in combination with 

Voltaire's emPh~~is upon the domination of religion in India, 

that served as important foundatiovs for the views of Hegel 
~ 

on Indïan life. Althougw the'Abbé Raynal had written at 

length on India in 1770, his work was largely speculative 
l , \. 

and ill-informed in its generalisations. Hegel was in many 

ways the first to attempt to systematically compare Asi~ 
," . ~ 

'with European history .. This necessitated,~ fundamental 
• 1 

break with the generalised abstraction of 'the Orient'. 

Hereafter the embryonic conception of India in particular 
.i 

unf91ds as the crude stereotypes of past discourse give way, 

first to the notion of a geographic entity, thence to the 

more diverse and specialised research of the twentieth cen-

tury. 

, } 

l' 
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l 
/ . . . Hege characterlsed Indlan soc let y ,as the worst form 

of des~otism, in which the lack of a feeling of self had 
l " 

led to a poli tical submissi veness which precluded thought's 

" of rebellion. 9 In combination with an omission of moral * 

~eeling and a sense of history as deeds or events, the caste 
<) 

system had, as an extreme form of particularism, prevented 

the ethical development of the un,iversali ty of state rule '. 

This in turn helped to maintain the dominance of religious 
, " 

~actors in Indian life. This thesis was later pursued by 

Weber. 

If there was mucly .psychological déterminism in Hege;i' s 
o 

analysis (ie. the effect of mor~ feeling upon the form of 

poli tical r~le), the articulation of the ~tarice of econ

omic factors, via an emphasis upon caste determination, ~ep-

f. 

resents an important analytic juncture,' Richard Jones (18]1) 

sought to develop the categori~ of Indian society from the 
.., -,", 

perspec~ive of ~lassical political economy. Marx, to sdme 

extent, represents the fusion of aspects of Hegel and Jones 

in his views on India. The thesis of the unit Y of manufact

uring and agriculture in village life, the emphasis upon 

waterworks and upon a form of natural communism, were aIl 
(-

, contributions of Jones to the development of Marx's theory 

of the Asiatic r/Iode of froduction. In addition, Jones saw 

. the unit Y of t~rert as a past aspect of European history. 
"-

This view was to have important repercussions in the later 1 
works of Marx and Engels. ' 

, "-
James and John Stuart Mill are also important in apprehend-

ing the background ta Marx's development. James Mill had 

emphasised, in his Hist-ory of India (1821) 1 the role of the 

o 
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sover~ign as landowner, following Bernier. His son drew 
. . 

attention t~ the stability of peasant life in India, the 
~ 

lack ,of important towns, and the role of artificial irrig-

ation. In addi\ion, <J.S .Mill used India ,as a gen,eral mOd,el 

for 'Oriental Society', and, tended, in contradistinction to 
/ 

his predecessors, to the description of despotism as seated 

i~ custO~1 rather th~ as derived specifically from land-

h
. 10 owners lp. 

This addi tional accent,uation upon social )1abi t 1 however, 

tho.:ugh it contributed to a more objective understanding of 

India, cannot be seen in isolation from Mill's intentions. 

The attitude 0: Aristotle, indeed, is again reflected in 

the view tha t 

"Despôtism is a legitimate mode of government when deal
ing with barbarians, provided that the end be their 
improvement and the means justified by actually effect-
ing tha tend. " ~ 11 ) , 

The ambiguities sustained in this interpenetration of anal
t .ytic activity with policy proposaIs are, as we will shortly 

see, another part of the legacy faced by Marx, and resulted 

equally in a similar, if far more self-conscious, ambivalence 
, 1 

, 0 

on his part, towards these questions. Both authors sought 

. '" . 'improvement' as a human progresslon, but while Mill rested 

content in his.ffigh estimation of the acculturating effect~ 

of capi talism, Marx found imperial conquest 'to be a painful 
/ but:"necessary stage prior ta genuine independence and self-

management. 

II. Marx and En~els 18;5-57 
/ 

" Prior to 1853 there are few significant references to 

India in t~e works bf Marx and Engels. Marx, more than his 

" 

--
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lifelo~g associate, demonstrates a peripheral knowledge of 

the caste system, punning in 1842 that here "in the lliteral 
- 1 

sense people are put into boxes" (Kasten). In the context 

of The German Ideology, Marx noted less metaphorically that 

the caste system, as reflected in the Indian state and rel-

igion, resul ted from the "crude form of the di vision of' lab-
2 our" in that country. Several citations to the origin of 

caste in the division of labour alsa occur in The Poverty· 

of PhilosoPhy.3 Engels' acceptance of Hegel's view that 
fj 

India was ta be classed among "countries which for thousands 

of years have made no progress" is also apparent in thls 
-4 . 

period. The developmental tèleology,explicit i~ Marx's 

system is ~so demonstrated by allusions to the 'progress' 

made by the English in breaking down the structural supports . 
of the ald society ~in India. 5 

In 1852 Marx began to wri te as the London c'orrespondent 

for the New York Daily Tribune; Engels haJ begun submitting 

articles the previous October. Although Marx commented that 

"purely scientifJ.c works are completely different" from "the 

continual newspaper muck" 6 , it was in fact within this con-

text that his views on India became far more elaborate and 

sophisticated. The debates in Parliament in the summer of 

1853 first gave Marx and Engels the occasion to seriously 

consider the role of India vis-à-vis the materialist concep-
.. 

tion of' history. The discussion between the two authors 

began with the attempt to find economic and political bases 
$1 

for the ~ise of Islam. These reflections led Marx to ponder 

an oft-quoted probleml "Why does the history of the East 

appear as a history of rJligîOns?" 7 

". 
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Marx goes on to di~CUSS Bernier~i~on that the 

"king i,.ê. the ~ and only proprietor of th land",observing 
, \ 

in the process that the "absence of' private property in land 

• . is the real key even to the Oriental heaven." 8 Engels, 

in reply, asserted that the absence of private property, was 

due to the effects of climate and the nature of the soil, 

which required artificial irrigation for agricultural prod
/' 

uction. 9 rhis irrigation, Engels', surgested, "was a a matter 

either for the communes, the provinces, or the central gov-

ernment. Il Marx thereafter tended to concentrat;,~:t;~n 'the 
l~- ~ 

third of these possib~lities, only returning to the question 

of voluntary local associations in Capital. 10 

In his letter to Engels of 14 Junè 1853, Marx adds 

another characteristic'to explain the "stationary character 

- of this part of Asia": the division of India ,into villages, t 

"each of which possessed a completely separate organisation 

and formed a little world in itself.,,11 Closely descr~ing .. , ' 

the twelve-part jajmani division of labOur in the village, 

Marx quotes a p~rliàment~y report to the effect that 

"Under this simple form of municipal governmen:t;, the 
inhabitants of the country have lived from time immem
orial. The boundaries of the (.l'l'lIages have been but 
seldom 'altered; and although .the villages themselves 
have sometimes been injured, and even desolated, by 
war, famine, and disease, the sarne name, the same 
limits, the sarne interests, and even the same families 
have contin\ed for ages. The-inhabitants give them
selves no trouble about the breaking up and division 
of kingdoms; while 'the village remains entire, they, 
care not to what power it is transferred, or to what 
sovereign itodevolves; its internaI ~conomy remains 
unchànged." (12) 

Although Marx remarks upon "these idyllic republics" 
o 

that "1 do not think anyone could imagine a more'solid found-

ation for stagnant: AsiatiG despotism,,13 , he questions the 
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view of Bernier concernin~'~he complete lack oi private 
t ' 

property in land, suggest~ng instead that this might be 
\ , ~ ""-, 

predominantly a Muslim inbovation. This is highly signif-
\' -

icant in terms of the complexification of the explanation, 
, 

for the apparent 'stagnation' of Indian society. 

In his articles of 25 June 1853, Marx notes that the 
,.. . 

continual political dismemberment of India is "anticipated 

·in the ancient tradition of -èhe rel~gion' of Hindustan" , 

which is at once "a rel,igion of sensualist exuberance, and' 
. '\ 4 

a religion of self-torturing '·ascetic~sm." 1 It is by contrast . , 
to the penetration of the British into India that Marx elab-

ora:tes upon the unchanging nature of Indian history 1 .. :the 

misery inflicted by the British on Hindostan ~s of an essen

tially different and infinitely more intensive' kind than all ~ 

Hindostan had to suffer before il!' 15 AlI past invasions and 

disasters in India "did not go deeper than i ts surface. 

England has brokén down the entire framework of Indian society." 16 

Marx goes'on to repeat Engels' comments on the belief 

that "There have been in Asia, tenerally, from immemorial 

times, but three \epartments of governmentl that of Finance, 

or the plunder of the interior; that of War, or the plunder 
" 

of the exterior; and finally, the department of Publ-ic Works." 

Bernier's views on artificial irrigation are somewhat more 
\ 

fully developed here as weIl. 'Marx nGW explains that irrig-, 

ation as the form of public works became the function of 

centralised governments because the level of "civilisation 

was too low ~d the territorial extent too vast to calI into 

life voluntary associations." 17 The evolution of thÈf village 

system Marx then explains. in terms of this concentration of 



/ 

l 

l 

f 
i . 

! 
1 

• 

(23) 

~ public works, and the decentralised union of manufacturing 

and agriculture: It is then precisely the demise of this 
• 

latter combination which1brings forth ~~he only social rey~ 

olution ever heard of in Asia."18 

Marx then closes thxs particular article with a series 

~f cornments worth quoting at length, as they demonstrate a 

number of levels in his reflections on India: 

"Now, siÙkenirig as it must be to human feeling ta wi~
ness these.myriads of industrious patriarchal and in
offensive social organisations disorganised and dis
solved into their units, thrown into a sea of woes, 
àRd their individual members losing at the same time 
their ancient form o~ civilisation and their hered- / 
itary means of subsistence, we must not forget that 
these\idyllic village communities, inoffensive though 
they may appear, had always been the solid foundation 
fQr Oriental despotism, and that they restrained the 
hurnan mind within the smallest possible compass, making 
it tHe uriresisting tool of superstition, enslaving it 
beneath traditional rules, depriving it of all grandeur 
and historical energies. We must not forgét the bar
barian egotism wpich, concentrating on sorne miserable 
patch of land, had quietly witnessed the rûin of empires, 
the perpetuation of unspeakable cruelties, the massacre 
of yhe population of large towns, with no other consid
eration bestowed upon them than on natural events, it
self the helpless prey of any aggressor who deigned~o 
notice it at,all. We must not forget that this undig
nified, stagnatory, and vegetative life, that this 
passive sort of existence, evoked on the other part, 
in contradistinction, wild, aimless, unbounded forces 
of destruction, and rendered murder itself ,a religious 
rite in Hindostan. We must not forget that these ·li ttle' 
communities were contaminated by distinctions of caste 

~ and by slavery, that they subjugated ~ to external 
circumstances instead of elevating man to be the sover
eign of circumstances, 'that they transformed a self
developing social state into never changing natural 
destiny, and thus brought about a brutalising worspip 
of nature, exhibiting its degradation'in the fact that 
man,.the sovereign of nature, fell down on his knees 
in adoration of Hanuman, the monkey, and Sabbala, the 
cow. England, it is true, in causing a social revol
ution in Hindostan, was actuated only by the vilest 
interests, and was stupid in her manner of enforcing 
them., But that is not the question. The question ~s, 
can mankind fulfill its destiny without a fun dament al 
revolution in the social state of Asia? If not, what-

_ ever may ~ave been the crimes of England she was the 
unconsçious tool of history in b~inging about th~rev
olution. fi' (19) 

1 
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The bulk of the remainder of Marx's researches into 

Indian society in this period are set forth in the article 

of August 8 1853, enti tled "The ruture Resul ts of British 

Rule in India". Here Marx asserts that Indian society "was 
-...tr 
based on a sort of equilibriùm, resulting from a general 

repulsion and mutual exclusi veness between all i ts members." 

This leads Marx to conclude that 

"the whole of her past history, if i t be anything, is 
the history of successive conquests she has undergone. 
Indian society has no history at all, at least no known
history. What we calI i ts history, "Ïs but the history 
of the successive intr~ders who founded their empires 
on the passive basis of that unresisting and unchanging 
society." (20) 1 

successive invaders, however, "soo became Hindooised, -the barbarian conquerors being, by an et mal law of history, 
• conquered themselves by the superior ,civilisation of their 

S1bjects.n21 

1 Marx thus sought, in this early period, to exp~ain the 
-, ~ 

apparently unchanging nature of Indian society via his mat-
,< 

erialist conception of history. In describing "that great 

and interesti~g country, whose gentle natives .• represent 
-

the type of the ancient German in the Jat and of the ancient 

Greek in the Brahmin" 22 , three pur~ses are evident. The 

impact and si~ificanc~ of British capitalism il( India allowed 

Marx to add this among other colonies to the role of Ireland 

in the maintenance of European class relations. In evol~ing 
- < - i J 

a theory of imper~sm, Marx's vision of postcapitalist 

interdependerycy ~fOldS. Secondly, Marx sought, in a compar

ative manner, ta comprehend the shifting of centres of~world 

economic growth and civilisation, which contributed both ta 

the notion of uneven development, and to the growth in MarxJs 

-
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work of the' ethnological genesis of societies-; 

Finally, the explicit reconstruction of~ndian social 

and economic history, in order to explain specifically Indian .,. ....." 

developments, was returned'to most intensively in 1879-81. 

The period of 1859-79 was more gerterally devoted to th~ 

two prior intentions indicated above. Through his own and 

Engels' endeavors, Marx found a number of factors 6Optribut

ing to the explanatipn of Indian society. Among these deter

minations, which Marx assesses in a predominantly structural , . 
~ 

rather than an historie manner. the most important was found 

to be "the heredi tary divisions of labour, upon which rest. 

the lndian castes', those decisive impediments to Indian prog-" 

ress and Indian power.,,23 It was to the origins'of this div-, . 
ision orlabour, and its institutionalisation through village 

~ isolation. that Marx 'and Engels were later to devote consid~ 

erable attention. 

III. Marx and Engels 1857-59 

We have so far seen that the concept of • Oriental Des

potism' evolved historically as/what La~ence Krader has 

called "an instrument to criticise and thereby regulate 

human affairs."l This was largely its internaI function as 
'. 

a comparative tool for the evaluation of European societies; 

externally it served to·separate. segregate, and define the 

European cultural entity by negation. 
û 

In the period just 
.J 

exam1ned, we have followed Marx's initial attempts to trans-
o 

form this category from an abstract (if frequently emotive) 
-

political epithet into an analytical term with sorne ~apabil-

i ty ct historical; eXI?laflation.. Using Adam Smith and Richard 

Jones in particular, this now involved the metamorphosis, 
\ 

" 
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of 'Oriental the 'Asiat~9 Mode of Production' 
" 1 \ 

proper. 

The is extraordinarily rich in terms 

of references to India;in 

'Grundrisse the term 'i~iental 
Throughout th,e 

or one of its synonyms, 

, 1 

;' 

remains Marx' s major/ category to India. 'As the 
! 

, ! 

culmination of, the refinement of 

'Asiatic Mode of r9duction' first appears in 

to the Con -_. u iori to the Cri ti ue of Poli tieal 
\ 

where Marx ~nd·cated his predominant concern with 
'. 

the term 

1.859 ·:Preface 

periodisation 1 

"In bro q: outline the Asiatic, ancient,~ f~U~al, an' . 
1 mode . bourgeois modes of production may ~e desi~ated 

as p pgressive epochs of-the socio-economid ordef.~ (2) 

This, form
i 

~tion eXhi~i~S a. two-f~ld <intention in 1Ila1!S . 
thought. Firstly, the' rment from a broad' social rype to 

an econ mic classification indicates Marx's confideïbe in 

the ba ic veracity of his researches on Asia. SeCOrdlY, the 

concr wi th historical progression estab'lishes th~ uni ty of 

Mar~'s method. In the Indian context this is refl~cted in 
/, t 1. 

undamental concern with the mechanisms of ~rim}t~e accum-

atfn,' whose linkages wi th contemp~rary capl. tal~sm could 

hen be expounded at a nu~ber of levels. 1 
~ 

_ Marx carries forward a number of his previous deliber-

.j ations in Grundrisse, al tering some and ~mbellishing others 

in the process. The causal copnection between the sovereign 

and property is resolved in a historic manner& 

"Oriental despotism ,th1erefore appears to lead to a legal 
absenc~ of property. In'tact, however, its foundation 
is tribal or common property, in most cases created by 
a combination of manufacturing and agriculture~within 
the small çommunity." (3) 
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'DhJs raises, howe':'er, ~he consequential que'stion as to the 

historical precedence of the ,unit Y of village production 

versus that of common property, to Which we will later return. 

Bernier's v~ew on the role of cities is still found 

acceptable at this point: "Asian.history is a kind of undif-
4 fer'entiated uni ty between town and country." This· is set 

out in Gontradistinction to the interdetermined roles of 

cities and private property in Greece and Rome; Asia for 

)Marx knows only communaf property in land, although private 
c 

possessioD exists. Such possession, however, does not crucially 

alter what Marx terms 'the fundarnentalprinciple' upon which 

the Asiatic form of property is based: ~hat the irtdiviaual 

does not becoroe independent of the community because of the 

self-sustaining unit y of production. 5 "In all these forros", 

Marx comments 
'. 

1 • 

"the basis of evolution is the reproduction of relations 
between individual and community assumed ~ given •• 
Such evolution ls therefore from the outset limited, 
but once the limits are transcended, decay and disint-
egration ensue." (6) , 

~ 
The stubborn fixity of tradition in the Asiatic form does 

not therefore allow the undermining of the communi ty., and 
1 

its economic premis~s. .~ 
r!-

It should be noted that Marx's reference point here has . 

greatly changed frôm that ~ his 1853'writings. The i~itial 

explorations' into Indian society had bee~ largely in t~e 
, \ 

context of British penetration thè~~. Marx's inyestigations 
l ~\_ ~ 

~here, hpwever, dwêÏ1 upon modes of transition out of the stage 
1 

of tribal society and the ~form of communai ownership. Thy-J \ 

accent at least,minimally led Marx to ponder the principles 

underlying the origins of Asi~tic property relations. Warfare 
( 
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as the genetic basis'df slavery and serfdom is among the 

more important pf-these.premises, as it leads to a property

less condition on the part of the subjugated'grpups. The 

new and modified form' of property which ~sults, however, 

has,less of an effect on Asiatic property ferms than el.se- 0 • 

where. "This i~ b~cause ,( 1) landed property and agriOcul ture 

do not predominate after the European fashion, and (2) the 
\ 

individual is already the "slave of that which embedies the 

~~ ty of the CDmmuni ty", such that enslavem~nt via conquest 

dees net al:er th~basic prier ecenemic relationship.7 

Whereas indiv1dual property ownership in Greece and 

Vome gave rfse ;to the double relaticnship. of citizen and 

proprietor" wherein the loss of property implies a signif

icant change in economic ~tatus, Marx held that this was 

nQt the case in Asia. 
~ , 

Here, rather, the coalescence of 
" 

manufacturing and ag~iculpure, town and countr~, me ans tha~ 
. . -~'" no radical change in economic relations is likely as a result 

" of' indi vidual depri vation. For similar r:easons. nei ther 

ex change' nor indebtedness have the' capacity to' significantly " , 

alter this ~pecific mode of prOduction. Marx terms this 

unalterable relations of the producer to the community, , . 

alter a fashion, the "general slavery .of the orient", noting 

'however that llhis is If so considered only from the European 

poiJt of view. ,,8 

_ T~e historical development of new forms of production 

via their contradiction with traditional p~operty relations 
li" ' 

is one of the basic theses of the materialist çonceptio,r of 

history. Although not specifically mentioned in reference 

to Asia, Marx discusses a number of possible avenues of ·dis'-
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, 

,\\ solution of precapi taJ,ist modes of production, which we 

~
ill later have ocèasion to consider. 'For our purpose~, . 

th most import~t aspects include the roles of usury, State 

trea uries, temples, and guilds, in the processes of cir-
, , 

culation, credit, exchange, and capital formation. 9 Marx 
, ,. 
do es not ?owever SCheratise the interrelationships in the 

structure of 'society very specificallY. In one reference 

to the diâlectic of the' 'economic premise' of Asiatic com-

, muni ties, he notes' only 

mi~ have' as an effect 

in the Asiatic form. 1D 

generally tha t • pauPerisation, :·-etc· .. 
of this dialectic led to a ~h~ge 

Marx's uncertainty as to the exactftnature of land "tenure 
~, " 

in. India."is. reflect~~ in his Tribune article of June 7 1858. 
~ 

Here two views of government bwnership~versus mere 'pr~prietor-
'" 

ship over what is basically private property are~drawn out, ~ . " 

~though mainly wi th ~he intention of examining the ma:terial 

interests ·of those espousing both d~ctrinès ;1~~ It can ' ' 
, 

argued that this discussion i8 once again nistorically 
.' 

in the debates over British rule in India, with ref~ , - " ' , 
thèrefore to relativelyorecent property relations, which, 

o , 

in'Marx's eyes, ~id not necessar~ly hold_~from time i~em-

~ orial'. oOn the other hand it is qui te possible 'that Marx ' 

'. 
'. 
", 

. 
felt that his observations were equally relevant,to the 

ancient"'period. 

In essence the-discussion of Asian society ,in Grundrisse ... 

functions as an extremely tmportant aspect of Marx's attempts 
~ 

,at hist~rical p~iodisatiqn at this time. The comparative" 
,"-..., (') 

generalisa~ions' evok.ed by his stùdy of' India then led MaA 
to the articulation of the broad evolutionary perspective 

o. • 
."> 

• 

, ~ 
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outlined in the 1859 preface. The net effect of the 1857-59 

researches on India was the further shift in Marx's the or-

etical object, from 'Asiatic society' to the 'Asiatic Mode 

of Production', reflecting an increasing concern with spec-
, 

ifically Asian relations of production as the basis bf the 

theory. In the latter years,of his life, to the extent that 

Marx wrote on India, these relations provided the particular , -

foèus of' his inteFest. c' 

IV. Marx and Engels 1861-84 

In the final dècades ok his life, M~rl was primarily 

oceupied wi th the expo,si ti<Orl of capi talist ~uction through 

the dual me:hod of the critique. of the cateoori s of polit

ical economy and, the representation of empi 'ca evidence 
r . 

in support of his own c,Onceptual'-"schematic. Within this 
tJ 

context, India served as the most ancient grounding for Marx's 

views on the overall evolution of human societies, and prov-
- , ,". 

'~ 

ide~' in many ways a geographical and histori,cal basis "for 

the method of'historical anthropology. The principal emphasis 

"on capltalism per ~se in this period altered somewhat Marx's 

notions of the economic structures of early societies. His 

later anthropological e4plorations tended to deepen these , 
, 

considerations, adding as well-a dimension of historical 

movement. The r4lul~.of these two influences was an import

ant series o~ modifications in his views on the nature of 
! 

Indian society. 

~ 
rn the notebooks later entitled 'Theories of'Surplus-

1 

vâlue', written between 1861-63, Marx again carries forward 

Bernier's view of Indian cities as little more than army 
, -

camps, explaining that "This is due to the fodn of landed 

" 

~ . 
\ 
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pro pert y which'exists in India." 1 There is however a rel-

ationship of contradiction implicit in the view that land 

rent (the g~neral form of .surplus-value in Asia2 ) helps to 

pay the labour costs 'of city manufactures in Asia. 3 This 
l 

is likely a reference to contemporary history, and while,a 
- , 

few manufacturers were able to reap great profits as a result 

of théir monopoly positions, Marx believed that the majority 

of revenue accrued to "landlords and pri.nces. 1I4 The use of 

the term 'landlord' is clearly an allusion to the late eight-
./ ' 

eenth century zemindari .system of increasingly private own
,~\... 

ership of land, and not to the 'original uni ty ~ prior to , 

the British entry ±nto India. 5 We will later argue that 

only the original sense of the term 'landlord', meaning one 

whose claim is primarily poli tical rat'her than based upon 

economic ownership, is analytically viabl€ in the early periode 
, Ir -

The prehistory of capitalist accumulation is qn enduring 

concern to Marx at this time. Here the distinction between 

hoarding and accumulation was an important one in desctibing 

the role of money in the early Indian ecoriomys 

"Capital is value which produces surplus-value, whereas -
in the bUIlding .!:!p of a hoard the crystallised form .2f -, 
exchange-value aSJ such is the aim." (6) 

This may have been a partial response to Jones' view that 

the backwardness of Asia was due to the lack of circulation 

of money.7 In addition to this supposition, Marx explained 

that 

"If too large a part of surplus-labour is embodied 
directly in' luxuries, then clearly, accumulation and 
the rate o:f reproduction will stagnate." (8) 

The produc±ion Jf luxury goods is, in turn. determinate upon 

the evolution of the division of labours 

o 

,.71 
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"The dearer the material (eg. gold)" the less are 
~l machinery and the division of labour required for 

transforming it into articles of luxury." (9) 

Such production thus hinders the separation of ~he worker 
\ 

from the conditions of labour, which for Marx is the 'real' 

b . f . 't" 1 t' 10 aS1S 0 pr1m1 lve accumu a 10n. 

Marx adduces several other arguments relating to the 

general retardation of the Indian economy. These ificlude 

the easy availability pf land11 ,' the limited requirements 

of the, population .(related to climate )12, <?verconsumPtio~> 
1) -

by the ~ich on art, religion, and pUblic works, and the' 

diminished importance of usury, so vital in the separation 
- '14 of European producers from'their conditions of production. -

,1 t4i:~~r 

,The me~hod of analysis utilised by Marx here, is 'one, 

which comprehends precapitalist modes of producti?n through 
~ 

the anatomical (structural) disse"ction of capi t~ist prod-

uction. Historically this leads to the' opinion that the' 
o 

transformatlon of the product into a commodity fqrms the 

t t , 't f 'tal 15 Mar • t~ , 't f s ar lng-pgln 0 capl • - x s mos preClse pOln 0 

emphasis vis~à-vis Indian economics was to follow frbm his 

res~ting g~neralisation of forms of exchanges 

"It is precisely these forms that are alone of import
ànce when the ~estio~ is the specific character of 
a mod~ of social production." (16) 

Capital continues this trend of innovation upon preY

ious themes, wherein India is largely evaluated explicitly 

in terms of i ts relationship to the development o,f the Eur-
, 

opean economic system. We will consider Marx's exerpts again 

i~ the order in whi'ch they were wri tteh; rather than that 

in which they appeared. 17 Continuing his previous emphasis 

upon forms of exchange, Marx presents the deducti0n that. 

, -

VI 
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the transformation of products into commodities results 
" from exchange between, not"wi thin, the primitive commun-, 

ities. 18 Subsequent to this, but without their mutual con-

sideration, Marx notes the development of a 'tradin& spirit' 

and mercantile capital arnong nomadic peoples, adding how-
, " 

ever that commerce "leaves the groùndwork of Asiatic prod-
n 19 

~uction untouched." Earlier views carried forward here 

include the basic form of ~siatic production"as the unit y 
, 

, ' of m~ufactures and small-scale agriculture, in comb~nation 

with the village community built upon common ownership of 
, ., 

, 1 land: and' ruled by a "ruthless and despotic" stats.'. extract~ 

ing rent/tax as both landlord and sovereign.2G" 
- ç / 
In the.first volume of Capital, probably Marx's most 

/ 
~arefully prepared manuscript, we find an ext~nsive elabor-

ation of his viewB on India. The reciprocal determinations ' 

of exchange and commodity producti'on nbw occupy the central 

position in Marx~s thoughts on the sUb1ect. Firstly the 

commodity rel~tionship is explicitly definedc 

"Whoever directly satisfies his wants with the produce 
of his own labour creates, indeed, use-values, but not 
commodities. To become a commodity a product must be 
transferred to another, whom it will serve as a use
value, by means of exchange." (21) 

Throughout this text Marx attempts to apply this prin

ciple to the historical development of Indian 'production. 

It is necessary to consider several passages together in 

order to exemplify Marx's intentions most clearlyc 

"In the primitive Indian êommunity there is social div-
. isipn of labour, wi thout the production of commodi ties. Il 

" (22) 
"In the ancient Asiatic {md other modes of productipn, 
"we find that the conversion,of products into commod

ities and therefore the conversion of men into,producers 
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of commodities, holds a subordinate place, whi~h, 
however, increases in importance, as the primitiy~~ 
communities approach nearer and nearer to their dIS-
solution." (2J) '" 

" )ë 

"(In) those small and extremely ancient Indian commun
ities .. the chief part of the products is destined 
for dipect use by the communi ty i tself, and does not 
take the form of a commodity. He~e, production here 
is,independent of that division of labour brought 
about, in Indian society as a whole, by means of the 
exchange of commodities. It is the surplus alone , 
that becomes a commodity, and a portion of ev en that, 
not until it has reached the hands of the state, into 
whose hands from'time immemorial'a certain quantity 
of these produ~ts has found its way in the shape of 
rent in kind." (24) 

Several tentative conclusions may be inferred here 
, 

about the nature of Marx's beliefs at this time. (1) Little 

if any commodi ty production takeos place wi thin the villages, 

although wi~h no historica~ periodisation on Marx's part we 
-

cannot be sure whether he meant that in ancient times there 

was almost no commodi ty production at al!', or that more' ~ecently 

this was largely confined to the cities. (2) The second 

,quotation above would lead us ti in~roduce a historical 

element herel commodity production in India increases as 

we approach the present. If i t occurred in ancient p'eriods, 

it took place in the towns, not in the villages. (3) Exchange 
1 

between urban centres seems evident, mainly thought not nec

essarily exclusively based on the extraction of surplus by .. 
~he state from the villages. The division of labour in the ., 

, villages' (the twelve-part .iajmani system), and that between r . 
regions and/or ci ties, are r~dicall'y dissimilar as a resul t. 

This'implies a greater facility of communication between the 
/ 

cities than in general between the villages ~ particular 

cities. 

That a division of labour was articulated in the society 
1 

(' 
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as a whole would-seem to indicate, that Marx deduced a 
"-

d~amic relationship between'town and country, which would 

in his model constitute the groundwork for the qevelopment 

)of othe~ social contradictions: 

"The fouridation of every division of labour that is 
well-developed and brought about-by the exchange of 
commodities, is the separation of town and country. 
It may be said, that the whole economic history of 
society is summed up in the movement of this antithesis." 

- (25) 
The omission of a village emulation of this larger social 

division of labour Marx explains by the unchanging market 

in the ~illa~es, as ;ell as the impossibility ~f more th,r' 

several individuals combining to work on a single task. 
, ~. -' 

The posïtion a.ajd. 'funqtion oT castes in this social 
.If ~ 

formation ~e also liven more extensive treatment in Capital. 

Marx associate two historical stages with the formation of 

\ 
, 

both castes and guilds, explaining that hereditary trades 

tended t6 'petrify' into castes, 

" • • or whenever defini te historical conditions beget 
in the individual a tendency~to vary in a manner incom
patible with the nature of caste, to ossify them into 

~ guilds. ..castes and guilds arise from the action of 
the same natural law, that regulates the diff~rent
iation of plants and animals into species and variet
ies, except that, when a certain degree of development 
has been reached, the herkdity of castes and the exclus- ' 
i veness of guilds are ordained as a law of society. Il (26) 

Marx fails her.e to provide any further,distinguishing 

charàcteristics for the elaboratlon of modes of transition 
< 

into guilds, versus those appropriate for castes, other'than 

the fact that their nature is clearly different. It is· 

evident, however, that guilds also had an inhibiting effect 

on European economic development, as they both resisted the 

encroachment of merchant capital, and excluded the further 

growth of the division of labour within the workshop.2 7 

/ 
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Caste itself Marx tends to view as representative of the 

power of the community over the individual, in turn a fun-

ction of the ,power of nature over hurnan developrnent: 

"The Hindu peasant .... will perish with hunger beside a fat 
bullock. The pr~scriptions of superstition, which ap
pear cruel to the individual,'are conservative for the 
community; and the preservation of labouring cattle ___ __ 
secures the power of cultivation and the sources of 
future life and weal th. " (28) , 

Engels' Anti-Dllhrin@" wri tten between 1876-78, dwel t 

at sorne length on Indi?n conditions, particularly with regard 

to the question of the original'universality of "common owner

sh1p of land among aIl civilise4 peoples.,,2 9 Following Marx, 

Engel~ holds to the notion that external ex change through 1 

co~odity production was the factor rnost tending to under-. 
mine the ancient communes, through the creation of-inequal-

ities of property where none, presumably, had existed before 
l ,_ 

to any rneaningful extent. Engels is at this point undecided 
{ 

as to whether the communities or the state are the owners 

-of the land3O ; he mentions, however, the unit Y of indi vi dual 

rulers into a ruling class i~the context of the 'Oriental 
~ 

despot', and maintains the thesis of the responsibility of 
~ 

the rule,r for .ir~igation. 31 Marx had relegated this 'phen-

omenon to'a relatively minor position in Capital, noting 

merely that 
1 

\ 

"One of the material bases of the power of the State 
OYeP the small disconnected producin~ organisms in 
India, was the r~gulation of water supply.," (32) 

Marx's concurrent studies of Maxim Kovalevsky and 

Indian legal history allowed him to generate a loose frame

work fo~ the peri6disation of the dissolution of the early 

forms of common property. Kovalevsky had outlined a series 
/-

1 
( 

f 

-. , 

1 
1 
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of stages for the decomposition of what he called the 'kin , 

communi ties '. Fr:om i ts original wholly çommon status, ''the 

soil became alienated into family comm~al parcels, whence 

unequal inheritance and the claims of de facto-possession 

(especially,by political leaders) begin the process of the 

sepàration of communal into individual holdings.33 1 l 1_ 

The law codes of Manu, Yajfiav~lkya, and N~ada succes-
, 

sively encompass approximately five hundred years of Indian 

history, from 100 to 600 AD, although Manu may be several 

centuries older. In the progression from ~u to Na~ada, 

Marx noted the evolution of t~o phenomenal the gradual 

individualisation of wealth, and the surrender of adminis-

trative functions,and powers from the communal to the state 

organisations. The latter process was exemplified in_ the 
, , ' 

transmutation of kin wergild into a fine paid to the state. 34 

In the case of property, an increasing recognition of private 

ownership/occupation, and the concomitantly greater ease of " 
?~ 

disposition of lands, indicated for Marx the trend towards 

greater individualisation • 

. The negation of the kinship principle explicitly signif-~ 

ied by this procedure was as weIl Iinked to the existence 
-

of the Branmin caste. 
" 

" Kovalevsky had not dwelt on the anti-

thesis of caste, and commune par se. This view Marx was to 

Iargely apprehend in Morgan's work. The intermediary role 
1 

of the famiIy, between communal and individual stages, had 

attracted Kovalevsky's attention. But the study of the later 0 

,law codes provided Marx with the view that land gifts to 
---~t 

... 
priests "are the oldest kinds of dis:position of family ~-

erty.,,35. Kovalevsky as weIl suggested additional possible 

'-, 
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causes for the dissolution of the rural communes, including 
1 

the organisation of the religious caste and that of the tribal 

political le~dership, ~s weIl as the course of emigration to 

the towns, aIl of which tended to undermine the primordial 

kinship bonds. But Marx had no occasion to do more than to 

annotate these assertions. The most impot-tant "contrï~uti~J, 
-

of Kovalevsky was his alignment in theory of the position of 

the caste system with the genesis of individual property, 

which led Marx to exclaim that "The -priestly pack thus plays 

the chief role in the process of individualisation of fâmily 

property. ,,36 

It was perhapf·these initial forays into Indian legal 

history that led Marx to mention in a letter to Vera Zasulich 

that "The history of' the decadence of the-primi tive commun

ities still remains to be done •• Up ~o now only meager out-

lines have been prov~ded. Il 37 
'-, 

In this sarne correspondence 

(of whic~ Marx wrote several drafts), the term 'archaic form-
" 

ation' is used, divided into 'communities of the more archaic 

t~pe' and 'agricultura~ or rural communes'. The latter stage 

here represents for Marx the transition form from common to 

pri vate property, the sarne form, in other word,s, as had been 
\, 

previously subsumed under the Asiatic mode of production 

category. This letter has led Hal Draper to speculate as 

to whether Marx in fact intended to displace the 'Asiatic' 

concept with the more analy~ic 'archaic mode'. We will return 

sh~tly to this proposal •. 

In the years 1881-83 Marx undertook to explore both 

the structure and history of the In~ian village community . 

, To this end he excerpted the works of Lewis Henry Morgan, 
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~ohn Budd Phear, Henry Sumner Maine, and a number of authors 

of lesser renown',38 These notes are now available as The 

Ethnological Notebooks of Karl Marx. Engels ·drew very heavily 

upon the notes on Morgan made by Marx in the Origins of the 
~ If 

F ·4, 1 P' t LW. t v~ d S t (884) J" amli:;Y 1 rl va e '.I± o12er :iT' an the ta el. T\Ïé lncreas-

ing concretisation of Marx's views on India, however, prov-

ided for several significant changes in his,prior perspective. 39 

Maine, Morgan, and Phear aIl indicat~d to Marx new me ans 

of comprehending the ~rigin and growth of caste. Morgan. 

suggested that the 'civilised' Brahmins, at the time of 

their invasion of India, reflectéd their contradiction with 

the indigenous peoples at ,the level of marriage systems, res

tr;icting therefJré entry into their own eli te,_ 40 Morgan • s 
.' , 

, ,rj 

ldea of thè gens as the original tribal grouping provided 

for-the establishment of the belief that the hierarchy of 

caste was directly opposed to the primitive communities with 
\ 4 

their basis of common ownership. 1 

This latter notio~Jhas several implications for our 
". 

discussion of the evolut~on of. Marx' s views _ f Morgan explained 

that the idea of caste arose when men could no longer larry 

within the same gens, but sought to marry others of similar 
Q 

rank in other gens. This presupposes already some inequal-

ities of pro pert y and social status. Marx noted,in fact that 
, 

"The property classes subserved the useful purpose of break-

, ing up the gentes ,,42 If the gens represented the orig-• • 

inal unit y of the Sanskrit, Greek, and Latin-speaking peoples, 

as Morgan asserted, th en caste became the institutionalised 

Indian variant of the mode of dissolution of this formation, 

and was itself based on the initial development of a lac~ 

~, 

\ 

\ 

1 
/ 

l. 
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of equiiibrium in property use an~or possession. 

1 

Both Phear and Maine lent weight to the.thesis of the 

Brahmanical origins of the philosophy of caste. Noting 

Phear's belief in the contemporar~ nineteenth centurYJ1on

existence of the K~atriya caste, Marx explicitly underscores 
1 

Phear' s conclusion: "Probably the Brahmin, 'Kshatriya, Vaisya, 

and Sudra (were) mere Utopian class distinctions --of a pre- .. 

historie More.,,43 In his notes on Maine, Marx in turn 

pays close attention to the view that 

tlR'eally only one of'these castes really survives in Indià, 
that of the Brahmins, and it is strongly suspected that 
the whol~ li terary theory ?f caste; ,wh~çh is .2.! Brahmin 
origin, lS based on the eXlstencêof the Brahmln caste 
alone." (44) - -- - -

\ An historical dimension, however, can be attached,to this 

notion through the understanding that aIl trades and prof

essions ("now popularly called castes", notes Marx) were and 

are hereditary, such that the division of the entire populat

ion by occupation ~y have been thought quite ancient by 
45 ~'-

Marx. , 
'7 

Lawrence Krader has noted that the most important div-

ergenae here from the views of caste in Capital is to'be 
'---

seen in Morgan's assertion of the purely social origins 

of the caste system, id distinction to Marx's largely organic 

metaphor of evolutionary description. There is no way of 

knowing, of course, the extent to whigp Marx might have alt-

ered his views in this regard. What seems somewhat more 

vivid, however, is ~hat Marx now tended more to follow Maine 'Si 

notion of the role of the Oriental monarch, who was asserted 

to have done li ttle more than colle ct tfles, wi th a seant 

ability to determine or alter local customs, and with thus 
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only an extremely limited, 'despotic' ability.46 Historic-, 

ally the most notable agent o~ thë mutation of convention 

was for Maine th'~' Brahmins as a caste' 

"The truth is that the one solvent of local and domestic 
usage • • has not been the command of the SOVëreign but 
the supposed cornmand of the deity. In India the influ
ence of the Brahmanical treatises on:mixed law and 
religion in sapping the old customarY law of the country 
has always been great." ~7) 

However such views might have led Marx to modify his 

earlier positions (which lies largely within the realm of 

conjecture), it does seem evident that he accepte~ the oppos

~tion of caste as ~ political relation to the antecedent .. 
. primitivè communitarian relations. This does not, how~yer.', 

~ 

explain the origins o~ the state in India, nor the relation 

of this pol~tical form to, caste, whose conventions are more 

.social than political. Marx decidedly held to the view that 

private property evolved out of tribal property; his cor~ec-
• 

tion of Maine's contrary assertion dJmonstrates this incon

trovertibly.48 Howan Indian state might have progressed~ 
through m~inly private possession of property Marx was un-

j; 
able to speculate. Appropriation based upon primarily pol-

itical rather than,feconomic relations was somewhat anomalous 

tè his method. A similar' pro'l:üem is evident in the case of 

the relations of property and political power in the Soviet 

Union. 

Marx thought that the most\si~ificant and enduring form 

of caste lay in the institutionalised forrn,of the jajmani 

division of labour. The conservative character of this 

syst~m was obvious to Marx; what he lacked\were the his

oric~l materials enabling him to relate this to the division 

l ,. 
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of labour in the society as a whole, and thus to assess 

the relation between both of these and the rise and status 
\ 

of political control. 

We can therefore agree with Kra~er that in the articul-
\ ,,'-J>' 

ation of disS~il~ of the cri.vision~ of labour in thè 

villages and in the count~ as a whole, Marx implicitly ac-
o 

knowledges the vital contradiction betweeh town and country. 
, 1 

This exists in addition to the fact that 1he jajmani system 

to sorne degree discloses the existence of èlass oppositions 

within the viliage. 49 Formally the same' modes of social 

negation therefore exist for Marx in Indi~, as are the basis 

of other class sooieties. This understanding constitutes 

the crux of the renovations in Marx's later views onr"Indiao 
0, ' ' '-

K&a.er' s assertion that Marx now bel,ieved ~that pUblic (and 
~ " (' -, 

especially water) works "pla~ed no importtant role in th~ 
\ ~'" 

political economy of traditional India" remains more prob-

lematical, since Marx seems to concur with Phear's emphasis 

on the central importance of water supply, while notjng as 

weIl Maine's view of the sovereign as a disinterested tax 
, 50 

collector. Evidently, tben, we are left~ith Marx posit-

ing a questièn for which the historical research of his own 

period could provide'only the most nebulous of respohses& 
/ , 

why does the 'unprogressive character' of village life appear 

to be sub sPecie aeternitatis, wherein the germination of 
! , -

embr~onic antagonisms is brought about ~either by social 

nor metabolic, natural, processes? 

Engels' later works provide no specifie answer to this 

é~quiryo Although a position has often been found for India 

in the o'general evol utionary scheme offered in the Origin of 
'f , 
~. 



" 

• 

(43) 
• lb 

, J 

the FafilY, Private Property, and the State; there i8 no 

specifie mention of an ~Asiatic mode of production' here. 

This significant lacuna has led Sorne scholars to believe 

that Marx and/or Engels intended to abandon the category. 
~ . 

of the 'AMP', in favor,perhaps of a more historically soph-~ 

isticated and geographically specific analytical subdivision . -
based on the new ~vidence which both had assimilated. 

1 

Engels even; (t~gentially) conside~s the natûre of possible 
, ' 

~odes of dissolution of the condition of 'o~ginal common • 

ownership eûf land r in his Dialectics of Na~ure (187J-8~), 

asserting tpat a depletion in surplus land led to a decline 

in communal oWnership.51 

But if. thè c'ategory of the 'AMP' is nbt, expressly 
~ ~ 

brought forward by Engels, neither is it explicitly rejected. 

It i8 worth bearing in mind"that Engels in fact primarily 

elaborated upon Morgan's"ldeas in a theoretical manner" 

adding little o~)empirical significanc~ and usually follow

ing the empha~is provided in Marx' s notes on Ancient Society. 

We c~ conclùde our considerations to this'pofnt by 

rendering unambiguously what has been 'alluded to .~bovel 
G 

if only rarely does the notion of the 'Asiatic Mode of Prod-

uction' share a similar conceptual status as 'that of the 

ancient, feudal, and capitalist modes of production, is 

this adequate evidence for i ts lnclusi011 as the major cat-

'egory for a consideration ,of early Indian political economy 
, , 

using. Marx's method ~f Ilanalysis? Most later adherents '''0+ 
Marx have an~wered this question in the affirmative, ,al

though many have fallaciously rejected the formal dêsig-

o nation of the nomenclature but retained much of its content. 

• " 

. ' 

.. 

" 
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It is' clear that th~ only valid c!'i terion for the 

maintenance of any analytic category is that of explanation 

and elucidation. Our intention here is not to hold Marx 
\ 

'responsible' for the errors of those who take inspiration 

from his work, nor indeed speçifically to determine whether 
, 0 

or not he was 'rignt' ,or 'wrong' in aIl aspects of ~is theory. 

-'We have already seen that the paucity of historical evidence 
c ' 

available to Marx and Engels would make this a futile and 

meaningless castigation through the use of the enormous ad

vantage of hindsight. - -J 

Such critic,isms are only of subs~antial value wl':len they 

are directed towards dontinuing errors in moder~ analysis, 

'carried intb th~ present out of a reverential sense of text-

ual dogmatisme Rence much of the problem with con1:emporary 
/ ' 

Marxi~t examinations of this area lies not in the use, ot 
'<IL "J 

historical scholarship, but inothe abuse of ~he theoretical 
~ 

'1 

paradigm guiding the historical investigation. 

aine heuristic capabiliti of the 'AMP' category 

If the gen-' 

is to be 
/ ~, 

revealed, this can only"occur through more elaborate histor-

ical examination. We will now examine the extent to Which 

this attitude has-gained favourability ln recent years. 

J 

" V. The Concept of the 'Asiatîc Mode of Production' since Marx ... 
In briefly situating their research on India within 

the larger context of Marx' and Engels' lifetime ~f histor-
o 

ical 'scholarship, we can immediately'perceive the tentative .. 
and embryonic character of theirUassert~ons and 'conclusions' 

\ in this "are a • 
• ' .4 • • Unt11 very late 1n the1r lives, neither author 

'-. 

seriously intended to examine the means of internaI trans-
l, 

1 
formation of 8py ~ (,feudalism is a partial exception) of- the 

/" 
1 
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precapitalist modes of production. This~as because their 

'II 

earliest interest was i~ the impact of imperial capitalism 

upon less-developed economies. To analys~ this required 
(' 

, mainly a structural knowledge of the earlier formations, 'W 

"' largely as they existed at the time of the impact '~.f capit-

.alism', since the latter immediately began to radically al ter 

the' traditional lines of development. Equally, the exemplif

ication of the historicity of capitalism formed part of the 

purp,ose for the exploration of ,olderi'ci;ilis'àtiohs, in 

countering the dominant ideological notions ,of the epç'ch. 

These' intentions can' thus be b~st understo~~,' 'i;"~erms of 

both t,he structure 0" con~emporary debai:es, ~the internal 

devèiopment. of Marx's ~alytic paradigm, itself an outgrowth 

of the intellectual milieu of the nineteenth century. 

While the 'J.further elaboration of the his'torical, iden-

tity of the capitalist mode of production remains - in new 

" . forms - a vital activity in the present, th~s has been in- , c 

creasingly di:;3sociated froID the examination of' earlier soc-
~ 

ieties and forms of production. Nonetheless, the past century 

has still ~radualiy seen a concretisation of tha"relationship 0 

between Marxist the ory and empirical studies of nonwestern 

societies. 

This intellectual accretion, however, has been, very often . 
negated' by the severe reification of many of Marx's 'weak-

est' categories. often taking the form of an "endless recon

struction of hypothetical precapi talist formations. ,,1 This 

process represents a frequent devolution to theoretical pos

itions anterior to Marx, thus reproducing the earlier prob

lematics (in varying degrees of disguise) already encompass~d, 
\ 

and at least partially surpassed ïn Mprx's work. It is to 
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the cour~e of this development that we must now turn. 

Plekhanov, in his 1908 work entitled Fundamental'~ 
, 

Problems oÎ'Marxism, was among the first to assert that 

Marx's reading of Morgan had led him to reject his 1859 

posi tion, where the ',AMP' :!s held to be both temporally 
~ 1 

and logically the fqundatio _ for the slave/ancient mode 

of production. }mplying that Ma~x later conceived botl;>.. ,types 

as emanating into distinctive forms based upon their geo-, 
" , 

graphical differences, Plekhanov emphasised that both were 

form~ derived from the ear!ier 6~an form of organisation. 2 . 

Although this does net constitute a specifie rejectron of 

the 'AMP' category3, Ple~hanov junderlines" the provisional 
-

character qf the application of Marx's~categories to early 
e , 

historical periods, wbile retaining the tiew that Marx's ' 
,,' 

general ideas "embrace the entire cultural history of·human

ity.,,4 Karl Kautsky in 1887 evel1 retU1)1.s to the ~earlier 

'terminology in, referring to "th,e ruling aristocracy of the 

Oriental desl:>otism. ,,5 This posi tionO'i~ most akin ,to that 
". 

of Marx i~ the early 1850·s. 
r.; t 

The ,location of the world's first nominally socialist 
1 

revolution in Russia strongly incited new debates on the 

nature o~ the Asiatic mode. No longer mediat~d by~anCe 

and anal y tic curiosity~ but prapelled by powerful new forces 

and conditions, the discu~sions in the USSR between 1920-32 

~(oini tiated by Hungp-ian Marxists in the revieW Kommunist) 

were more often tactical and directly politlcally rather 

th~ historically. motivated. Wh~tever conJlusions that 
# 

m~ght have been drawn from this intercourse were also sub-

verted in an equally practical' 'ffianner. _' Demo!,!strating his 

, t~' 



characteristic lack of discrimination, Stalin had the major

ity of the participants on both,sides of the debate shot 

or destroyed in forced-labour camps •. A rigidly mechanical 

five-stage evolutionary schema was the sacrosanct response 

ef dogma to the theoretical aspects of the 1928' and 19.31 

Tiflis and Leningrad confe~enfes. The PC-S-F-C-S formula 
~ 

held, for cl~arly political as opposed to an~lytical reasons, 

no place for the 'Asiatic mode', and for the twenty years' 

following,the publication of Dialectical and Historical 

Matetialism (~936)6, t'na concept ha: maintained a largely 
':7~ "-

,.illicit status among Marxist scholars. 7 

Ironically, it was one of those participants of the 

'\ 1931 Leningrad conference whose views had been rejected -. 
Karl Wittfogel - who chose to use the terms of the debate 'D 

~ 
~ 

itself to attack the entire tradition that had any concern 

i \~i th the applicatiop of the paradigm in qu'è-stion. Wi ttfogel 
l J" • 

./ 

/ initiated a critique of Marx which clearly,hypostasises 

\ ---/ he 1853 wri tings on., India. 8 The po.li tical goals of Oriental 

-(/ 
/ J 

) 
, ~. 

• 

'De 

Lenin's 1907 warni 

possible in the USS 

the elaboration of 
, 
'Asiatic restoration' was 

eoretically this was accomplished 

through a regressiQ the perspectives lof Montesquieu, 
-----~ , 

fi ~ ___ ------

despi te Wi ttfogel' s' c~ttemp~ to~-inc-ôrporate historical schol-
~-

ars~iP on _~Ge-~x. 10 While the !ni ti~l effect of 

this work (besides securing its author a position among 
• 

eold-w~rior American academics) was only ta further con-. , 

fuse the indecisiveness of Soviet writers as ta whether 

Asian societies were based on slavery or feudalism, the 

debate itself began to bl~ssom in new forms,.stimul~ted 
j ~, 

by revolutionary struggles throughout the Third World àfter. 
'\ 
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1945, and the further destalinisation of Marxist philosophy. 

Wittfogel strongly asserts the anal y tic validity of 

three categories which we find to be either merely provis

ional or\ clearly rejected by Marx: 

(1) the determinant role of water control ('hydraulic 
sociefy') in Asian development generally 

(2) the development of both the division(s) of labour 
and the state from this phenomenon; and 

(J) -the 'permanent' existence of a~managerial state 
~stronger than society' , loccas~oning the develop
ment,of only two classes, the rulers and the ruled. 

V (11) 
The latter view would appear to indicate an overly 

, .. -
serious acceptance of,Marx's metaphorical 'generalised slav-

ery' in the Orient. Wittfogel's own specialisation in the 

history of China in turn aided his propensity to universal-
• ~ ~ 1'1 

ise the first two.positions, ·since politically water control 
'-. 

(to~revent flooding and to exact a tax upon goods in cir-

culation) was of ~uch greater importance there than in India. 

To be ~ife, Wittfogel later altered his description of Asian 

governments to 'agro-managerial' or 'agro-despotic' after 
, 

frequent criticism, but he argues that his earlier and later 

concepts are interchangeable with the general 'Oriental des

potism' hypothesis of Marx' and Engels' early formulations. 12 

Such dubious and hesitant theorising would seem to 

indicate that Wittfogel himself may have echoed the intention 

of the 'official' position in the 1931 discussions, which 

proclaimed that what was "really important was to unmask ft 

(the Asiatic theory -G.e) politically and not to establ~h 

jthe 'pure truth' as to whether the 'Asiatic mode\of production' 

existed or not.,,13 For Wittfogel, however, theoreticaJ. re-
,-, 

armament in the polemical arena invol ved a Tetum ta an 

1 
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earlier ideological mask, now in the guise of a new demys-

tification. This severe tendency to allow political con

siderations to determine theoretical deployments continues 

to the present" evidence at least of the perceived vitality 

of the issues involved. 

In the past twenty years this debate within Marxism 

has complexified to a considerable degree,1 such that a 

schematic portra~al of the variç~~ 'wings' of interpretation 

may prove useful at this point. The cat~~oguing of views 

given in Figure One is intended neither to be exhaustive 

nor even internally comprehensive, and should serve rather 

to,indicate the general direction and emphasis of recent 
~ 

research. fhe category of the '~MP' has itself fared rather 

poor.ly in later discussion, nor has 'feudalism' enjoyed any 

,consiqerable success in analytically displacing the 'ANF' 

label. Both politically (as a result of its ostracisation 

within\the tradition) and empirically (given the impact of 

subsequent historical research), 'Asiatic' as a descriptive 

term for the mode of production associated with the social 

formation built upon the Indian village commune, has been 

increasingly rejected. 
, 

Various reasons have been specifically asserted for 

_ this dismîssal. The majority of these revolve around its 

'unscientific' (or correlatively, 'ideological') character. 

The validity of the label 'Asiatic' remains-largely outside 

of our present concerns. rt was applied by Marx to the 

Indian variant of the system of self-sustaining village 

production because he beli~~ed that it first appeared, and 

was most enduring, in that geographical region. 
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FIGURE ONE 

Schematic Outline of the Analytic Emphasis of European 

Thebrists in the 'Asiatic Mode' debate over India, 1960-78 

1. Acce12t 'AMP' category II. ' Reject 'AMP' category 

a) largely using 1853 analysis, a) following EngeLs: 
ego irrigation p despotic state gens/tribe 
power, 'stagnation' 

V-Dh-S-Ma-G(1970) 
Te-V/T-G(1965) 

b) rejecting Engels 
b) wi th Engels' interpolations 

W-Me-Ba-Ro 
G( 1970) 

c) new categories 
c) with major new categories 

/ Te-Ba-H/H-Dr-Me-Ro-
T A-C-R-M-Ru-B-W 

d) historical emphasis , d) historical emphasis -. 
D-T-Ma A-Te-Me:""B-W-Ro 

e) reject 'successive forms' e) reject 'successive 
-; 

forms' \. 

G,-Dh-Ma 
Ba-Ro 

f) emphasise 'transitional form' 
f) historical materialism 

T-G / 
not applicable 

g} 'feudal variant' , but not Ba-Me , 

f!fi 

central characteristic L .-

G-Ma 

. 
, 

, 

Key to Authors 1 

A=Anderson 
B=Banu 
~a=Baudrillard 
C=Chesneaux 
D=Dambuyant 
Dh=bhoquois 
Dr=Draper 

'--

, 

", 

g) emphasise 'transitional 
character' 

Te-Me-Dr-H/H 

h) retain 'Asiatic social 
formation 

M-Dr 

G=Godelier 
~H=Hindeês/Hirst 
M=Melekechvili 
Ma=Man'del 
Me=Meillassoux 
R=" Rinasci ta' 
Ro=Rodinson 

"-
Ru=Ruben 
S=Struve 
T=Tokei 
Te=Terray 
V/T=Vitkin/Terakopian 
V=Vidal-Naquet 
W=Wittfogel 
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If the criteria ·concerning the validity of such categ-

ories can only be heuristic, three major areas must' be implic- . 

ated withi' ucn a concept: (1) structure, the habitual or, 

relatively long-lasting; (2) prdcess, the general patterns 

of social hange; and (3) the causal relations linking the 

first two phenomena, for particular periods and where histor-

ical generalisation is wârranted. History is the principal 

,category of Marx's analysis generally; it is the 're~ding' 

of the ceasel'e,ps flwç: of human events. It 'also represents 
_C ~ 

fr.eedom for Marx, in contrast to the natural determination 

('necessita') of man's fate.1~ Neglect of history in the 
) 

'overemphasis of structure invites the reification of both 

the analytic categories and specific historical periods • 
.. 

Despite this historical foundation in Marxism, inhibitÏ@n 

has been frequent in the acceptance of néw conditions which 
- . ( , 15 alter all of Marx's parad~gms the human ontology , the mode , 

of analysis, and the theory of proletarian revolution). 

It is a vulgar and apologetic Marxism which places polit-

ical considerations ahead of the wish to doubt and, to preserve 

> intellectual, ~ntegrity. Sorne of this confusion results from 

a lack of clear demarcation between the various paradigms, 
\ . 

especially in epistemologically reducing the se~ond and 

third paradigms above to alt.IOW a given end to justify any 

means. 

At the other pole is the theoreticist extremism of those 

like HindeSs and Hirst, and others inspired by Louis Althusser's 
1 
1 

Reading èapital. The linguistic fetishîsm ('structure', 

'determinant', 'dominant', etc.) prevalent here is the result 

of the rejectio~ of history.1- The ~eductive logic based . 
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upon prior texts is in turn largely the source of this 

general attitude. 1? 

What anal y tic evolution that has taken place in this 

debate has moved in several directions. Among these, attempts 
1 
1 

at historical periodisation have been, for the reasons out-

lined above, the least well-explored. Partial responsib

ility for this immense lacuna must be attrib~ted to Marx. 

We agree here with Mandel that the category of the 'AMP' 

was intended to describe India both in ancient times and 

at the advent of capitalist production.l~ This'is indeed 

one of its most serious deficiencies. Three basic posi~ions· 

have developed from this interpretation: 

(1) thè 'Asiatic mode' was one of several forms of the 
primitive community.(19) 

(2 ) the 'Asiatic mode' was a 'transitional form', 
either between class ànd preclass societies, 
or primitive communal/slave modes of production. 

(20 ) 
the 'Asiatic mode' developed out of the primitive 
commune, but retains as~ concept the status of 

(3 ) 

a separate an~ independent mode of production. (21) 

Most of the theorising of this issue has not been his-

torically informed, and constitutes mainly an anal y tic 

struction of Marx's categories. This represents a reve 

(to a large extent) of Marx's method, which rigorously 

sought historical 'data', which, treated skepticall~, 

provided the grounds for theoretical reformulations. 

hen 

Such 
',-

misreadings of Marx are perhaps more prevalent in the 'AMP' 

debate than in any other single area of Marxist interpret

ation. There have been, how~ver, some interesting attempts 

to identify the role and skeletal.outline of a dialectic 

of society for this mode of production. 

Conceptually the ùialectic functions as a mode of 

-- "';:; 
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analysis of historical movemen~, although the term is 

often used empirically to describe a particular form of 

social contradiction, situated specifically.in the dis

junction between modes of production and their respective 

social relatio~s. In this theJis we will explore this rel-

ationship through an elaboration of philosophical specific

ity in combination with a more rigorous periodisation of 

early Indian history than has been usually provided. 

'Epistemological considerations of this nature (the 

clarification of the categories by which historical 'data' 

are ordered) obviously do involve the anterior theoris

ation of the categories upon which we hope to build, or 

which may be altered or rejected ln the face of recent his

torical evidence. This remains a separate activity from 

A 

the 'testing' of analutic models with historical 'facts' 

(themselves interpretive theoretical objects as soon as 

they enter the realm of discourse) in only one sense. The 

internal consistency/coherence of the theory can be isolated 

and discussed at the epistemological level. We might for 

instance choose to examine the relationship between forces 
1 

and relations of production ~ in .the general zpodel termed 

the 'materialist conception of hist~y'. The gravest errors 

~result, however, when this is confused with the activity of 

judging the applièation of a theory, which ~,only occur 

at the historical level of investigation. This separa~ion l 
has often been collapsed, through remaining within the limite 

discourse of Marx when discussing the 'AMP', rather than 

treating Marx's perspect~ve as historically relative. As 

- a resul t i t is difficul t to illuminate many of the, aspects 



, ' 

, " 

(54) 

of the modern debate prior to the historical and philos-

ophical enquiries shortly to be elaborated. Sorne theoris-

ation of the 'topography' of the dialectic is however pos-

sible, be'aring these problems in mind. 

Firstly, rnany authors~situate the principal act~ity 

of the dialectic (what should therefore be our main object 

of historical study) at the level of relations of product

ion. 22 This is in basic agreement with the gene~al direct

ion of Marx' s later research:' the analysis of the struct-

ure and historical development of the caste system. The 

articulation of classes in the 'AMP' was the greatest lacuna 

in Marx's w6rk on India. This is the gist of Wittfogel's 

substantiva criticiisms, 'and remains a central problem. 

Marx isolates two sets of the division of labour in India, 

not merely one. 23 The most enduring is the jajmani type 

wi thin the villages,·' juxtaposed to that prevalent in India 

as a whole~~iven the influence of both regional variance 

and urban pro4uction. 

Within the village the individual fails to become indep-
~ , 

endent of the commune, accounting for the tenacity of this . . . 
form of social organisation. 24 , Membership in the clan 

defines property, and vice-versa. much as citi~shiP and . 

property were two inseparable logical,~oles in the Greek 1 ~~-
city-states. 25 ~hus 'production', 'exchange', etc., were 

inhe.rently tied to the kinship system in ''i ts ,caste form, 

and wi1hin this milieu are theoretically (because practic-

ally) inseparable. This is however, we will argue, no rat-

ionale for the rejection 1f such terms as 'mode of product-

ion' or - 'relations of pro~uction'., . in analysing this pe'rio'd. 
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Such a po&ition tends to confuse class consciousness with 

objective c+ass rerations, the activity itself with ancient 
> 

conceptualisations about it. The vital question raised here, 

however, is the nature o~ the interrelationship of class 

activitiesand those which ~e rooted in preclass (ie. tribal) 

. lIt" 26 SOC1a re a 1ons. 
, 

Exchange acts as the principal agent of transformation . ' 

for this internaI division of labour27 , because the "reprod

ucti6n of presuPEosed rel~tions" cornes to be al tered, 'by prod

uction for exchange value (not to be confused with the ex-

change of products taken as surplus-but produçed as use-
,1 

, 28 
values), but supported by producti~n for use. Conquest, 

impov~rishment, and the ,gr~h~of population (which is it

self contingent on' production) may alter the communal rel

àtionship, but 'in the last instance' production for ex change 

is for Marx determinant. Exchange gives rise even~ually to 

a merchant class, but the ability of mercantile capital to 

enter into the realm of P~odultion in I?d~a i~ hindered by 

both the rural caste and urban caste and guild forms of 

restrictions upon the d\ vision of \abour. 29 ' 
1 

On the basis of the centrality of the unit Y 'exchange/ 

" commodi ty production' in" the dissolution of earlier modes 

of production and their reiations, an elucidatiQn of the 
? 

factors inhibiting this process is crucial~ Neither usury 

Marx in and of themselves alter the prod

structure of the villages30 ; Bernier's views on the 

merely parasi tic charac·ter of Indian towns apparently precl-

uded the exploration on Marx's part of the effects of com~ 

merce, usury, commodity production, etc., upon class and 
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capital formations tnere. Thus the role of towns in the 

uprooting of village life. (c'entral in Europe31 ), remained 
- p 

• 
unassessed in relation to Asian dévelopment~ I~ turn this 

is reflected in Marx's confusion as to the role of the states 

if interventionist, it must play sorne role in the, organis

ation of productton. If merely 'tributary', on the other 
~ 

hand, a ~rimarilY POlitica12relation~~p betwee~ ~~urt and ~ 

country would predominate. 3 . . 

It is clear that Marx felt that the~e were many different 

forms of primitive cpmmunal property (Roumanian, Slavonic •. 

Indian, etc.)33. Abstraction from the common charact~ristics 1 

of these gives us the category of a ',primitive-communal mode 

of production'. Otherwise we may speak only of concrete 

social formations or particular types of producfion. In 

the Indian variant, the villages coexist with the state, 
" 

which i~ why Marx discusses the 'Asiatic' rather than the 

'primitive-oommunal' mode of production. From village prod

uction- "it is the surplus alone that becomes a oommodity.,,34 

The main impetus for the 'priini ti ve accumulation of cap,i tal' 

- the divorce of the producer from the means o!-prod~ction J 
. . 

only.becomes possible if the village communities br'eak' '~own, 
"'-1" \ Cl "6 

giving rise to peasant day-labour 9r ~rganised urban pro~-

~.3~ " . ~. ~ Private property ~n land and goods was for ~x another 

principal dissolvent of the co~al. way of life. Tbis:· 

process might occur as part of the 'natural' growth-of gene . 
. 

into separate families, as ,Morgan had suggested. Integ~at-

ion of s~avery into the economy, or the forcible acquisition . 
of goods by an aristocracy might also hasten this deve16pm~nt. 

- \ 

• , 

. , 
.1 

o 



o 

• 

. .. 

" 

.'. 
• 

\ . 

.." 

.. 
, -3 

" 

. 
" 

\ 

, , 

. ' 

. 
AlI of these potential modes of dissolution require further 

e'xploration in the Indian centext. Especially imp6rtant 
, 

heré is the rel'ation between change's in communal forms of 
. \ ... t(/' 

property and the process of exchange. ., 

The 'sta~ India for' ~x reinforces the communal 

,relations, both by metaphorically reproducing the èommunal 
" '. 

uni ty • at' a higher level,' (and encouraging the ~+eal uni ty . 
" 

1 8;s the basis of i ts own revenue), ànd throu~h this I!lyth by 

creating the theory of state ownership of land on the basis 
~, () r, ~ ..) 

, g 

'~f'de facto political possession of the land. To these 
',-

specifie circumstances we must add Marx'g g~neral thoughts 

on the,. determination of the form of the state' 
, 

"The specifie economic form in whioh unpaid surplus làb-
our ïs pumped out of the direc.t producers determines .' 

o 

the relationship'of rulers to ruled, as it grows dir
ectly out of production itself and in turri-acts upon 
i t as a delerminant. But on i t is based the entire 

> formation of the economic conupunity· growing out 01" 
the productive relations themselves, and therewith' ft 

its specifie' political form likewise. It is always 
the direct relationship of the owners of,the'oonditions 
of, production to the direct producers - a relationship 
vIllose actual for~ always nâturally corresponds to a 
defini te stage of development in ~ ways and means of 
labour and hence its social prOductive power -' which " 
holds the innermosit secret, the hidden foundation o~---'" 
,the en;tire social structure and hence also of the ~. 

',' poli tical form of the sovereignty-dependency relation
., ship', in sho~t', of l'the specific form of t~e state in 

each 'ease •. (36) . 0, • 
r ~ l 

1 •• 

Here the tributary character of the Indian state.ostens±bly 

acts doubly ~n reprod~cin~ the productive, ~elations which 
. \., ' . 

underly its origins, aS weIl as yhe attitude of the state 
.. 

towârds~those rel~tions themselves, and thus tOWards any 

factors which might tend to undermine them. 
< , 

.'l.. 
But is this the case? , ' 

Certainly, not all relations of 
, . 

prod~ction were <supportive ofOthe caste tradition, and we 
, 

must i~deed determine how this process evolved. In fact 

~ 
\ 

, , 
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we will argue that the institution of caste grows out of a 

1 particular configuration of circumstances. In this process 

we will de'monstrate that a strong-state was in many sen~es 

anti thètical 1;;0 the maintenance of the" caste division of 
~ 0 

! labour, although in sorne of its policies it was directly 

support ive of the system. Figure Two provides a working 

model of prqd~ctive relatio~s during a period of strong 

centraltsed st~te power, for example the ~uryan epoch, 
. 

which will be e~miped in much greater detail. We will 

spec~fically utilise. Mauryan conditions in ~rder to spec-
~ . 

late as to the possible avenues of dev~lopment of this form-
a , 

\ 

ation. It is however a'condïtio sine qua non to recognise. 

that the Indian state was never, 'again to play a similar 

role in ancient Indian life as it did in this periode 

This is a major error in, for exarnple, Wittfogel's analysis. 
. " 

1.-... 

India variéS to a great degree hi~torically in the, re

production of what we hav~ermed the 'dominant' and 'sub-

<: ' 

ordinate' modes of production, and it is this .phenomenon 

'which Most requir~ further illumination: 'Caste as a system 
, 

,,. of pro,ductive relations hàs been primarily reproduced through 
/ " 

'·the lorigevity of its bastion, the village cornmunity. If 
1 

t d 't" d' t' th It' 'f' h "t' 37 ra ~ 10n ~s ,pre om1nan 1n e evo u 10n 0 ~uc soe~e 1es 

(and this phrase.' i tself requires mueh explanation), then 
1 

the theoretical evolution of,caste is the probable site fpr 
, . . , 

evaluatin the potential movement of the Indian dialectic. 

In other ords, if' caste plays a major role in ctthe overall 
, 

underpeve opmént of Indian society, th en indications of 
';:' , 

alternate directionsrof movement in the system 

~ rnay allow s tb assess the'degree to which such a growth 
., J. " 

was bly n~cessa~y, ~d what eircumstances might have 

,\ 
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F.IGURE TVtIO: Schemat;c ExploratjOO 'of the "Early M~ryan Social Formation 

( Subordioate MOde] 
l of Production 
-urban comrn6dity production: 
~ining. etc . c~ n 

!: 

"\ 

j 

. \ 

~ 

-~!alions of production: 
ddol'mnant~ bureaucratic 

management(hostile to caste) 
(2)subordinate (through guilds 

reinforcement Of. castel 

cg 
5] 0 
ri! 

"" 

l- ~ ~~h 
I.tiadsl 

~ 

« ~--_--:.,,~/ ~ 
~IEXCHANgEI ~ ""Y""P" 
~ (hostile tp caste) 

1> 

" 

~ 
CI) 
:J 
zr 
~ 

j~-! ; - } 1Yll.J.AGE - - (Dominant o/'OOe
êOMMtJNIIIES tof Production . ' 

.- ~. -relations of production:... t 

<> 

• 

dominant ... ~munal property 
(reproduces ~ste th~gh and production 

":> custom, traditiOn) 
'4)SU~inate.~"":===:--:J _____ _ 
. <throygh pnvat.iS!i'l[ tiQn qf ~ .. 

wealtn potentlally hostile 
to caste) .. " 

.; 

j.. 

~ 

f.' 
'=' 

. , 

" 

-,. 

~-' 
:private possession" _ <> 

(varying degrees of de~nt) 

---------

", 

V?
'~ 

j, 

<...,,----

~ 

~' 

.\ 

_-e . 

'. 

(- --~\ 

1t :( 
'{' 

, v 

~ 

, 



\ 

- , 

'" 

/ 

• 

. (60) 

EXPLANATION OF FIGURE TWO 

Figure Two has as its central problematic an attempt 

to explain how. caste relations are repr'oduced, and corres-

pondingly what forces were operant in undermining this. 

, ~OWing Marx, cornmodi ty-exchange per se is assumed' to be 

a major force in rationalising-caste relations to those of 
1-

class. Accumulation through trade as weIl as bothlrural, and 
, 

urban usury are ~ssumed to lead to,private possession of 

weal th, which is in contradiction to "cal?te when the ber;iefi ts 
, 

fl6w disproportionately to castes of a lower status, ie. 

V~i~yas as me~chants. / 

Two modes ~f production are posited for the Mauryan 
.-

periode Agricultu~-remains the dominant pursuit of the . .. 
majority of the population. Mauryan support for varnasrarna- . 

dharma (the laws of' caste and life-stage), as weIl as the 
, \ 

• .1 

deliberate caste/class policy in the foundation of new set-
~- .. 

tlements, leads to the suppositio~ that the dominant relat-
, 

ions of production here were supportive of the overall sys~ 
.-

tem. In the case of individual appropriation through land-

lords~~p, however, this is ,only true for upper-caste lords. 

~State intervention through commodity exchange and bur

eaucratie administration is held to constitut~ a subbrdin

ate mode of production, in which the.rationalising tenden-
a a 

cies of the bUFeaucracy are in themselves antithetical to 
, 

caste relations. If the hierarchy of administration, how-

ever., coincided closely with that of caste, this would not 0 

be the cas~ 

.<> - ive of caste. 

Guitd excl~sivity is presumed to be Jupport~ 

When the state is less active this aspect , 

becomes dominant; later guilds are even more orthodoxe 

, \ 

. 
,1 



\ 

• 

(61 ) 

altered'it. Thus the relations which reproduce caste and 

those which are antithetical (largely seen, in terms oi rel

ig~on, politics, and production) are the consideration which 

must serve as our starting point. 

Fundamental ~o this approach is an appreciation of the 

unique specifici ty of the varna! jati rEÜationships, which 

. dictate Indian social behavior in so many diverse ways. The 
, 

institutionalised caste s~stem peculiar to India has had 

other historical precedents, but none so deep, pervasive, 
, .. ," 

and i~,luential in their effects as that whi~h developed 

Hinduism-as its structural cornerstone. Given its epochal 

character, it seemssomewhat odd that the 'AMP' has so often 

been empha~ised as a 'transitional'form, with implications 
,1 

that' are either patronising, indicate a merely temporary 

historical condition, or both. 
, 

Marx felt that caste was 

an intermediary stage between tribal ana class societies, 
, . 

but this does not necessarily mean that either the '~ode of 

Production' in the generic sense, or the mode of production • 

dominant there in the specifie sense, can be termed 'trans

itional'. Surely in this case almost every form is trans-

itional, since continual'flux is the basis of moyement in 

l1istory. 

furthermore, if the 'AMP' is not even a 'base' category, 

as Ferenc ~ei has asserted, then Marx's method of social 

anal'ysis must surely succumb under the' impact of such an 

en~uring form1remaining inexplicable in terms of its key 

\/ categories. 38 Here, clearly, only historical examination 

can provide y resolution to much of the substance of the 

modern debate 

Il / , 

1 
/ 
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FOOTNOTES 

A Brief History of the Concept of 'Oriental Despotism' 

Werner Jaeger, Aristotle,(Oxforde University Press, 1967), 
p. 259 n.2 (jrg.658); see also the POlitics, 1313b-1315b. 

Cf. Lawrence Krader, The Asiatic Mode of Production 
(Assene, Van Gorcum and Comp. BV., 1972), pp. 6, el-23, sqq. 
While our emphases and conclusions May often diverge from 
those of Krader, his work remains the best available of 
\he literature on Marx's views o~ this subject. 

~meRodinson, Islam and Capitalism (New Yorks Pantheon 
Books, 1973), p. 206. 

Thomas H~bbes, Leviathan (Londone A.Cro~ke, 1651) 

François-Marie Arouet de Voltaire, Essai'sur les Moeurs, 
et l'esprit des Nations (1753-54) (Paris 1 Garnier Frères, 
1963). See also the commenta of Franco Venturi, "Oriental 
Despotism", Journal of the History of Ideas, V-OI. XXIV ' 
(1963)"p. 135; also R. Koebner, "Despot and Despotisme 
Vicissi tudes of a Poli tical Terrn", J..aurnal of (the Warburg 
and Courtauld Institutes, Vol. XIV (1951), p. 288. 

Venturi,/loc • cit., p. 137. Marx later recognised ~ 
Duperron's role vis-à-vis Bernier. See Krader, op. Clt., 
p. 384. 

Il 
Krader, op. cft., p. 24. 

Adam Smith, The Weal th of Nations, ed. by E. ICanaan 
(New York, 1937),-' pp. 647, 688, 789. 

9) Georg W.F. Hegel, Philosophy oof Right, #270. (T.M. Knox, 
ed. and transI., Oxfordc University Press, 1973), pp. 
164-74. See also the Philosophy of History, Section Two, 
Part One ('The Oriental World'), (New~ork, Dover Books, 
1955, pp. 139-72). Most of Marx's general views concern-

.ing India are here set forth in,the writing'S of his chief 
mentor, including political despotism, 'generalised slav
ery', the abstract unit Y of the community, 'stagnation', 
the predominance of natural deterrn:tnation of c'ustom, and 
the indifferent effects of political revolutions on the 
general life of the people. 

10) The views of John stuart Mill and Marx' are very close:' 

, 

"The greater part of the world has, properly speaking, 
no history, because the,despotism ofkcustom is complete. 
This is the case over the whole East. Custom is there, 
in, aIl things, the final appeal; justice and right mean 
conformity to custorn; the argument of custorn no one, 

, unless sorne tyrant intoxicated with power, thinks of 
'resisting. And we see the resul t. Th0se nations must 
have once had originality; they did not start out on . ~ 
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the ground populous, lettered, and versed in rnany of } 
the arts of life: they ~ade thernselves aIl this, and 
were then'the greatest and most powerful nations in 
the,world •• A people, it appears, rnay be progres
sive for a certain length of time, and then stop: 
when does it stop? When it ceases to possess indiv
idtrali ty • " 

(On Liberty, in The Utilitarians: New Kork: Anchor 
Books, 1961, p. ,.547). 

" 

-11) On Liberty, op. c"it., p. 484. 

II. 

1) 

2) 

J) 

4) 

~) 

Marx and Engels 1835-57 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Collected Works (New 
Yorks International Publishers, 1974), Vol. 1, p. 2JO. 
(=Rheinische Zeitung #298, 1842): hereafter cited as MECW. 

MECW, Vol. 5, p. 55. (=The German Ideology). ". 
"'--

MECW, Vol. 6, pp. 179, 184. 

op. cit., p. J~. (=Principles of Cornrnbnism). 
• 

op. cit., ego pp. J99, 410, 62,8. ' This is not, however, 
an histor~cist teleology. no Iform of transition is 'in
evitable' ~or Marx, despite hils hortatory use of th1S 

r 
terme Both Marx and Engels ge erally saw the future as 
a choice between 'socialism 0 barbarism'. capitalist 
prOduction in its own movement reinforces both tendencies. 
Engels has been frequently cas igated of late for a 
'mechanistic interpretation' 0 Marx' s' doctrines. At' 

" 

l-east in this particular regar his views are 'clearJ {\, 

tlBy characterising the proces (of capitalism's self
negation -GC) as the negatio of the negation, Marx 
does not intend to prove tha the process was histor-

t ically necessary. On the co trary: only after he has 
proved froIDvhistory that in act the process has part
ially alreaay occurred, and partially must occur in the 
future, he ~n addition characteris,s it as a process 

'which develdps in accordance with a: definite dialect
ical· law. 'That is all." 

, (Anti-DUhring, p. 161. Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1975). 

6) Marx-Engels Werke. Vol. 28, p. 5,92: quoted in David 
McLellan, Karl Marx,~His Life "and Thoug~t (New York, 
Harper and Rowi 1973). p. 284. . 

, 

7) Shlomo Avineri, ed. Karl Marx on C~lOnialism and Modern-
.."isation (New York, Anchor BOOks, 19 9', p. 450. (=Marx : 

'ir'1;o Engels, 2 June 18.5J). . 
," 

8) op. cit., pp. 450-51. 

. / " 
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9) op. cit., p. 452. (=Engels to Marx, 6 June 1853). 

10) See Krader_, op. cit" p. 89. 

11) Avineri, op. Ci~(,: p. 455. 
1853). ' 

12) op. ci t., p. 456. ' 

13) op. cit. 

(=Marx to Engels, 14 June 

14) 0 . ~t., p. 88. (=~The British Rule in India"); see 
G.W.F'· Hegel, Philosophy of History, op. cit., P', 157. 

15) op. cit" p. 89. 

16) op. cit" pp. 89-90. 
.. 

17) op. cit. 

18) op. cit., p. 93. See also the comments on Engl~d's 
• double mission in India·. 132. (="!':utu,re 
Resul ts of British Rule in India" , and those to the 
effect that "The bourgeois period of history has to 

( 

. create 1;he material basis of the new r-'0~ld." (pp, 138-.39). '" 
\-. 

19) op. c'it-., pp. 93-94. 
,1 

20) op. cit.,'p'o132. 

21) op. cit., p. 133. Engels repeats this in a more general
ised form în Anti-Dühring, op. cit., p. 2t 9• 

2~) op. cit., p. 137. 

23), oP. cit., with ernphasis a;dded. 

III. 

1) 

2) 

Marx and Engels 1857-59 J 

Krader, op. cit., p. 118. 

Preface to A Contribution tb the Critiaue of Political 
Econorn~ (Pekingl Foreign Languages Press, 19/6). In the 
original-this oft-abused statement readsl 

"Irv grossen Umrissen k~rmen asiatische, antike, feudale 
und modern bUrgerliche Produktionsweise als progressive 
Epochen der Bkonomischen Gesellschaftsformation bezeich-
net werden," . 

(Marx-Engels Werke, Band 1.3; Berlin. Dietz Verlag, 19&, 
p. 9). This is a resxatement of the earlier view on ~he 
forrns of propertYI tribal property is the first forrn, 
communal/state property the s~cond, feudal or estate the 
third, bourgeois pro~erty the fourth. See MECW Vol. 5 ' 

_(The German Ideology), pp. J.?-35. Marx never clearly 
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differentiated between 'primitive communism~.and the 
'Asiatic mode of production', although the existence 
of the state is generally the point of demarcation bet
ween them. Even in Theories of Surplus-Yalue, however, 
the two are somewhat equated, although here the prin
cipal confusion is between commùnal and caste relations: 

"The original unit y between the worker ?J1d thé conditions , 
of production (abstracting f'rom· slavery, where the lab
ourer himself belongs to the objective conditions of \ 
production) has two main forms:~he Asiatic communal 
system (primitive communism), ~~ small-scale agricult
ure based on the family (and linked with domestic ind
ustry) in one form or another. 

'-... 

(Vol. 3: Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1975, pp. 422-2). 

Pre-Capitalist Economie Formations, introd. by Eric Robs
bawm, p. 70. (New York: International Publishers, 1975). 
Marx notes, however, that there are bath despotic and \ 
democratic forms of these communities. ~ 

., 
op. ci t. , p. 78. 

op. ci t. , , p. 8) • 

op. cit. , 

op. cit. , pp. 91-93. 

op. ci t. , p. 95. 
, 

op. cit., cf. pp. 107-13: also Grundrisse (transI. with 
Foreward by ~colaus: London: Penguin Books, 1973), 
pp. 183, 2)0, ~504, 535. 857-59. . 

See Grundrisse, pp. 486-87 (=PEF p. 83). See also Grund
risse p. 859, where Marx n,etes that systems of caste and 
guild p~event the merchant from becoming a producer, or 
vice-versa. This is in contradiction to Avineri's state
ment (The Social and Politic Thou ht of Karl Marx; 
Cambridge, Univers~ty Press, 19 8, p. 12 that there were 
nQ dialectical elements of internal change in Marx's 
notion of the 'AMP', 

11) Avineri. Karl Marx on golonialism and Modernisation, 
op. cit., p. )13. 

IV. Marx and Engels 1861-84 

1) Theories of SurplMs-Value, ) (hereafter TSV), p~ 435.~ 

2) TSV 3, p • 400. 

3) TSV 1, p. 157. 

4) !.êY 1, p. 277. 
, , 
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5) See TSV 3, p. 422. 

6) TSV 1, p. 370. 

7) Quoted in Krader, °E· ci t. , p. 15..3 • 

8) TSV - 3, p. 246. 

9) 0]2. ci t. ~ p. 368. 

10) 0]2. ci t. , p. 271. -~-~ 
/"" ~ -'~ 

11) TSV 2, p. 43. 

12 ) op. 
} 

ci t. , p. 407. 

13) °E· ci t. , p. 528. \ 

14) TSV 3, pp. 529-31, and 1, p. 369. '. See also CaEital 3, 
(New York: International Publishers, 1975) , p. 597.-

15) TSV 3, p. 112. 

: 16) TSY- 1, p. 296. 

17) CaEital 3 was written in 1864-65, Yole 1 in 1865-67, 
and Vol. 2 in 1967-69. 

18) CaEital 3, p. 177. 

19) ,0]2. cite, pp. 332-34. 

20) 0]2. cit., "'pp. 333, 791, 786-87, 831. 

21 ) Capital 1, pp. 40-41. \ ( 

22) op. cit., p. 

23) o~. cit., p. 

24) op. clt., p. 

25) 0]2. citJ,., p. 

42.0 

79. 

357. 
• 1 

352. 

26) 0.E' cit., pp. 339-40. 

27) op. cit., pp. 358-59., 
\ 

28) Capital 2 p p. 236. Marx compares this wi th the Manava
Dharma~astra= "Desertion of' life, without reward, for 
the sake of preserv[ng a priest or, a cow • • 'may cause 
the beatitude o:f those base-barn tribes." 

29) Anti-DUhring, p. 109. Epgels adds (p. 222) that "the 
weal~h of the tribal and village communities of anti
qui t~ was .in no sense a domination ~ !!!m1." (my emph-, 
asis). Th1s demonstrates,a pronounced tendency ta ~ 
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collapse the distinctions\between the 'primitive 
communal' and 'Asiatic' forms of production, which 
because of similarities in the level and sorne aspects 
of the organisation of production distorts crucial 
differences' in social relations. Engels appears here 
to virtually paraphrase Marx's thoughts as expressed 
in a letter to Dr. Kugelmann. See Letters to Kugelmann 
from Karl Marx (London: Martin Lawrence, n.d.),.p. 99. 
This letter is dated February 17, 1870. 

30) Anti-Dünring, ~p. 179, 194. , 

)1) 0-r. ci t., p. 211. ~his is however only a reference "to 
rlver valleys, not to artificial irFigation. 

32) op. cit., p. 215, with emphasi,s added. See Capital 1, 
p. 514 n2. 

33) Krader, The Asi~tic Mode of Production, p. 355. 

34), op. ci t. , p. 359. / , 

35)--0:g. ci t. , p. 367. 

- ~6) op. cit. , p. 366. 

37) Selected CorresEondence, p. 412. 

38) See Marx's notes in The Ethnolo ical Notebooks of Karl 
~, edited by Lawrence Krader,,'\..._ ~6senl Van Gorcum and 
IComp. EV, 197?). 

40) 

'41 ) 

Marx's éthnological researches, however, provide only an 
indication as to the emphases and general direction of 
his thought. We cannot therefore assume that his views 
are altered by a particular reference in hie notea,v 
~empting as this may bel , 

op: cit. , 
.-

p. 106. 
, 

op. ci t., p. 183. 

42 r op. ci t. , p. 232. 

43) op. cit. , p. 282. 

44) op. ci t. , , p. 314. 

45) op. ci t., pp. 255, 314. 

46) op. ci t., pp. 39-40. Krader's assertions about water 
control are dubious, howev:er. 

47) op. cit., p. 334. Marx had already noted (p. 356) that 
from Manu on customary laws were increasingly brought 
under the authority of ~he srnritis. \. " 
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48) 0 p • ci t ., p. 2 92 • 

49) Krader comments on this at p. 40. Marx's observations 
oh Maine ar~ at p. 309. 

50) See op. cit., p. 39. 

51) Dialectics of Nature (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1972), 
p. 182. 

V. 

1) 

2) 

The Concept of the 'Asiatic Mode of pr~duction' since Marx 

Claude' Meillassoux, "Frqm R'eproduction '\to Production", 
Economyand Society, Vol. 1, No. 1 (February 1972), p. 97. 

G.V. Plekhanov, Fundarnental P~oblems of Marxism (Moscowl 
Progress PUblishers, 1974), p. 53. 

3) As, for instanc~, Ferenc TBkei asserts, in Sur Le Mode 

4) 

6) 

de Production Asiatique (Budapest: Akademiai Kiado, 1966), 
p. 7. 

G.V. Plekhanov, "Socialism and the Political Struggle", 
in Selected Philosophical Works, Vol. 1 (Moscowl Foreign 
Languages Publishing House, n. d. ), p. 79. 

Karl Kautsky, "Die Moderne Nationàli tM.t ll
, in Die Neue 

Zeit; quote~ in Hal Draper, Marx's Theory of ReVolUtIon 
(New Yor~1 Monthly Review Press, 1977), Vol. l, Part 2, 
p. 662. . 

Joseph Stalin, Dialectical and Hi~torical Materialism 
(New York: International Publishers, 19~0), p. 34. 

7) Stalin to somé extent f~llows Lenin on this point. See 
V.I~ Lenin, Collected Works, Vol. 21, p. 56 (Moscowl 
Progress Publishers, 1972). 

8) See the criticisms of the views of S.A. Dange by D.D. 
Kosarnbi and D.K. Bedekar~ in India Today (AI~ahabad), 
Yole l, No., 2 (June 1951) and Vol. 1, No. 3 (July 1951). 

Karl Wittfogel, Oriental Des~otism (Néw Haven: Yale ~ 
University Press, 1957). p.. . , 

" 

io) See Pierre Vidal-Naquet, "Karl Wi ttf'ogel et l~ conce.pt 
de 'Mode de Production Asiatique'''" Annales: Economies, 
Sociét~s, Civilièations, Vol. XIX (196~I, p. 532. 

11) Wittfogel, op. cYt., pp. 25,49,303-45,\ 

12) Wi ttfogel, "Resul ts and Problems of the s'tudy of Oriental . ~~6~};~~~': ' 3~~~6~~1 of Asiar.l Studies, Yole 2-8 (February 1 . 

\ 
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13) Diskussia ob Aziatskom Sposobe Proizvodstva (Discus

sion of the Asïatic Mode of Production), Moscow and 
Leningrad, 1931; quoted in loc •. cit., p. 358. See also' 
Grundrisse, p. 882, where Marx describes India as the 
"point of departure for all cultured peoples.'" It, 
might be'added that, in forming the 1859 serial order
ing of the modes of production, Marx was doubtless 
considerably influenced by the recent discovery of the 
Sanskrit origins of the Greek language. This scientific 
fact, ra ther than a po+i tical desire to place communism . 
as the first 'Golden Age' of mankind, probably induced 
Marx to outline the various stages sequentially. Once 
the structm-al categories were sett,led, the dialectical 
method then demanded a predominant emphasis upon the 
modes of transition.between the various forms. Although 
poli tical' 'concerns were always vital to Marx, they 1 

never obfuscated the pursuit of historical evid~nce, 
since Marx believed (unlike many of his successors) 
that the clearest rendering of historical events would 
always eventually aid the interests of the oppressed. 

1 

14) Marx and Machiavelli share this conception of nature to 
·a larg~ extent. See The Prince, Book XXV, and The Di~T 
courses, 1.1 and II.1,3 f 5,9,12 • r' ,. . 

15) See fn'4 to the Introduction, intra. 'On the paradigm 
which philosophically elaborates the position of the 
human being in the world, in the language of Marx's 
later writings, see TSV 2, pp. 117-18. 

lt# \-

16) See the Selected'Correspondence, p. 230& 

tI. • what the philistine and vUJ,gar econoroist' s way of 
looking at things stems from, rlamely, from the fact 
that i t is onl~' the dire'Ct forro of .manifestation of' 
relations that is reflected in their brains and not 
their inner connection. Incidentally, if the latt~r 
were not the case J what. need would there be of science?" 

, '. - ~ 

Seé, fo~' i~stance, p. 3 of Precapitali~t Modes of Prod
uction (London 1 Routlede;e and Kegah Paul'" 1976), wlfe~e 
Hindess ând' Hirst disclaim th:,e' validi ty ~o'f rany recourse 
to 'empirioist facts' in the refutatibn of their pers
pective. 'See also Talal ASad and Harold Wolpe. tI'Concepts 
of Modes of Production", Economy and Soc'iety, Vol. 5, 
No. 4 (November 1976), pp. 470-506. ' 

18) Ernest Mand~l, T e Forma~ion of the Economie Thou ht of 
Karl Marx (New Xorkl Monthly ~ev1ew Press, 1971 • p. 127. 

j ...---

19) 

20) 

For èxample, Maxim Rodinson, op. ~i~., pp. 61-62. 

Fer~n~ Tôkei is among those to elaborate thiÈt position. 
S'ee op. cit., pp. 47, 59, 68. ' . 

. 
21) For instance, Banu and others who emphasise the 'trib

utary' ch~acteristics of this mode 'of production. See 
the -CERM collection of wri t'ings on the Asiatic mode. 

~. 
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22) Jean Chesneaux and G. Melekechvili are among many te 
have adopted this perspective. See op. cit., pp. 38, 
274. 

23) It is precisely the interaction between these two that 
~emains least explored in the Indian contexte 

24) Grundrisse, p. 496; PEF p. 83. 

25) Grundrisse, pp. 492-93. This is also the source for 
Marx's view that "Slavery and serfdom are only further 
developments l of the form ,.of property resting on the 
clan' system." 

'" _ 26)- Se; Je~ Baudrillard, l'he Mirror of Production (St. Louis 1 

1 - • Telos Press, 1975), pp. 13-14, 69-88; also Claude Meili 

oc 
27) 

28) 

29) 

30) 

lassoux, loc., oit., pp. 99-102; and Joan Mencher, "The 
Castè System Upside Down,.' or the No~t-so-Mysterious East", 
Current Anth,ropology, Vol. 15, No. 4 (December 1974), 
pp. 469-90. 

Grundrisse, p. 4-96. "0 

012· ci t. , p. 487. If 

See Grundrisse, p. 859; also Ca12ital 1,. PP. 358-9. 

See Ca12ital 3, pp • 597, -334. . 
31) See Christopher HilL, The Century of Revolution 1603-

1714 ~New York 1 W.W. Norton and Comp., 1961), p. 21; 1 
for the unique aomination of'London over ~e British, 
hinterland during the early period of the develop~ent 
of capitalism in that country. Marx's i~adequate ex-

" ploration of this area is aIl the more curi'Ûus given' ., 
, his notation that u,nder Akbart Delhi was "the greatest" 

and finest city th en existing in the world." (Notes on 
Indian History, Moscowi Fore~gn ,Languages PUblishing . 
House, 1947. p. 43). ' , . 

32)' Marx terms this relatipn~hiP the politi~s Abh!n~
keitsverh[ltnis (polîtical dependency relationr:
Draper (op. cit., p. 564) argues that this was intended'~ 
to define the central relationship of the mode o~ prog-
uction i tself • " 

33) Capï'tal 1, p. 237, for exarnple. 

34) op. cit., p. 357. 

35 ) o-p. ci t ., pp • 79, 714<. 

36) Capl tal J, P~. 772. 1 

\ , 
37) Marx obviously ünderstood that in many precapi~ist 

sbcie~ies prior usage - custom and tradition ~ wer~ 
" 
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predom,inant in dete*·.ning 'the evolution of' production 
and its relations, spite the 'natural' proclivities 
or 'laws' .Qf the pr ducti ve prac eSB i tself • See Figure ,. 
Two, tnfra. The cle~est s,tatement of'1"'this in,Marx's / '_ • 
work lS probably CaPltal J.Pp. ~7J-74: '(' ~~ 

. , 

"i t is evident that tradition must lÎ>+ay a dominant rolé l

in, the pr.imi ti ve and undeveloped- ci:r;-cumstanc'es on which " • 
these social prOductive relations and the corrésponding 
mode of production are based. l't is furthermore clear 
that here as always it- is in tqe i~terest of ~he ruling· ' 
section of society to sanction the e~isting order as 
law and to legally establish i ts limi ts gi ven through -
us~ge and tradition. Apart from all else', this, by 
the way, cornes about of itself as soon as the constant 
reproduction of the basis of the existine; order ~d 
its fundamental rèlations assumes a regulated and order~y_ 
form in the course of time. ,And such reguiation;nd -
order are themselves "indispensable elements of any moqe 
of prOduction, if it is to assume social stability and 
independehce from mere chance and arbitrariness. Under 
backward' conditions of the productive procb~s as' well 
as the corresponding social relations; i~ achieves this 
form by merfttepet~tion of their'very rep~oduct~on., If 
this.has co; ued on for sorne time, i~ntrenéhes it~ 
self as cust m and tradi~ion and is finally sanc~ioned 
as explicit law." 

To this shoJld be added ~x's analysis of. the political 
tactics of Aurangzeb, who saw that "religion was the 
great motive power of ~ .empire." (Notes on Indian His
tory, p. '48). 

J8) T6kei (op. cit.~ po.68) àpparently do~s not se~ thi~. 
,En~els prooably belleved that the basls of 'Indlan l~fe 
was no different from that of' the (\reek and Romàn social _ 
formations in- one ~cardinal aspect r "In Asiatic and clas
sical antiquity, the pre~o~nant form of class oppreséion 
was slavery 0'" (Letters to""Americans; New York 1 Internat
'ional Press t 1969, p. 288). This was wri tten; f'urther,
more, not as an aside in a private letter, but in the, 
Introduction to the 1887 American edition of The CORdit~ 
ion of the Working Class in'Engiand. Hence it ~s 'likely 
that En~els considered the caste system to be a.customary 
form'of personal. bondage, perhaps d~riving from but i~ 0 

any-case little different from'dirêct chattel ownershlp. 
" 
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c CHAPrER TWO 
• -- 0 • 

ECON'OMY' AND ,SOCIE~,Y IN, THE FORMATION OF "THE 
- \ 1 

J '. 
lIj.1 lib 

'ASIATIC ~ODE,OF PRODUCTION' IN EARLY INDIA 

1 

/ 
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Ar Introduction ... 
Our central oconcern in this chapter is the relation-

• 1 ship between economy, class 'structures, and forms of poti t-
l 

"" ical rule. This, connoection the1/- prQvides the basis'''for a 

periodisatipn of e~ly Indian spcial formations, whose com

mon characteristics will define any larger abstract category 

" seeking to encompass them. Thi's follows from the prec'eding 
, 

tliscussion, where the 'Asiatic "Mode of Production' was used 
/ 

as a unifying and idealised abstraction, enabling the obser-
, 

ver to 'freezer the fluidity of social movement through a 
Q • 

generalisation of promi~ent characteristics. 

J The notion of a 'Mode of Production' (as opposifd to 
Q 

the concrete ,and empirical description of a 'way of prod-

-ucing') thus grànts "the capaci ty to organise 'epochal soc~al \ 

behavior:under a/single rUbri~ It i8 an abstraction whose 

value 'lies precisely in its broadly-sweeping, all-encompas-

sing character; allowing cross'-cul tural Coompar~son' and 
'\. il 

thus PFoYiding the framework for universal theories of 

economic and social developmen~. For detailed'historical 
... 

studies,ohowever, it has little uti~ity. These must se~k 
" ft . , 

"the degree of correspo~dence between the 'ideal category' 

(gattungsbegriff, as Weber, who largèly followed Marx's 

historical method in this. regard, -was to calI, it'), ançi 

, , 

The larger category should.then function 
, 

o indicate the direction anâ structure o~~ovem:nt, with-

ut unduly o~erdetermining our reading of the 'evidence' 
1 . <, 

q history itself. 1 

_ \ Sucn categor,ical c,:,~sali ty is _ unfortunately endemic in
'Ma.±-xist hf.storiography. <I~dian scholarship in :partic~ar 

\ 

. \ 
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has suffered grieviously from the impositio~ of transhistor

ical copceptions of ,development. This ~s làrgel~ 'the result 
, 

of Marxistsjzealously anxious to find historical evidence 
"'''-... ' 

"-

in'agreement with their own mechanical misreadirigs of ~x. 
, 

Among many, ,others, ~he works of S.A., Dange and R. P. Saraf 

demonstrate this pronounced tendency to pblemically rewrite 
, 2 t;) 

history. 

, On the other harid, the works of such authors as D.D. 

Kosambi mark the inception,of a clear, reasoned, and care

fuI application of productive and)dlas~ analysis to Indian 
\ 

history~ The combination of scholarly exegesis with rigor-
~ 

~us ah~ 1elfconsci~us method~~giCal principles shows that 

Marx's ïdeas, suitably innovated upon, can aid greatly in ' 

the unders,tand.ing of ancient ,history.. Such efforts clear.ly 

sal vage th'e analysis :t:rom t~e reputa tion thrust upon i if' b~ 

the mechanistic school. 

To integrate the. three phenomenru introduced above, 
/ . ' 

wl)ile meaningfully discussing eight hundred years of Indian 

history, i Q a peculiarly difficult task. While our des-, 
• ' D 

i cription must necessari~y remain extremely succinct, this , 
need not detract from the primary purpo"se o:r'lthis chapter, 

which is a conjunctural expos~tion of three key periods in 

early oIndian hist'ory. By 'conjuncture' is meant a structur-
1 -

o \ 

al • cr,oss-section,' of ;;t, particularly illustrati ve historie 
JI ; 

period, in which the movement of social forces is suffic-
'--

, ' iently clearjto trace at least the broad~outiines of the 

.1argeJll periode 

The era of ,pol.i tical integration (c. 600-400 Be) whlch 

·saw the r.ise of the 'heterodox' religions will be first , 

... 
) 

1 

/ 
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discussed, followed by similar overviews of the Mauryan 

empire (32 -185 BC) and ~he Gupta period (c. 320-440 AD). 
, 

These historical segments, we will argue, allow the demon-

stration,of the direction of the key elements under consid-

eration. 
'\ 

B. Caste and Class 

The institutions of caste - the varnas in their ideal 
, 0 

form, ,the ,jatis in their innumerable social permutations -

have only.rarely been the subject of analyses which link 

them to the results of research upon class in other societies. 

In the debate that has arisent two extreme positions have 

often occupied a monopoly positlon. ~ On the one hand, the 

uniqueness.of caste, is stressed. The system is perceived .... . , 
as the symbolic'expression (and, more rarely, the,product) 

.fi 

of a Way of Being whose primitive 'ritùals and elaborate 

mechanisms of social/distinction derive from a 'hierarch-
1 

ical mentality' whose origiqs are lost in (and embellished 

by) the mists of time. 

Juxt~posed to this has been the view that ·one finds 
" 

in India a system of the regulation of human'behavior f~ 
f 

iliar te many peoples, quite 'rational' given certain socio-
-

economic conditions, and little stranger to us than woul'd 

be the social roles of our own medieval ancestors. The 

"" under~ying unit Y of economic)and social life, and the si~il-

arity of patterns of h~ ~velopment, form the primary '..... \. " 

assumptions for" this posi'tion, which 1s broadly that ôf 
1 • 

both Marx and'Weber. Admixtures of different degrees of 

cul tural c'omplexi ty "then serve to explain thè contil1ulng 

. , 

4 " '" ' existence of behavior deemed 'primitive" (but no~ irrational) 
'.. 
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from the perspective of developed ·capitalism. 
, , ~ 

Conceptually the former of these two.positions (pub-

licised of'late by Louis Dumont) denies that,the termin

ology of class is fundamentally applicable to the caste 

sy,stem. Although other reasons ~e adduced, this refusal 

is most strongly grounded in the observation that jati 

stratification has usually "been maintained by the prohib-
... " .# 

ition of intermarriage, interdining, and other ritualised 

modes of social exclusion. Class, correspondingly, is 

defined in terms of differentiql access to political and 
Jt 

( ecortomic resources. Classes (and other groups whose nature 

is less distinct) may thus tend to similar forms of mainten

ance of exclusivity (and th~s is even more true for feudal 
1 

" 

estates), but these in no way form central or defining 

characteristics. 

This view appears to suffer from considerable anal y tic 
"'-

confusion. Firstly, the criteria of internal ranKing are 
~ 

tacit~y accepted as the primary standard of evaluation, 

often in fact as the ~ole original ratiQnale for the devel

opment o~ the system itself. Secondly, b the ahistor~cal 

nature' of this position tends to be wholly misleading, as 

we hope shortly to demonstrate. ' This is tied ,to th'e mis-o 

apprehensiqn of factors'of maintenance as sources of orig

ination, which is'little less naive than the acceptance of 

the mythical Brahmin view of the origins of ca~te as a 

cr~ation of the gods. 

Marx's theory of class, which shares the primary assum-
l, 

- ptions o~, t~e second view outlined àbove, atternpts to explain . 
two fundamental phenomenal (1) the origins of simiiar l~fe~ 
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conditions of groups of individuals; and (2)J the cornmon 

poli tical, economic, i and social behavior of these groups. 

Needless to say, i t has become a truism that "purely edon-, 
, 

omic criteria are not sufficient to determine and locate 

soc-iaJ. classes", as Poulantzas has wri tten. 4 This refers' 

explicitly to the 'objective' side of the conditions of 

existence of social classes (#1 above). This sense 'of 
,-
" the definition of the existence of a class does not require 

the 'consciousness' ~istinction (the elass fUr sieh as 
'. 

'opposed" to .êJ} sieh) , first elab6-rated by Marx ir The Pov

erty of Phaloso'phy (1,847).5, Joan Meneher' s analysis of 

the caste-elass rel~tion, among ot~ers; fails ta recognise 

> 

this dicho"iomy and thus collapses several key distinctions. 6 
,f 

Given the coneeptual'grounding of class ~alysis in 

the division of labour, the ,ideal ffarna,nomenclatUre is 

clearly based upon the simple division of semi-tribal form~ 

ations in the la te Vedie,' age. 7 Historically, the shift 
1 
, . 

usually 'emphasised in: the process of the instltutionalis-

ation of gaste is' that from varna to jati. From the middle 

Upanisadic period (c. 600 Be) on, varna was usually under

,stopd as a funetion of lifestyle rather than birth,·~whereas 

jati continued to be heredi tarily transmi tted. 8 \ We will 
; \ 

shortly consid~r this evolution in i ts poli tical\ and econ-
, ,\ \ 

omic matrix. "Occupation. however, became gradually integr-
-, \ ' 

~ted wi th .iati. and in many ways serves as i ts ba~is. Thus , , 
, \ 

while varna may indicate the likely occupation, of a, given 
, . 

individual, ,knowle~ of jati will almost invariablY reve~l 
this faet. Al though birth was (and is) the 'centrai ':cri terion , 

for both varna and jati statuses, clas~ as determined prim-

.. 
, 

'<. 
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arily by occupation overlaps the varna categories consider-

ably. , .. ( 

The status differential implicit in this activity came 
\ 

to be of considerable social importance. The relation of 

class to this phenomenon is that an increase in social wealth 

altered the entire social structure when distribution became 
.-,,) 

dif.ferentiâl, leading to the coexistence of groups whose 
1 \ , 

status was based upon customary privilege (and whose livè-

lihood ~ contingent upon their status, primarily the Brah

mins) with groups whose status waS based almost wholly upon 
.r")I t 

their wealth. If the Brahmin-Ksatriya-Vàisya-Südra-Mleccha 
1 

hierarchy represents the idealised status system of caste, 

then the disjunction between baste 'status and class status 

in the periods of lntérest here can be schematised in the 
, 

following mannerl 

Early Vedic Tribes 

largely coincident, 
little class differ
entiation prior to 
slavery 

Dec~ntralisationiBrahmin Reaction 

Status 

\.t.W'eal th 

legal reinforcement of 
Brahmin privileges; shared 
with mer chant classes " 
peak of me~cantile accumul
ation; -increase .of Brahmin 
ho1dings ·i~" 

Monarchy/Early Market Society 
-" 

increased status of low
caste monarchs and wealthy 
merchants; sorne coincidence 
in Brahmanical accumulation 

Village System/Social Orthodoxy 

largely coitlcident 'within 
village-division of'labour 
demise of merchant class, 
rise of prominent individ-
ual ~d monastic Brahmin 
laJ:ldholdings 

1 The special status qf the Brahmins makes this inter-
/' 

mixture less complex than is immediately apparent. As might 

be expecxed, it is with the pr~ests that the determinant '~ 

" 

strength of religious tradition is most clearly manifested • 
~ p 

After the repeated pressures of crisis circumstances, the , 
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Brahmins evolved a theory allowing themselves a wid~ latit-

\ude of access to different occupations, to be temporarily 

undertaken without the status loss inh~rent in the ritual 

• 

impurity of the-'lower' occupations themselves. Varna status 
~ 

~, - 1 

was usually only lost after several generations of following 
J 

secular or specificall~ common vocations. Sometimes the 

varna label was kept, while a new jati was formed to indic-
, 

ate the loss of status. This very clearly exemplifies the 

over~etermination of cast~ by class. The process is however 

somewhat mitigated when status loss occurred through inter-
\ 

marriage with a'nonBrahmin, althoUgh the maintenahce of 
\ -If 1 

purity of occupation is still the principal issue. 

The crucial facet of the maintenance of hereditary . 
Brahmin privileges is the extent to which the social power 

of the Brahmins is a function of the accumulation of material 

wealth. Control over property in the Politicat sense is 

of central importance, since,'ownership' in the sense of 

.. 

Roman jurisprudence is rarely applicable te landed property \ 

.. 

in' ea..rly India. Where land is not scarce-, control over 

crop disposition and commodity production are the principal 

means of capital accumtuation and social power. 

Class in early India is thus lar~ely a function of the 

regulation of property relations. rather than the ownership 

of the means of production' in the modern sense. It is her~ 
<, , 

that the hereditary mo~oPolisation of so~ial function b~mes 
MOSt closel~ explicable Ln the language of class. Caste in 

,/ \."-
tHe specifie (j~) sense evolves out of the fluid Vedic 

class structure as the outgrowth of relations of product~on' 
,> • 

fixed in custom. but altered by the intr9duction of slavery 

, ' 

.. 
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and the conflicting demands of! relatiQ~ grounded in new 
< , 

forms of productive organisation, materials, and technique. 

• Class' and • caste' are never cote'rminous, the first refer-

ring to occupational differentiation, the second to sta~us 
, " 

stratification. In an eCbnomy whose relations involve both 

marke~ eXChang~, as wéll as reciprocity and redistributive 

transferrals, this distiriction is of central importance. 

The two uses of the term varna after 500 BC (ie: Pan~ni's 

Brahmana for those who follow the Brahmin way of life, and. 

Brahmin for those pereditarily-determined members of the 
~. ~ 

Brahmln jatis), shows that, this differen~e was important 

~nough to be reco~ised iA grammatical practïce. 9 , 

PART ONE 1 THE FORMATION OF STATE AND SOCIETY ~ c. 700-400 BC)' 

I. ' èharacter of State Formation 

"Poli tics' as a term emerged out of the a'djudicati ve 

experience of the early Greek city-states. The polis was 

at that time recognised and praised as a novel entity, whose 

-, . civic interact~ons (if properly understood and performed by 

the observer-citizen) ostensibiy provided the basis of what 

we now norm~tivelY re~e~ to às civilisat~on, that WhiCh" dis

- tinguishes man the ~ocial ~eing from his more bestial for-

bearers. 'Society', however, ex~sted long anterior to the ~ 

specialisation of politioal functions. The entity we now 

calI thii. 'state' arose only through the grê,dual complexif-. 
o , 

ication of social behavior. More enduring bonds and forms 
~ , 

,of collective interest have ensured the general sOrvival -of 

the former, while states as physical entities have necessar

ily been determined' by the continuous fluctuations of pOWè~ 

.. ....-. ~ 

... - ----~"'~-__ ---.~ 'f- {, 
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_, configurations, alliances between nations, classes, tribes, 

'<r-, o~er '-states .. indi viduals, etc. 
'--

'Society', therefore, has often be~n forced to rely 

solely upon its ancient routinised ordering pra~tices, 
, 

pending the reconstitution' of more organised and centralised 

legal,.administrative, and mi~itary capabilities. This 
. !~' 

subsumption of the state by society Rousseau (and later 
• 

Marx) proposed as the on!y viable basis for'a democratic 
.. \ 'l'l 

management of human a~fairs, especially with respect to the 
"t ~ , 

perpetual imbalano€ between rural and urban life. In India. , . 

however, this reclamation by society has been posses~ed of 

, a fundamentally hierarchical and conservati ve character, 

even if th~ often-severe extractions o~ centr~ised author:' 

ity were frequently avoided. We'h~e noted Marx·s ambival-
, . 

'ence towards this form of sociàl life, which derives :~rom ., 

conflicting views of human 'progresse within~is fçrmulations. 

In this chapter we will assume the opinion that the category 

of the 'AMP' represents Marx's only articulation 9f thé pre-.... 
dominance of socia;L over: poli tical relations', whicl! thus 

lends to the historical xposition of this form a.theoret

ical affinity'to the res ructuring problems of the ,future. 

In ~ar~~cular. however, concerned with ,the evol-

ution of this formation n "elation to the hypotheses of the -

, AMI" subP~adilii. Henc, ~e wiJ,.k a ttempt to sketch the 

devolution of th~ active formation schematis'ed in Figur1e 
> ' ' 

Two, infra, to the self-Jontained village system which for 

'the MOSt part Characteriles Ind,ian ~ife th~reafter. 
Out Of~_mig:at~r~ and rélatively isolated ex~ension 

of the Aryan ibes apross north' 'India, there arose in the' .. 
. 

~/ ' .... 
, .,.': .. 
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late Vedic age 
,f 

, \ 
1 ......, 

more permane~{ and te~ritoriai forms of 
• 1 

poli tical rule. Sedentary urban communi ties led to the .inst.:J. 

itutionalisation of soverei&nty (which had evolved ~uch 
., 

earlier) in the forms which wé commonly aS$ociate with the 

political rule of the state.1 By the time of.the Buddha 

(c. 500 Be) there existed sixteen principal janapadas (states 

or terri tories) stretching across northe~ India from the 

Oxus to the Ganges, as well as a plethora of smalle~ polit- ' 

ical uni ts in various stages of urbanisation. 
t 

Among these demarcated groups theré existed as many , . 
different forms of political rule as Aristotle was' later 

to classif~ in reference to the Greek political tradition. 

Federated trib~%}, in at- least ten major groupings, were called . 
. 

gana or sangha. These provided 'the insti tutional model for 

the, BUd~ist (and to a lesser extent Jaina) religious organ

~sations.2 These 'republics', however, have often Qee~ 

mistaken (as with the Greek polis) for democratïc forms in 

the c~dern sense. As A.S. Al tekar has indicated, however, 

"Most -of -the republics had a clan origin", and internal to 

the vast maj ori ty of these cl,ans a heredi tary • aristocracy' 
~-\, .. 

comEos'ed of warrions and tribal. eIders debated all issues 

~f importance. ~his is not to deny, however, that more 
){ . 

democratic forms did not existi these were not dominant , ' 

,.c ~ in this period' of rel~tively l~te tripal develo~:ent • .3 

Occupie'd wi th virtually continuous str'ife, and li ttle . \ 

"~ , 
able to engage in extensive social we~fare, the ,smaller 

enti ties gradually became inte~rated into the" larger (and 
a \ 

usually monarphal) .. terri tories. I:t 'is this process of 
-~----

incessant strùggle, and the alteration of Vedtc social 
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~elations under the auspices of the first great kingdpms, 
. . 

which give~ the~Buddhistic age its tragic and confused , 
-

. nihilistic asdeticism, later'to be considered-in greater 
, "" 

philosOPDic detail. 4 Factionalism was frequent; alliances 
l , , • .. _... ., = _ ~ 

were simultaneously constructed -and treacherou~lY-betraYed.5 . 

Under such conditions even relatively democratic 'central 

assemblies in the republics were'forced to abrogate polit-
l , 

'ical power ~o their ~ilitary co~anders, apd thus_it can be 
> ~ 'r 

argued that "many groups were in the process of evol ving mor-e 

stringent forms.of kingship, only to have similar instit-
. 

utions imposed upon th~m from without •. With reference' to 

India, ·A. Ghosh fbllows Lewis Mumford's' o~servatiop that 

,'the' ihsti tution of k,ingship. then s~rves as the mO,st, ~mp,~rt

ant' a~ent in effecting the initial historiQ~ shift from 

rùr,:al to urban areas. 6 0 

, B~twee~' tpe seven't\ and fifth centuries Be, two large 

states - Kosala and Magadha ~ fought the tribal republics, 

the nomadic barbarians, and each other. Kosala was the 

largest state in ~terms of the extent _of i ts terri tory. . " 

Magadha, however, coptrolled important, minera! reserves 

~~thin its boundaries, and had better access to river and 

caravan~supply routes. Jhe advantages of these resources 
Q 

1 eventually helped to lead to the ascendancy of Magadhà, 

whose capital, Pataliputra, was fotinded in the year of 
-,\ " 

the Buddha's death. It was to be India's greatest city 
1 

1 

for nearly 800 years. ., , 

While the smaller K~atriya ~PUblics and monarchies - . 
were largely' organisations composed of tha settlers of,the 

, ~ 

lapd themsel vas, "the mah~janapadas (great terri tories) tenaed 

,f 

' .. .. 
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tcwards m'Ore ccmplex and gradated fcrms of rule, , 'wi th the 

prcfessicnal military ~d pClitiJaI grcups (as weIl as the . ,"-

p~1ests) almost whclly dependent' f?r th~ir livelihccd 

the, taxaticn cf th~ ag~arian and merc~tile classes. 

upen 

Suèh 
o 1 

extràcticns were often cnly gr~dgingly fcrthccming, thus 
" 'l 

increasing the desire fer fhrther military expansicn. 'A 
, 0 

~ . 
prcfess~c~al ~ilitary cleariy enccmpassed ~mperialist des-

igns as a part cf i ts very rai s'On" d' être. This process was 

aided by the ~ct th~J the semi-tribal Cenf'ede'rac,ies ~su~ly 
-faiièd "tc accumulate that military'strength which was needed\ 

tC.resist an imperialist pcwer.,,7 

A variety'·cf republics, thus canrè slcwly under the aus-
o 

pices of, the larger sta,tes, whcse rulers j ourneyed ccntinuou~ly 
, .. h .. "'0" ~ • , '" -. 

~ ,building fcrts and avoiding climactic extremes, acccmpanied 
; 

by inéreasingly larger grcups of-retainers. Citizenship 
, \ 

slcwly came ~ te)', rival kinship 'as a ba~s cf sccial a,sscc-

iaticn, although there existed ganas àlready internally 
'" 

organised 'On-the pasis cf the varnas, having separate ccuncils 
1 0 '- 8 cf Ksha~riyas, Brahmins, Vaisyas, and Su~ras. These ccuncil~, 

hcwever, were less caste ergans than they were arbiters 'Of 

the .ccnditicns cf labcur cf the various groups, thus marking 

la middle stage in tlf@ "usual passage" whichoKcsambi has 

c~racterised)as moving frem tribe to guild te ca~te.9 
~y the ènd of this pericd, the state ccnirclléd suffic-

" ft' \ 

ient rescurces tc be àble tc claim its repressive fUncticn 
~. " 

in ~any spheres cf civil activity. Powers of arbitratien 

~~ in civil "and crlminal law were hcwever shared with the nas-

\ 

III " 

cent -guild organis~tions as 'weIl as 
, " . " 1 . > 

Legitimaticn of authc~itative ~ociaI . 
~. l < 

'-'} 

with the13rahmins. 
" 

relations -,the second' 

" 
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major function 'of the state,~ had rested largely wi th t?~ 

tribal p~iests in the Vedic age, and now carne t~ bedivided ~~ 
between the rul~rs, the Brahrnins; and ,the guilds. Conc~rrent Î 

~ith the allïanGe oi the, purohita (rqyal /prie~t), and ruler, 
, ' 

" the Brahrnins evidently increased their' sacrificial fees. 
" • " ---- _.__ .. ____ fs... _ ~~ .. '\ 

Using the terrninology of Jürgen Ha)errnas"" this ~s cru_~_~~ '4) 

,,--.*a ...... -' in brihging about a "legit-i~tion crisis", wherein 
~If'-"'" 

"the cOl1tràdiction exists b)ttween validi ty ciairns of ' " 
systems of norms and jus'tifications thato cannot explic- '\" 
i tly permit approp,piatiôn,. and à class' structure in " : 
which privileged.appropriation of socially produced 
we~ th" is the rule. Il (10) '\ 

o. 
l , 

Int_erventiôn into previously unp~li ticised areas of . 

s~ciau relations thus charac erised the initial activities 

of the state as"a differenti ted 'cornponent in the general 

division of labour. This i both a product of, and a cause 

'of, the mo~ement frôm th~ :tedomin~ce o~ kinship rela~ion~ ~~ 
to those of c~asseSt in Whl h the emergent s~~te reflects 

"- . " 
new relatio~s of production, ~d"then sëek~ to jli;,stify de. o,, 

facto shifts bf· ~wer th" rçugh "'the ~ invoc'ation of C ~ew sanètiops t 
\ ~ 

,in this case both~divine and qu~&f-secular. Ünderlying th~ 
< 

ganesis of the stateoare the
l 
expansion'and qualitativè exten

sion of productive life~ ~o which we now turne 
1 ) 

II. PrOd~},tion and 'Trade . ~ 
• 0 t t" ,.,. 

Limitations upon trib~ ~conomic activi~~ we~e gu~-
~ • ..... Q 

teed b~ w~despread political hbstili~y, the lack of' passable . 
'~ , p 

trade routes' ancï', underlying the se , a minimum of external" ~ 
•• J 

needs ~reated by producti';e self'-sufflciÊmcy, 'Inadequate : 
--.. \ ..1 • l ' .. '" .... , 

cQDUn1.?lication ,of thè ~xistence of new gdod-s ," and the rea:d~l;\! 
l ' : , .. .. .. "" 0 :, 

exh~ùtstible potent,ial of" barter ,as;..a 'form., of eX,change: Cattle 

. consti ~'uteJ the princiP~' me~s o~' 'eXchange and ~e ac~Jul-
r Il "" J' ( 

; , , , ..... 
~ ù 14.,. .. ' . 

a, 

( 

. , 
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ation of weal th in Vedic socie,ty; the expression "going , . 

_ to war" (gavisti) in fact m~ant "searching for cattle".l 
'.., 

In the'ear~iest period of-their settlement the north Indian 
. ~ tribes adopted rice.as the Most common mëasure of acts of 

! exchange. Finally, in about the seventh century Be, silver 
J' 

• 1., 

li cO,inage wap introduced as trade wi th Persia increased under . 
stable political conditions. 2 ~ 

Market mechanisms in the early peri~d grew along side t 

" of, and derivative from. two more traditional.modes of 
\ 

~ 

exchangec reciprocity and redistribution. Karl P?lanyi 

explain$ the main dist~nctions between the three ~orms of 
• ? • 
Interact10~~S followsl Î 

"Reciprocity denotes movements between correlative points 
of symmetr,ical groupings; redistribution designates 
appropriate movements towards a center and'out of it 
again; exchange refers here to vice versa movements 
takihg place as between 'hands' under a market system. 
Reciprocity, then, assumes for a background symmetric
ally arranged groupings; redistribution is dependent 
upon the presence of sorne meas,ure of centrici ty in the 
group; exchange in order to produce integration requires 
a system of price-makin~ markets.", ()) 

Reciprocity thus occurs earliest histor~ly, followed (in 

the period of initial urbanïsation) by redistribution, where 
'-, -

" . 
exploitation is still ~inimal. The market-exchange pattern 

of economic integration could not have arisen without the 

institutional supports provided by the emerging centralised 

Jllonarchies. 

The introduction of money as the abstract mediùm of 

·exchange revolutionised human relations as perhaps no other 

single phenomenon has ever done. Besides functiqning as the 
o ~ \ 

standard of measurement ~all commodities, money came very 

qui~kly to 'surpass other' 'possessions'! of character (such 
, 0 

. " 
aS.;Y~rtue) in .the assessment of an indi vi dual 's 'worth,'. 
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The ancient status system had been based on thè possession 
1 

of cattle and the cult~vation of heroic and fraternal traits • 
. 

Al~hough element~ of th! latter were of course ~etained, 

"both of these 'measures' were tur.ned inside out by the use 

of money. 
-

. '" As abstract weal th, excess accumulation could appear 

not ta be waste, requiring redistribution in a tribal system. 

Indeed,' inordinate hoarding could be virtually hidden from 

public view. ijenc~ the real extent of'the surplus, espec-
~ 

ially in ter~slof cornrnonly-required necessities, could be 

"êonce'aled and denied. Only through this crystallisation of 

wealth did class society become p~ssible, greed required a 
t .' 

rnask befor~ its social acclamation could emerge. Reactions 
(1 

\ to this proeess were numerous, and a&we shall see there 
'\ \ . 

was considerable consciousness of the basic differenées bet-

{rfi, ween this mode 01' interaction an,~ that Jostered by the prev-
1 

ious interdep~ndence and co~leètive responsibili~y. 

• 
Despite its continuous growth, the market eeonomy a~ 

(J,# 

this stage fails to dominate ~he major sectbrs of social 
• 

life. If we follow a restricted definition of the term 

• economie', meaning "provi~ion for w'ant-satisfaction ,,4, we 

. find that t~re still existed communal means.l~f mutual sup

port, partieularly in agriculture. Here,needs, while econ-

omie in this sens~, were met largely through traditionally 

established patterns of the relatively equalised sharing 
." <J 

• of resources. Brahmanical .revenue, gai:L;J.ed from the, 'holy'· 

exchange of ~ajna (sacrifice) ~~r material goods, was as 
" , 

weIl embedded in the ancient status relatio~s which charac J 

1 

terised Vedic tpibal -life. When ~he merqhant'classes (and . . . , 
, , 

.4 /.ï ... ...... ~ 
.'·f ,/ 

'< 
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the rulers~who taxed them) begah"to amass previously unknown 

amounts of wealth, the Brahmins reacted by seeking an imcrease 
,I>i 

in tneir fees, in the manner of the classical inflation~FY 

spiral of' an 8.l}arcl:lic economic order. This led to varlous 
, 

degrees of revolt (which helped to revolutionise the society 

aithough they cannot be called revolutionp ih the modern sense) 
ft 

by those strata'Df society who did not directly benefit f'rom 
, ' 

the new exchange process. 

Localised self-suffic~ency (Aristotle's o~conomia) was 

still maintained throughout the greater part of India in ..,... 

this\period, although its qualities are not specifically 

those which later came to be embodied in the system of self-
\ 

sufficient.villages which we examined from the perspective 
" ' 

of Marxist theo~y in the last chapter. Weber's comments 

with reference to the later Roman empire also hold her~1 

"Exchange economy was a sort of superstructure; 'beneath i t 

was a constantly expanding infrastructure of natural economy 

in which needs were met without (market - Ge) exchange.,,5 
, 

Needless to say, market exchange also became continuo~ly 

more extensive, spurred on in particular by the increase in 
--

~he urban division of labour, which in turn produced furtper 

advancements in productive technique. 
/ 

Vanij ja was the name given to commercial and trading 
'" 

t .. ~ 6 ac ~v~ liy. Major trade routes ran from southwest to north-

east, ànd from east to northwest. Caravans operated by 
-

sarthavakas (traders) carried the major agricul tural crops' , 

(rice, barley,'wheat, millet and sesame), and an ever-increas-
"-

ing number of luxury·goods, which becaus~ of their high 'rate 

of weight to value yielded much greater profits (vriddhi', 

c) 
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aiso the term for,usury).? Individual guilds (srenis) 

were frequently the owners of these caravans, which were 

~derwritten by a moneylender (sreshthin), whose intérest 
\ 

.(prayoga) varied according to the dangers involved and the 

caste of the parti~ular merchant. 

Commercial capital, largely through trade and usury, 

thus' b"egan to bec.ome centralised in the growing urban centres. 

This process of concentration ~as initially aided by the 

guilds; latet they were to hinder its development. Commod

ity production and circulation still remained very limited. , 

and although the profits from commerce stimulated further ,. 

production of some commodities. there was little impetus 
.' 1 

for the enbancement of agricultural surplus. Since the process 

of~mercantile concentration, apd the gro~h of urban life 

generally, were contingent upon the extraction of this sur-. . 

plus, low productivity abetted by a lack of peasant motiv

ation established the genel'al parameters of. economic growth • 
. 

With the ~issolution of the Vedic vi~ (clan) in urban 

life, sorne property formerly held collectively or by families 

came to be increasingly owned b~ individuals. In the grama 

(village), however. t~e Most fundamental unit of social life 

(five hundred thousand still contain 85% of India's popul

ation), various forms of pro pert y ownership.and control 1 

might be present, wi th common lands generally b~ing ~those 

~grasslands surrounding the settlement. 8 Periodic redistrib

ution of croplands wa,s also probably widespread. Posses~,~on 

(bhoga) naturally preceded 'ownership (svata, svàmItva), and 

served as' its basis, occupation of the land being the MoSt 

frequènt merit fo; title. 9 Complex as the question is, it 
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seems likely that there "were à number of forms of owner~ 

ship at all periods in Indian hi~tory, and that while the 
~ 

king had ,t~ation rights, as weIl occasionally of inherit-

ance, the land was not 'owned' in the modern ·sense by the 
"-

monar,chy. We will.r~\urn ta this question shortly. 

Grants of revenue rights to the Brahmi~s are first 
1 

1 

re~orded at Kosala in this period, although these differ 

greatly from the later forro of land grants, which are more 

feudal in nature .10 Merchants als'o came to 'own' farms 

at this time, with some apparently as extensive as one' 

thousand acr~s.11 Wealthy peasants (gâhapatis or kutum

binis12 ) had large holdings, and in additi~n (in the vi~w 
of Jaimal ~ai)<there may have been a large class of absentee 

K~atriya landlords t "at-tachea to tl)e court in many cases, 

but deriving revenues f~m the land.l~ Free and simple 

disposa! of landholdings was however probably unli,kely. 

It was the new iron p'lough, first applied in about 

600 Be, tha-t enabled }he farming groups :mo,st directly ta 

increase their surplus. This productive gain, however,' 

"was not a technical but a social product" 14, in the' sense " 

that it might~ave remained largely with the peasantry in 

the form 0t use-values had the emergent suprasocial authpr-
) '\ ' 

ities not usurped as large a proportion as possible. Alter-
- ~ ~, 

natively, had the use of iron in weapons not encouraged 

the tievelopment of metals, the iron plough might not have 

emerged, at least at this point i~ time. 

As new agricultural techniques grew more widespreà], 

more land was brbught'under cultivation, furth~f surplus 

was. generated, and disparities in weàlth carne'to radically 

" 

) , 
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al ter the fabric of social existenc'Ê~. 

,1 
l, 

Pivisions of kin 

and tribe at first intermixed freely (amidst great social 

~onfusion) ~ith those produced by wealth, but the powe~ Of~~ 
-the :)..a tter, wi thout doubt, grew slowly Istronger' and clearer. } 

III. Class Formation 

As the tribal social formation began to disintegrate, 

cattle-raising and the simple nomadic division of labour 

proved to be supple bonds little capable of resisting the 
o 

manifold complexities of the new society. As the Bronze 

age concluded, a new social formation arose, châracterised 
-

as we have seen by the growth of production for exchange. 
'\ 

and dominated by monarchial·polities. 

Class society first appears in India largely within 

the context of slavery, sinee private propèrty in human 
, .., 

beings preceded that in land. Vedic custom had distinguished 

between arya (trib~ member, later 'noble,)l and dasasf sl~ves 

captured from the Dravidian tribe,s during warf~.,-e. Dasas .,. 
could, however, apparently become -àryas after various -

t 

~ initiation rites, at least during the Mauryan periode As 

, intervarna mobili ty became less frequent', many aryanised 
P, 

dasas became relegated to a new varna - the Südras. Wi t'h .~-",' 

the divestiture of most of their pasioral functions in the 

initial period of urbanisation, sorne Vaièyas moved into ~rade 
~ 

and crafts, while others became la.bourers and/serv~ts,"thus 

joining the menial blass usually assi~ed to conquered , , 
! 

1 

peopl~s. and dropping in social status as a r'esul t. 
- , ,'~ 

Vaisyas ~o rnoved into sirnilar'oceupations formed guilds, ~ 

largelY· to reg~ate the extrac:ions demanded by the Br~mi~~' 
and K~atriyas. 2 Despicable oecupatio.ns beneath even the . . 

.II. 
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ga~e of the pure Brahmin (although by now such ritual 

propriety w~s b~coming a luxury for the caste of Brahmins 

as a whole) were increasingly foisted upon another new 

'?roup , the Chandalas and others, 'out-castes' for~ed by 

:both birth (of mixed high and low oaste parentage) and, . 

r primarily, occupation, to live out~~de of the mïin urban 

,centres in the ancient equivalent of the ghJtt~3-

Most of the population was thus Vaisya, Südra, or 

Chandala, with specific subdivisions into jatis occurring 

ult f t ' d ' 4 J-t' as ares 0 o,ccupa ~on an even reg~on. --A..l. names, 

in particular, ~ere attached to prodùctive tasks. Little 

c0mpeti tion l1etween .iatis" devélopèd. s,ince each (over a 

long period) gradually came to'have a monopoly in its own 

peculiar field, in the region of its inception. 5 Aryanis-.... 
ation, as it is often called, thus rested primarily upon 

the incorporation of tribal groups into the expanding div-

is~on of labour, often'with the retention of Many tribal 

, practices, ,especially among the '-Sudras. 6 
,\ 

As new' groups ent~red the labour forçe, they were thus 

gradually, .. categorised int9 the status and,occupational pos-

ition appropriate to their relation'to the society' as a 
~ ''}. 

whole. 
~~ \ , 

This fusion of tri~al el'ements with caste and guild 
, 

constitutes the enduring and centràl process of Indian his-
, (J} '1 ,~ ~" .. .. 

• \ (J \IoJ) ( 

~tory, projected' above the society in thè amorphous' spiritual , 
• '\li 7 ( 

polyglot u~ually termed 'Hinduism '_. Virtual ,monopoly over 

the oral heritage of Vedic society had given the Brahmins 
~ 

t .. JI.. ..... 

an enormous )legitimative prestige,' which çame hôwev~r·in-

arêasingly into conflict with the 1egitimativë claims of . ,\ 

Upoli tic8J. author,i ty. In addi tian, , ther~ 7 we~e doubtless 
.. , t 

e:.. , ~ 

o , 

--~--~--------.......... 
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C\isagreements over revenue rights, since", the Brahmins we're 

exempt from normal taxatiqp, and made con~inuous incursions 

into the social surplus through the ritualisation of every-. 
" 

Fees were pâid at births, deaths, marriages 1 in-\. day life. 

nunret'able 
1 f\ . ') \\ 

holy pays, medical operations, journeys, the con~ 
-

struction of houses, ètc. A multiplicity of sacerdotalflaws 

concerning the treatment of Brahmins grew up, in which the 

priestlY fees~.as 'h 
• PI" 

Rl. valry between 
\

Vedic age was often exp 

invol d the payment of further' 

" 

K~atriya at the end of the 

in terms of the primacy of , 

se ular versus sacred power. In an animistic epoch, spirit

argument's frequently carry the advantage of superst

, hence the attempt by the Ksatriyas (permeati~g the' 

to claim that knowledge of god was a function of 

on the part of any individual, rather 

. tl \ . f' 8 prl.es y sacrl. l.ce. This separ-

ation of claims by those by virtue or actions . 

usually demarcates a tage in the collapse of traditional 

order, similar disti also having been drawn by both 

Socrates and Confuci 

obscured the historical background 
!. 

"-

ta the rivalry 

ions are still possible. 

often frustrated in those 

but sorne tentative'observat-

suwemacy wer~ 

K~atniya aris-

tocracy was still ,in the ascendant. In the larger, stat~s, 

however, a novel p~enomenon arose. Dynasties whose f~uhders' . . ".. . 
were Vai~yas or Südras became the principal ru~ingJ~ilies, 

frOID this point on. Mahapadma Nan~a, a principal competitbr 

.. 
.1 
1 .. , 

0' 
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'in th~dhan consolidation (c. ·400 Be). is described in 

\he P 'anas as 'Yan exterminator of the Ksatriya varna." 9 
1 < , 1"_ _. 

He was a Sudra in origin, as was Chandragupta Maurya, whose 

seizure of power founded an-empire in 322 Be. 
, 
Südra monarchs required a supstantially greater degree 

of social legitimisa~ion than did their Ksatri;~ counterpar~s. 
Alliance with the Brahmins was .thûs a na~ural consequence 

of Othis state of affairs, f'?F the B:rahmins" in turn 'benefi t-

. ted f~om the enforcement of some rules concerning the priestly 
tB ~. ~ 

monopoly of their varna, so' long ~ndecisi vely conte,sted .10 
.~ ~ 

Buddhist and'Jaina 'heresies' represent ihe last attempt . : . 
by the .K~atr~yas (among whbm were the founders of both relig-

" . 
Co '1> 

ipns) to c~aim,arr equ~ righ~ to the merits o~ spiritual , . 
~ , 

·superiori~y.· That tnis effort later succombs to a Brahmin 

counterattack, however, is both a reflection of the more ~ <, . , 
widespread pervasiveness of Brahmin power, and, more import-
- , 
antly, its êntrenchment in the .villages in the later dècen-

\ 

tralised periode 
n 

" 

(. ~i th ~ncreasing land revenués assi~ed to the Brahmilns 

. as royal gifts, 'dimini~~hed Ksatriya' landed • and 'poli tical 
- . ) 

p-ower', and ,the Tise of trade and merchant e~cinomic ~nfluence, 
~. ~ 

the main o~tline~ clasS movement can bé demonstrated. r, t " ~ 

It • • ~ 

~olitical power'?TId economic wealth were gradually separated 
i~< '~.r,.. ","' ,II 

fr~~their t~aditional roots through the institution of the 
f ).. '" i 

\ lo'w-caste monar,chy and the ,rise in power ,<;>1' the merchant class. 
, ' . 

, -The, ~+ahmiI1s,'tapped the Il!ercnant weal th bo~h- through normal . , 

fees, ~d ,through ensuring that the disposition of landed 

estates (as oppo~ed to urba:n prope:r;ty) was 'con.fined to r~l-
, , 

igious ~prposes.11 

\ 

" 

Vaisya merchants'paid taxes to kings and . ' 
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fees to Brahmins, but largely supported the heterodox 

religions, which gavs'tnem a higher social st~tus. Guild 

strength, and the Vaisya monopoly on usury were both import

ant factors in the protection of this caste. Nèither, how

ever~- survived intact at the start of the e~ly medievSJ. 

period. 12 
, 

'-' Once the outlines of class society had become percept-

ible p social 'practic~ by the rullng' classes began the process 

of insti tutionalisation. Differential rates of interest,

taxation, inheritance and punishment for the four varnas 

(and those beneath the 'system) preserved sorne of the privil

eges uf Vedic society, especial~y for those members of the 
, \ 

upper varnas who did not profit weIl by the general alter

ation of society. But if varnadharma (the differential 

duties of each of the c~stes) on the whole represents a 

'historical c,ompromise' between Vedic society and the new 

class socÎ'at !..g:mation, i ts injunctions concerning the div

ision of labour, especially those tending to render occupation 
\ 

hereditary, tepded to clarify and practically-perpetuate-the 
\ 

new ba~ance between productive and status relations. The 

net effect was to more closely solidify caste (status from ' 

birth) with class, but this process was to undergo a'number~ 
f • 

of fundam~nta1 changes beiore social mobility decl~ed sig-

~ificantly: 13 

" (' . , 

~ MAURYAN'EMPlRE (325-180 Be) 

l. The Nature oT' the State - --,- ' 

We have seen so far that the rise of kingship in lridia 

'. 
" 



• 
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, , 

created·, and was in 1turn conditioned by, 'a period' of extra-
\ C 

or~~nary social turmoil. This climate_of upheaval was to 
.;1 

a -large degree instigated by military.-conquest. Thereaf'ter, 
" 

however, it was the process of internal assimilation which 
• 

gave rise to long-term antagonisms between classes and other 

grou~s. Marxist theory tradit~onally ascribes such s~cià1 

confl'ict to a dialectic of contradictions betwe~n the demands 
-, 

~ 

crea~ed by new forms of' production, and the institutions, 

customs, and lifestyle 'adopted through and within earlier 
1 

modes of production •. Within this analysis thè role of the 

state as a relatively autonomous actor is' frequently Under

estimated, largely because' Marxism,arose in antithesis to 

the nineteenth century elevation of ~he state to ~he level 
, 

of a sacrosanct and inde pendent entity. 
~ 

It is important, however, that neither extreme df the 

vieJ of the relation~of thè state to classes anq production\ 

be".given prominence at \the level of theoretical.· generali ty • 
. 

In a mediatory capacity, the state in,the Maurya,n era (as , . 

in the present)_did not and does not always fulfill the 

wishes of the dominant social class or even the dominant 

fraction of this class. Particularly in a period when power 
'. 

is diffused among various fractions of a class or âmong 

several classes; the state may play a critical role in the

determination of social policy. When one class occupies 

'a,str~ngly hegemonic position, however, the'politioal fo~ 

is likely to act in a fairl~automatic fashion~.fu1filling 

the will of this class against that of other ~ocial gr,dups. 
L> 

Neither of these ideal types is however applicable to'the 
( 

. historical process as a whole, .al though the latter has presom-
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inated historically. Generalisàtions can therefore only be 

made within'specifi~ periods, and even here the tendency of 

overabstraction presents a dangerously reduc~ionis~ perspective. 

Only an unimaginative observer overly grounded in emp-
" 

iricism would describe the realm of the political as merely 
~ e * 

'pejorative, technical-administrative, or "conspiratorial. 

Nonetheless, a powerful case may be argued concerning t,he 

emergence of the state in India, as elsewhere, as an organ-
1 

ised extortionary monopoly on the, p~t of the armed classes. 

Such a perspective begs the question of the function of the 

political form as an organ of legitimation, as weIl as that 

of an alliance of classes, some holding power which is hardly 

mili~ary ip the normal ~ense of the terme What this view 
o • 

does provide is 'a vision of the state common to most of those 

who ~unction Ühder its auspices, as a rapacious and self

aggrand!sing interest group resting, 'in the last instance' 

on {ts coercive potential". Even citizen-soldlers,o, however, 

,will eventually fai~ to follow orders if they remain unpaid, 

or! at the very least,. unfed. sense milit-

ary power rests upon productive apd distr' utive mechanisms 

'at the imperial core, when the plunder of 
9 • 

periphery (as" 

".' invariably occurs) is, ei ther insufficient or inefficient. 0 

Eventually the Mauryan empire found itself contingent 

upon the'resolution of this probiem., Largely this was the 
• r ~ 

'J 
resul t'of ,:two processes c the fprm ,of the st~~e, ~d the 

\'i , ' a 

'relation of the 'stàte to the empire: Under the Mauryas 

nQrthern India achieved a degree of political unit Y no~ 

encountered elsewhere in this periode Neither China, Rome, 

nor Egypt, as' Filliozat has notèd, produced as complex an ' 

• ,'~'f ;, .. 

.. 

, () 
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administ\:tion-~or as developed a cultural form.,although 

these are diffic~t.phenomena to ,evaluate. 1 ~ut alt~ough 
. 

the Mauryas and later the Guptas constructed what S.N: Eis-. - . -
enstadt has categorised as 'centralised nistorical bureau- ' 

cratic empires', involvi~g a substantiaI.degree of autonomy 

J, of the poli tical sphere an,d" , in the Mauryan case; an enorm

ous degree of economi9 intervention op the part of the state, 

this political forro failed, for reasons shortly ta be'exam-' 

in~d, to become ~ solidly organic sphere of soqial life. 2 

Chandragupta Maurya,' educated in the thriving centre 

of Greek influence at Taxila, led the rebellion which over-

threw the last Nanda king. Aided by Kautil~a. his Brahmin , . 
, . 

adviso,r t he then constructed the empire whose principal 
~ ~ . 

~ poli tical t~xt t the Artha~astra·. 'has gi ve~ t~e dynasty i ts 

modern 'totali tarian' .reputation. Even Justin,- the Roman 

commentator, pronounced th~Qregîme 

But modern evidence, finding these elements of he Artha

~as;ra to h~ye been p~tiallY wlshful thinking, tends/ta 

'~ig~te this attributed severity.3 / 

Bureaucratie control over virtually all soci~ resour~es 

lay at the hear\t of the power of the Mauryan stâ.te. Orig':'~ 
" inally the àdministrative system May have been mo'çielled on 

that of the Achaem~nid dYnasty in Persia, thence'media~e~' , 

by Greek colonial USag;, and ~anda theory and practice.4 
, 

The empire was divided into provinces, members of the royal 

family being usually appointed as governors. Mauryan imper-

~. 

ialism gradually encompassed Many of the republics whic~ \ 

had surti ved the period of Magadhan expansion. Internal 
<. 

rivalries among these smaller states formed an important' 
/ 
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part of Kautilya's exploitative for&ign policies. Organ-
1 \ Il 

ised opposition to' the ~uryas was rare,/most tribes agree-

l ing (in" the face of vastly !3~perior forces) to tributary' 
\ , 

federation. But sporacric resistance and coptinuous plot-

ting were still apparently extensive, throughout the"~eigns , 

of the Mauryan emperors. 5 

A hierarchy of administration continued from the prov-

ince to the distr~ct, town, and 'village. Public order was 
a 

carefu1ly maintained, but 'the efficient aggrandizement of 
y( ~ '-

taxàtion was both an underlying necessity and a manifest 
'< ...~ .... 

goal of the bureÇlttcr.atic .process. Taxation was both severe 
\ 

and widespread, but it is evident that n~ levies we~ 

unable to ~eet the growing expenses of a huge landed ar~y . ... 
and the king~s own reta~~rs.6 Kaùtilya recommended (and 

J' • 
we may assume ~pat these policies'were probably implemented) 

c , 1 

the d~liber~te lcreation of new religious sects, whose funds 
)' - /" 

coula then be channelled into the'state treasury.7 While 
r ~ 

this and similar programs aided in the immediate flow of 

revenue, state officials (espe A~oka) probably. 

came to be paid increasingly d, th the grant~n 
\' 0 

of village ;t;:txation rights. Y~' ft-~ policy 'was payment 

in money-{'but under Bindu~ara ( • 297~168 Be) !IDd A60ka 

(264-22~BC) inflation and devalu tion r dered this much 
, 1 

more difficult. The full co~sequ?nces 
,1 ~ , 

grantïng revenue 
, 

sources, however, to both functionaries and priests, becarne 
} ~ 

most dr~atically evident under the Guptas. 

Despi te Wi ttfogél' s proposed I,analysis of' 'hydraulic 
. . 

despotism'" there is little evidence to suggest that irrig~ 

ation played any other than 'a tangential role in the centr~l~ 

. 1 

• 

" ' 
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isation and maintenance of state power. 8 An increase in 

agricultural proquce naturally benefitted the state, but 

the monopolies on m~ning 'and metallurgy were, on Kautilya's 

self-admission, far more important> à basis of immedia~ wealth. 

In addition, traders in many commodities, such as salt (a 

focus of Gandhi's oppo~ition to the British) were in fact 

state officials, salaried~individuals whose 'profits flowed 
'-

entirely to tne treasury, although corruption was widespread 

if severely punished. 9 

Misinterpretations begun by' Megasthenes in the fourth 
~ ~. 

by Bernier, among others, indicated 

the monarch was the legal owner of all lands. This is 

inal ~retense ,on the ~art of the s~~te, providing jur-

al grounds for what was basically a 'protectave' form 

taxation, but disguising this as gtound rent, 

which thus avoided the onus of a contractual bur,dep. in exchange 

on the part of the state. Crown lands (sita) were neld by 

~i roy~ family, and sorne' farms were wholly ,operàted (dev

eloped an.Çl"'{l.ccupied) by the state. 
( 0 

But the right to a percentage of the crop is fundament

ally a tributary relation, which while it constitutes in a 

sense a\f'orm of ground-rent, cannot be called ownership in 

the modern sense. Private ownership in this latter form was 

most closely approximated with respect to houses and limited 

plots of land in the cities .and towns. Private possession 

of houses gradually entered village life, but the vast maj

ority of croplands were communally worked and occupied, at 

.-4. )f_irst by the whole village and later by families"n Where 

~' ......- private holdings did develop in the'ir earliest form, ,this 
' .. 
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was probably the result of new settlements by wealthy 

\ merchants who vié"IJe- able to maintain, day-labourers to farm 

as tenants. Other workers received a proportion of tne crop 

in a share-cropping arrangement. But here again this was 

primarily a relationship of possession on the part of the 
" " 

landlbrd (in the original political sense). Hereditary pos-

session did develop in these cases, but the land was auto
f"b 

matically alienated if abandoned, which demonstrates that 

such rights were based only upon de facto use of the land • . 
Furthermore, the state if sufficiently powerful, could use 

the pretext of inadequate private development j;n order to 

seize lands from its political enemies, which retaliation 
- \ 

later became fre'ctttently used -.f.I.gainst the Buddhists. "This 

again indicates, however, that land rights were based upon 
"'possession and use (which could be legally enforced), but 

not in general upon ownership. 

Gradually usufructuary rights held in perpetuity, which 

became common'unger the Guptas, came to hold the ,de facto 
~ , 

a,:r:d de ,jure characteristics of modern 'ownership. Here the 

state alienated its tributary Obligations in most respects, 

in return generally for the protection of its frontiers, which 

thus did not require policing by royal officials. Privatis

ation of possession withi~ the village gained in strength 

in this similar later period, but taxes .~were still owed t9 

local lords, who t~eoretically·still held overall use rights. 
'- \ 

Complete and free hereditary disposition of large landhold

ings d~es not come into being until long after the periods 

of concern to us here. Hence both notions of tbtaI royal 

cbntrol or ownership are misleading, 'since pri vatised posse's-
o 
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sion arises only at the expense of politièal control, 

which was in any case a ~Oliti~11 right over'the ~esults 

of labour (as subjects of a lord) rather th~ dominion over 

territory, which was the legal fiction proposed by the state. 

Even-control by th~ state was probably only widespread and 

efficient for short periods during the Mauryan era. Social 

control was later~rimarily maintained through the granting 

of estates ta the Brahmins, who were the principal agents of' 

the privatisati~n of holdings larger than village size. 10 

In the ~uryan period the state administrative structure 

was primarily coricerned with efficient taxation and the reg

ulation of exchange, rather than the production or the direct 

explpitation of raw materials. Mining is the major exception 

ta this, th~ Superintendent of Mines being among the most 

important of all state officials, responsible for ten sep

arately lucrative forms of revenue. l1 Otherwise, although 

the state derived benefits from such monopolies as salt ,and 

liquor, its ultimate support lay in the ability to control . ., '", 

and license the profits of the guilds, extract forced labour 

(~isti), and ensure the continual flow of produce from the 

periphery to the palace', the mili tary, and the civil admin-

) . istration. 
'~ 

l. 

II. Trade and Production 

Extensive regulation of trade was probably ini tially 0_ 

profitable to the state, but possibly acted as a significant 

deterrent to further growth and. accumulation. Maximum prof'i ts 

allowed on domestic commerce were 5~; on foreign trade, 10%. 

In addition, there was a general tax of 10% on all commod- " 

ities, based upon the cost of manufacture. Toll duties were 
'-.. 

( \1 
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one-fifth of the value of the goods, with a further one

fifth of this amount superadded as a trading taxe Enforc-
'" . . 

ement of rules of sale was aided by the imposition of the , , 

dèath pen~ty in the event of fals~ declarations concerning 

tran~actions.l No cornmodity c6uld be sold at the sourqe of 

its manufacture, ~d the centralisation of both sales and 

production large~y precluded the growth of competition bet

ween any but the srnallest units of production. 

Foreign trade at this point was still bound by the degree 
o 

of risk involved, as weIl as an inadequately developed tech-

nological basis. Even at ,its height during a later period, 

sea trade was confined to relative~y light and highly-priced . 
~ticles, since the ships available rarely displaced more . 
than 500 tons in total weight. 2 Nonetheless, trade with 

. 
Greece, Egypt, Arabia and Persia increased somewhat, with 

Roman exchange expanding enormously at the very end of the 

Mauryan periode Cloth, iran products, spices, jewellery, 

anq preciou: stones, drugs, and perfumes drnstit~ted the 

vast majority of goods carried. 3 j-
Following the period of, imperial consolidation, com

mercial activities expanded rapidry within India. Here faod

stuffs and articles of comfort (as opposed to necessity or 

luxury) tended to predominate. Gradually _'certain regions 
" 

carne to be known for the particular quali ties of a'specific 
\, 

_product, such as cloth and perfume with respect to Benares. 

Jairnal Rai argues that this regionalisation of both product-

ion ~d commerce became'most important under Kautilya, ie., 

in th'e early years of the Mauryan empire. Al though urban-

isation continues in the pos~-Mauryan epoch, in rela~ion 

especially to the impetus of~oman trade, the conflict bet-
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ween large-scale specialisation and local! self-su1ficiency 
l't 

was eventually resolved in favor of the latter. Th~ ~uryan 
! 

state failed ~o maintain its centralised administrative appar-' 

atus to the sarne degree as, for instance, the Chine se but-
1 • 

eaucracy, which became an organic and ~ccepted part of the 

social structure. The transition from an imposed political 

entity te a necessary social phenomenon was imp~ded by'many 
~ 

factors which, had th~y not occurred, might have led to the t' 
integration of the state into society on the sarne scale in 

India. Linguistic and cast~ barriers were strong; political 
~ 

allegiances'proved extremely temporary in Many cases. In 

particular the bureauc~acy lacked a homogenous .,class basis (1' 

. 
upon which ~o perpetuate itself, which in turn subverted its 

abilitytodissociate itself from the actions of a particular 
-

monarch. Both th~ Brahmins and the mer chant classes were 
! . 

oppesed generally to the enhanced s,trength of the bureau-

cracy, and there were additional internal dissensions of 
, ~ 

caste, family, and administrative subdivision. All of these 

inhibited the transition to state/bureaucratic administration. 

Neither institution could dominate society without the other; 

he~ce state~joined economic specialisation failed'to become 

more extensive and did not eventually alter the fundamental 

t .', , Pt" 4 ' character of he dom1nant mode of produc 1on. 
'\ 

Despite the efforts to render production more efficient 

through the ~se of the natural division of labour, a low 

level of technological achievement, and the social,inhib-
'-

itions upon both,scientific exploration and the combination 
"-

of various workers in larger e?terprises (except for'slaves) 

hindered the dévelopment of what we now t~rm 'industry'. 
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The economy was thus based largely upon trade-and agr~cult

~~e, both at this point ~~panding continu;us·IY '. ~ State 
o 

~fforts in many ways aided the latter far more than the 

former .' 

Both the guilds and the state shared economic control 
j 

in urban life. In the rural districts'/~ontrol by the cen-

tral authority'was always tenuous, and many ~~lYing~rO~ 

inces were virtually indépendent by ,:the time of ASoka. 'i \ a. ~. 

Autocratie efforts and the nascent burea~cratic formation 

~~mately failed to significantly alter the relatively 

loose federation wh~h the empire becarne shortly after 

• 6 achieving the uni ty of i ts massi.ve conquests. 
" 

~ne major attempt to simultaneously secure, the border 

regions and increase the revenue of the state was the forced 

resettlement of whole groups of villages to outlying'areas. 

This was accomplished, 'wi th the clear understanding of the 

relation of class to producttvi ty 1 Kautilya personally 

'-suggested a ratio of 500 Sudra fandlies to 100 of any'other 

group in the new population~7 This policy also helped to 

dilute sorne exiled populations of the conquered sanghas 

(tribal republics), who were however also apparently forced 

to engage, in agriculture. Sorne e~emption from taxation was 

granted, and there were increasing degrees of independence 

. from, (~oyal interference for these settlements. This marks 
, t rrvi} 

th~'inception of the self-sufficient economic system on a 

massive scale, and is strongly parallel to the pOlîcies of 

,,' the Roman empire on the Germanie border during the eclipse 

of the system of widespread exchange, which laid the ground-

ing for European feudalism. 8 '-. l' 

\ 
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Land reven~es were collected both on individual and 

c~llective hoîdi~gs, a~! the standard rate of one-sixth of 
1 

the crop, unless state-supported'~ irrigation was involved. 

It is possibie. that crop extractions ro·se as high, as \ one

qu;/ter during certain criitf~"cal periods, and i t is further-

~. ,more clear that Mauryan land revenues were substantially 
r,_J 

) higher than those achieved by th~ Gu~tas.9 Oertainly on 
~ 1-

the si ta (royal lands')' taxes wer~ even higher', up to s~yén-

eighths of ;the crop, al though those willing to bring" pri vate ~~ 

funds to deve~p state lands accordingly received a far 

greater proportion in retum than those who contributed 
-~ 

,only their labour, who were;in the largê majority.10 In~~ 

addition the state occasionally levied extra regional crops 
• d / 

or taxes upon Villages, sometimes demandinE even the pl~~ 

ing of an addi tional .:Crop. 
" Where land grants were made to roy~ 1... officers, they " 

~ q..", 

were merely usufructu~y, j}isallowing ~ale or~mortgaging 

of t'he holdings. There is no evidénce yet for 'any ôrgan-
~-

ised Brahmin control over substantial areas in this period.· 

The ancient prejudices aga~nst manual labour inhibited 
\ " 

Brahmin penetration into agriculture for sorne time; in 
.> .... 

addition Brahmins who were priests, as weIl as Buddhists 
, 

and other religious organisations, received direct support 

of both food and money from the state. 

Later land,; grflTlts bêcame the condi tio sine 7iua nof! 

for the revival of Brahrninism. Although the crown prsse~

sed vast agricultura+ estates, and acted to aid cultivation 

wherever possible, it is not known if'there was a class of 

landowners betwe~n the medium peasants and the king. This 
F 
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is a eomplex question, but of the greatest importance to 

the overa1l underst~ding of the evolution of Ind~an history 
\ 

in the ancient periode We will as a result consider it at 
"-

s'orne length in relation to the general configuration of 

classes ~n the Mauryan periode 
".,(~ , 

III. Class Formations 

Since there has been little agreement on a number of 

important aspects of cla~s formation and constitution, it 

seems best to commence with a few generally acceptable prop-
~ .' 

, , 

ositions. One pr~em is partieularly perplexings whether 

or not a bureaucraey can be terrned a elass has puzzled Marx

i~t the6~ists grea~ly, even before the phenomenon of the 
" . 

'new Soviet class' added an onerous practical dimension to" 
" 

certain general historical considerations. T~e who~e ques-
. 

tion has been generally.faced with O~ly a very limit~d degree 

of anal y tic rigour, especially in relation to modern history. 
~ ~ 

As with property re~ations generally in early Indii, 

ownership per ~ is n~t the principal criterion in addres-
• 

sing this question. The ektentl to which a given group approp

riates and benefi ts from a partigular relationshïp to the 

productive process determines its homogeneity a~.a class. 

Hawever, ta .piCk a clear example, bath a ~s:er'and 2iS ser

vant may derive their live~ihoods from the o~ of a 

factory by the former, yet this does not place them both 

within the same relationship to that workp,lace, In a bur

eaucratie formation~ the lowliest soldier and the prime min-

ister of the state both are paid from the socia1 surplus 

rendered aS,taxation' to the state. They thus stand in the 

same relationship to the means of ,producti0n, y~t occupy 
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v~ry different positions within this relation, and enjoy 

few 'similari ties of wages or social status \ Yet ~n an 

objective sense their interests as members'of1a group remain 
, ' 

common, although as memoers of fractions within the larger 
~:, 

whole fridtion concerning distribut~on may be evident. 

Renee a~prôpriation generally may 'det~rmine common gro~ds' 

of identity, and provide objective grounds for the exis~ence 
, j , 

of a class, wnile differ-ential benefit incurs further sub-

divisions within this ~~p, and may greatly restrict its 

'-

abili ty to function as a colleit\\. ve actor. " '1 ~: ) 

In the Mauryan case, the establishment, maintenance, 
1 

and disintegration of the administrative structure can be 
., 

traced with some detail. Senior officials in the Mauryan 

st~te were often Brahmins, a prominent e~ample bein~tne army 
J 

commander who slew the last Mauryan emperor during a public 

parade .'1 Brahmin influence was naturally most notable in 

areas where liter.acy was required. But the bureaucracy.as 

a whole, encompassing'tasks ranging from first minister 'to 

J spi~s and day labourers, included all castes, with the pos:" 
~~ 

-sible exception of Chandalas, who at any rate stand the or-

etically outside of the system. The pay ratio was in the 

order of 1196 f~om the lowest to the . t ~. 2 h~ghes gr ,s. Ult-

imately the bureaucracy, despite its inherent rationalism, 

probably continuèd rather than mitigated divisions"of both 
,-

caste and class. While the monarch might be a Sudra, such. 
~ 

"-
status seems to have been especially rare among great state 

officials. Many Ksatriyas remained with the ~rofession of 

arms, and there is little evidence to indicate that state ~ 
. ' 

employees in other'professions,did not follow the generkl 

~ 
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exclusivity in the caste-guild-profession relation. 

• Lacking sufficient time, and tradition to'develop'a , 

ho~ogenous sense bf distinctive, self-interest, the admlnis-
, , 

trative apparatus disappeared quickly once its basis - tax-
, ,..t 1 

ation - was unen,duMbly strained. Rivalries of caste, 
. / 

family, region, and class remained probably barely sub-

"merged below the surface. of official acti vi ties. 
, , . 

, ~ / r 

At a 
~---" 

',.,7·;ti 
later date two sections. of the former bureaucracy became -~l'" 

.. ~ • 1 ~ '( _ ?":. .... ~ ~ 

., p o(~ e-/' 

jatis 6f scribes, a,ppar~tly in compett tion. '\vi th the Brah---

,~rmin~ for positions under lesser princes" J while i t is thus 
.\:; _.1\ 

a misconcep;t~,o~ tô" see in' the. ~uryan state Ol!-~y the person
,;: 

age of the. king; yet the bureaucracy cannot be construed as. 
~ 1 ~ , 

. much more th, an append,age to the 'royal family. Monarch, 

administrat~on, and army did share the sarne basis of income, 

but within the state corporat~on (therstate ,in many ways'~rig-
~ \ , 

inating as a military guild) conflicting interests under-
__ ~ f\ 

, ,. 
mined coll'ecti v-e copsciousness of c.01'hm"' ..... ~ Given the 

(_ short duration of 'imperlal t,enure, nothing like the gentry

scholar mandarinate,with i~s Confuc'an tradition developed 

in India. Had tKé administration de loped a strong basis 

of caste/class in a more self-conscious manner, this might 

\have altered these ci~cumstances.4 
Other features of the soci~ struc~ure ~intai~~d a 

greater degree of consistency. Guilds, in particular those 

of merchants, grew despite the fetters of state control. 
\ ~ 

Private accumulation of wealth continued, despite the imIDan-

ent threat of simple expropriation by the crown, ,on poli tical 

or economic grounds. Whether or not there was a large inter-
,.., 

mediary class is, as we have noted, a matter of.great conject-

'\ 
\ 

" 



ure: Fran Nath ~as argued, on the bàsls of .. an interpretation 

of the,oArthasastra, that the term samanta indicated 'a large,..-
, \ 

scale landowner (or receiver of·rent-tributes), and t~at t~e .. ,(,.. 

) ," -
king tI ~anted to reduce all powerf~l samantê:.s 'into peacef'ul 

, . 
, 

loyal land3~ersi and-if pbssible to bring their pro~erty· 

direct"ly und~r the control of tp.e -king. ,,5 , It appears that' .. 

hostageslwere taken from this class of fprmer rulers, and 
, . 

settled at Pa.taliputra in order to'énsUFe thèir,allegiance. 
,. f f"t ... ___, ~ " 

In addi tioh strategie royal marriages toolc pla~e in qrder, .. 

to cement mili t~y all'ianees. ' 

Slav .. ery may have played a maj or role in Mauryan prodï · 
1 '. 

uetion, paftieularly in the mines, althou~h it seems doubt-

'" fuI that ~haparts suggestion that "most of the labour power 
" ' 

was provided by the slaves" can be extended beyond c'ertain, 

, 

specifie state enterprises. 6 Artisans seem to have been' -\.7~ 
both independe~t and incorporatea into the guilds. 'Labour

ers included slaves (in h9useholds and in the new settlements) , . 
as weIl as bonded individuals paying debts, and free day, 

workers. 7 

Agrieultural workers ~ended inereasingly to De Südras, 

alth6ugh in~~jab-:cregion. where both yedie, and Greek 

influences w~r~tronger, all the varnaS apparently'engaged 
\ . 

in agriculture on a large scale. 8 Despite the possibilities 

of arbitrarv depo'rtation, there is sorne evidenee that the 
~ , 1 -
,,_ J 

Sudras "were under bett~r terms under the Mauryas ~than ?-t 
.J' ' rlfl 

any other time",. ~ince ,the liquidation Of large t'p'tdvate' 

estates and wiQespread employment by the~state tended to 

reduce private diserimination. 9 

Aside, f:rom the aborti've attempt at administratïve' cen'Gral-

.~ 

{J 
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" " 
isation, the s~~tlement of new regions constitutes the mosi , , , 

important ~hange in overall social relations in the Mauryan

periode There is sorne evidence that a few state officiaIs 

came to hOlf ~e~edi tary te!lure i~ some regions near the,) end 

of the dyna~. Class distinctions in remote areas were 

~lesp fluid, and therefore tended to become hereditary at a 

more advanced pacé, thus contributing to the general separ

ation of varna from .iati. Brahmins were also 'exported t , 

and gradually became the recipients of land grants, less 

oin exchange for'spiritual merit than for the maintenance of 
, ~ 

moral and civil order. Although urban growth continued at , 

least until the middle of the Gupta period, the displacement 
~ 

of the rural eli t~by the urban ,middle' class was hindered 
# '" 

~ by the relatively rapid resurgence of rural independence 

and self-sufficien~y, both pl~ed and unintended. This 

process was init~aily aided by the Buddhist and Jaina rel-
o 

igions, which att~mpted to found their retreats far from 

urban centres, but still situated on the tratle routes. 
""j 

But the lending of money to merchants by these religions 
JI; , l-
also tended to drain wealth f+om the countryside ih~o the 

,\ 0) 

.. ci ties, wh; ch was to contribute significantly to ,{ ~\~'e al ter-~ 
ation of conditions in the subsequent era. 

) 

fAB! THREE: THE GUPl'A EMPIRE ()20-440 AD) . 

I. FQrmation of the Empire 

'" So tenuous'wa~ the degree of determination of the 

society by the state in ancient India, that when the Mauryan 

empire collâpsed into rival kingdoms,. social prosperi ty and 

cultural expansion continued unabated, in sorne ways distinctly 
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aided by the alleviation of Mauryan restrict~ons upon 

accumulation. Without a doubt A~oka's conversion to'Bud-. ' 

dhism alie~ated important .allies. 
• 

With the suppression 

of virtually all ~imal sacrifices, and the appointment 
o 

of Dhamma-maha~mas aS 's?pe~visors of public morals'; 

Brahmin economic and pOlitical interests' were arouse~ to .~J 

a new height. 1 ' After A~okats\fteath in 236 BC the dynasts v) 
. 

continùéd, weakened, for a few more years, only co~lapsing . 
completely after the coup by the Sunga gener~ Pusyami tra Il 

, ' 

(c. 184 BC). After neutralising~the Greek i~vader~ ~ho 
~-

had rendered chaotic the remnants of the ~uryan ~dminis~ ) 
, ",' 

rtration, Pu~yami tra - ~ a Brahmin - performed the great \asva-
j 

medha CVedic horse sacrifice), which tradi tiônally legi tim-, 
,:.\~ . 

ised the territory of the monarch and the uni~Y'Af the, state 

and the orthodox religion. Concurrentl~ he began a full-. . 
scale persecution of the Buddhists, sorne of whom had 'allied , ' 

themselves with the Greek invaders. 2 
\ 

. 
'. 

These events in Many ways f'oreshadow~d the climate of 
" 

o 

social life which was to develbp over the next half millenium; 

1 
'J 

) 

Slowly 

and a 

the· imperial edifice crumbled,:while l~sser ~onarchs~ 
, .. 1 _ 

Q \. • 

few re-emergent warrior republics att'empted to.~ secure 
, " 

local bord~rs'. Several lineages distinguished themselves . 
" 

in th,e. extent an~ duratron of' their d~minions. 

held power in north-west 'India, reaching their 

-,-
T..-he Kusanas 

• ,> 

peak: under 

Kan?-Ska in ,:the first century AD. Kharaveli, king of KàJ!inga, 
. 

compêted with the Sat~vihapa empire for control during the 

second century BC. The latter were the first to extend Sans-
1 • 

kri t culture on an organised basis ,ln.to the D~ccan I?lateau: 
, '}" .... 

oThe' Sakas in western India gradually introduced sorne aspects 
o 

cf Maury~ administrative procedures'in the regions urlder 
! 

/ " 
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their control, even to the axtent of introducing Prakrit 

(a popularlsed'form of Sanskrit) and Brahmi script where 

formerly -the Graeco-Roman styles, language, and political 

• . traditibns had be~ p~edominant.3 
.' Most of these fmPif-es, however, ~ailed to achieve even ) 

the duration of their Mauryan pr~deèessor. ,Kusana supremacy' 

~. lasted for barely a century, for despite' the commercial weatth 
'-, 

deriv~d from à position on the trade routes between tre Chin-

ese and Roman empires, cent~al.ised authdrit~ r~ined largely~ 
d ; 

t,~ibutary 8;!ld fed'erative. Vassal states and tribe~ontin-

'uously challenged KuS-ana supremacy, and after sev~ cen-
v 

turies of gradual decay the dynasty d"isappeared in the ear~y 

fou~th century AD, attacked from the west by Sassanid (Per- . 

sian) expansion, and from' the .-~asot by the Qup.tas. 

Al thoug~ j;he sa~av8.ha~a empire was' to m~a similar,. ... 

fate, it was the most long-lived of all the e Indian 
, . 

empires, lasting 460 years pespite great changes of for~une 

(c. 130 Be - 330 AD)~. At the height of,the empire (c. 90-
. 

150 AD), vast wealth was attained through ïnternatienal trade, 

and colonisation of areas of modern southea~t Asia rose 

greatly. Despite the existence of a vast and thriving ex

change' ec~nomy, it is probable that state"officials were ., 
- . 

paid entirely in kind, another instance'of the partial trans-
, .' "-----' ' 

fer of economic power from the political classes to the 
"- -.:;' 

"' . 
merbhants. Already in this period tai revenues had fallen 

\mormously from the Mauryan peak, such that the state relied 
\ # 

,increasingly' upon its agricul tural levies, basically main-

taining only t?e salt monopoly from among the innumerable 

1 

1 
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\ . 4 
important commodities over which it earlier had control. 

Wars and changes of boundary threatened trade and 

'undermined the role of the state in the legitimation of 

spcial activities. Militàry conflict doubtless had the 

effect o~ more or less permanently identifying the state, 

with its coerc~ rather ~h~ its legitimative f~ction. 

Sinôe the ascendancy of low-caste dynasties, in fact, much 

of this legitimation had been transferred to those social 

forces - the Brahmihs and Ksatriyas - who were willing ~ 

re,cognise and support wi th family, status, and tradition a, 

mil{tary leader powerful enough to seize the throne. Con

flicts between Brahmins and Buddhists were far less rel~g

ious struggles than the attempt to claim this right of social 

~anction for political activities. Had republican instit-
o 

utions persisted (where national and social identity were 

more strong}y fused), or if the various empires bad been 

, guided by families of Brahmins or K~~triyas, it might not 
" 

have been true that "the loyalty which in most other cultures 

" is given to the state was given to :the social order.,,5 

What poli tical devoti'on did ekist in the empires, however, 
\ 

was directed towards nothing more absir~ct'th~ particular 

individuals. Given the great economic, ethnie, and linguis

tic divisions in society, even Aèoka's pollcy of Dhamma 

(order thr~ugh righteousness) failed to more than temporar-

ily,identify the socio-religious with the political instit-

ut~ons. . l "-
, 

. Befor,e thj ascendancy of local dharma over collective 

adjudication,however, there remained the imperikl admin-
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istration of the Gu~tas. Aris~ng somewhere in the Magadhan 

region, the Wuptas were probably ~f Vaisya origin, although ... 
" they later managed to achieve (as was the custom of the age) 

K~atriya status. 6 Chandra Gupta l founded the empire in 
, 1 

about )20 AB, but defensive wars fol~owed extensive conqu~sts, 

and this continuaI conflict lent great support to those de

centralising tendencie's already mentioned. Monarchs tended 

to remain much more mobile than earlier, thus aiding in the 

general decline of the cities. Many later land grants are 

thus ascribeâ simPl! from 'camp headquarters', indicating 
'-..: 

the gradual separation of poli tical from cornmercj..al and r& 

cultural centr~s.7 
~ 

Initi~ly the,state shared in the commercial prosperity 

of the period: more gold coins have been discovered, from 

this~~sty than any other. The gradual alienation of land 

rights, however, multiplied its consequences with great 

rapidity, once trade began to decline. Most of the major 

sources of royal revenue were specifically included in the 

grants of land to feudatories and Brahmins. General land 

taxes, salt, mining, and crop 'revenues, herd increases, 

aNd everi the right to buried treasure were all surrendered. 

For ,the price of the initial value of the land (which was 
r' 

often ,unsettled), the vast rnajority of futuroe revenues was 

exchanged, indicatîng a probable shortage of funds on the 

/~art of the monarchy. In addition, this was doubtless an 

attempt to give subordinates a stake in the defense of the 

empire, as weIl as extending the nominal regiDn of tribute. 

In particular, the borders could be def.ended by loca~ r~sid-, 

o 

.. 
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ents, which ~essened the requirement for a standing arroyo 

Many grants, especially those to religious organisations, 

remained inalienable 'in perpetuity', thus discouraging 

speculation and the furthe~ development of private property, 

which might have led to the emergence of a landed class 

whose interests might not have coincided as directly with 

those of t~ state. 8, As we will see, this is for the most 

part what occurred anyway, especially once individu:ls 

rather than organisations became frequent recipients of 
'- \ 

"-

land grants. 

These conditions, coupled with the state-supported 

revivai o} Brahminism, demonstrate the increasing reliance 

of the staj;e upon more traditional, social means of the-
\ 

maintenance 9%. public order. Brah~in strength grew intern~ 

ally throug~ the elaboration of new cults and their incor

poration into the Brahmanical varna6ramadharma paradigme 
\ 

,The additional rights of revenue conferred upon them a pol-

itical capacity which, as it increasingly became localis~d,

undercut the authority and power of the state beyond repar-

ation. Other \ factors then guaranteed the solidification of 

this process. 

II. Trade and Production 

It is perhaps no mere coincidence that the first century 
• 

~p witnessed the beginnings of the land grant system under 

the Satavàhanasi at the same time as this very dominion began 

~o trade extensively with the Roman empire. The discovery 

of monsoon regularity struciured trading pat~erns and decreased 

the ri!ks involved in long-distance transport. Sufficient 
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plunder and the use of mercenaries created a class of idle 

wealth in Rome more than eager to partake of the luxuries 

of mythical India. While land passage had offered sorne 
~ 

'commercial advantage as early as the second c~ntury Be, the 

sea routes avoided a numberof hostile middlemen (such as 

the Parthians)-and also reduced many expenses. 

Indo-Roman trade began for the most part with the Feign 
'<~ 

of Augustus (27 BC-14 AD). ~n ex change of ambassadors (who 

w~re primarily commercial representatives) assured the good 
'\ 

faith of both parties. Monsoon courses wene probably dis-

covered about 70 AD, àfter whiçh the volume of trade rises 

enormo~~iy.l For a number of generations (for the Romans 

at least ~til the state intervened in t~e first century 

AD under Justinian to effectoprice contr~ls), profits were 

enormous. 2 Despite the faet'that meréhandise was frequently 

sold at 100 times its cost, the Roman upper classes developed 

considerable tastes for Oriental wares. In turn this was 

proferred to the-barbarians éonque~ed by the Roman legions, ~ 

to sueh an extent that (in one of imperialism's lesser-known 

but more blatant ironies) when Alaric stood at the gates of ' 
-

Rome in 408 AD, among his demands were 4000 Chinese silk 

robes and JOOO pownds of Indiart pepper. J 

There is sufficient evidence to state that, while trade 

revenues did not constitute the principal economic basis of 
\ > 1 

the various Indian monarchies, they did provide the found-
- 1 

ation for their social prosperity generally. Strabo ~entions 
. 

a letter from an Indian king ta Augustus extending the latter 

access and ass~stance, and during one Satavàhana'war Indian-

, !1t 
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ports were subjected to an economic bl~ckade, suggesting 

that this trade must have been considered vital ta the 

outcome of the conflict.4 On,the whole the trade balance 

seems ta have rested greatly in India~s favours Plin 

records a drain pf 55 m~llion go Id sesterces annually 

India. From Rome slaves,< wines, papyrus, lead, copper, 

tin and glass were imported. Those products which India 

gave in exchange we have already listed previously. 5 " 

After the third century AD trade fell off greatly, 
, 

mainly due to the vlrtual anarchy attendant upon the col-

l'apse of' the Roman empire, which engenp.ered a return to 
/ \ 

barter and payment in kind after co~tintial deprecA~tion 
,6 

destroyed ~he value of currency. The drain of precious , 

-metals ta Asia doubtless aided in the'general decline of 

the empire, just as th, collapse of Roman trade in turn ~ 

favoured the processes of decentral'Ïsat'ion 'already at work 

in Indian s~~iety. After the Gupta empire few gold' coins 
\ 

c 

1 are discoverable, indicating the influence of both processes 

at work. 7 

It is difficult to calculate the internaI effects of 

this trade. Guilds became a much more significant factor 

in the elaboration of state policies generaIIy. Between 

the second century Be and the third century AD 6renidharma 

(corpor~~on laws) apparently' came to command a degree of 

respeét equal to that accorded ta the Iaws of the state. :; 
, . 

Supported by their own private armies, thealarger guilds 

must have been virtUal~y 'states within states, sinee they 

employed hundreds of workers and eontrolled their lives to 
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It was not, however, the extent of their membership, 

nor the degree of loyalty and cohesiveness of their organ

isations, that gave the guilds their central position in 

social life. Many of. the larger guilds, especially those 

in urban areas, were financ·ed, controlled, and administered 

by financial middlernen, usually merchants. It was the main 

concern of these individuals to show a profit, and not espec-

ially. to be concerned wi th the deve).opment of a particular 

enterprise. 9 Thus thé guilds acted as banks for all sectors 

of tpe population, paying interest not only on cash but as 

weIl on properties extended for inve,stment. 
\ 

Furthermore, 

in cases w~er.e money was granted to religious.organisations 

py the crown, it was often directly invested with one or , 

another of the approximately 31 guilds offering such services. 

Lest this seem tao fluid a set o~ circumstances, however, 

it should be~rernembered that the huge profits ~hich went to 

a few individuals were largely hoarded or conyerted into 

jewellery.l0 Conspicuous consurnption thus provided the basis 

for the carefree sensuality.of the Kamasütra, whose philos

Ophical origins we,will exarnine'in tpe next chapter. 

We have earlier noted the beginnings of regional spec

ialisation under the Mauryan empire. DDuri,ng the period of 

trade with Rome it appears that villages oÏ up to '1000 fam-
!>, -

ilies engaged in a single task, such as woodw9rking, potting 

or trapping, often on contract to merchants ~hose tasks were 

sirnplified by this localisation. ll 
, 

With the decline of the 

trade with Rome it is likely that the vast majority pi these 
" 
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concentrations disap~~~ed, since the se~f-~ufficient 
\ ' 

village system precluded such widespread and well-organised 

exchange of cornmodities. 

It is doubtful that the guilda-werê important land-

owners, their wealth deriving largely from trade antl commerce. 

Through the Buddhist sangha, however, there did exist an 

enormous degree of influence in the d,( . t' lSpOSl 10n and use of 

land. Buddhism had secularised greatly sinee the first 

, scandaI in the fourth century BC when a monk accepted mqney 

rather than food while begging. Centuries of monastic life 

supported by royal endowments and ~ifts from the-rising 

\~ 

• 

middle cIa~ses had produced not only an immense alteration ~ 
, 

in the religion itself, but a religious corporation of great . ., 
strength. Inscriptions relating to th~ gifts of merchants, 

vn 

bamboo-cutters, and potters' guilds indicate that support 

cut across ~he di visions bet,ween trade and manufacturing. 

Monks travelled overland with the merchants, doubtless aid

ing the sales efforts of both parties. 12 The monasteries, 

frequently situat~d on majoF trade routes, both accumulated 
\ 

, 
and supplied capital to the merchants, much less frequently 

, 

so to manufacturers and producers of goods made locally from. 

raw materials. Buddhist support even extended to the prohib

ition of debtors entering the Sàngha. 1) 

Drastic ,reductions in economic mome~um altered this 

relationship significantly. Although ~ntrastate~and local 

trade continued, profits fell, and the BUddhists became more 
~ , 

dependent upon the incomes from their vast,~anded properties. 

Partially becaus~ of its middle-class orientations, Buddhism 

.", 

" , 
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was never very solidly based in agrarian areas. With the 

resurgenèe of the Brahmins as a landed power, conflicts 

with the Buddhists became more frequent. The decline of 
.' 

the urban'guilds became pervasive by the sixth century ~D: 

thereafter Buddhism ~eginS its descent, virtually disappear-
J 

ing entirely from the Indîan plains by the ninth centu~y. 

It is interesting that both Pataliputra, once the 'griatest 

city in ~ndia, and N~da, which as a university wlth over 

12,000 Buddhist monks was the largest such'establishment 

in the world in its time, were almost completely abandoned 

by the middle of the seventh century.14 

III. Class Formations 

-. 

Three of the ruling houses in post-Maur/an northern 

India were composed of Brahmin lineages. In addition to 

this immediate political power, this epoch, so often termed 

the 'Clas1iCal Ag~' of early lridian society, was alsq marked ,," . 
(,. by the virtually IIunc-':'aJ.lenged intellectual supremacy of 

1 the Brahmins. Il The' flowering of cultural acti vi ty, however t 
\ 

D 

was more the responsibili t~ of the settled urban class of' 

patrons, many of whom were merchants, than it was the result 

of any 'purification' of religion or culture'by the purveyors 
-t:. 

of the ancient tradition. Still, the triumph of the Brahmins 

was much more than cultural and represents both the develop

ment of earlier conditions and, later,. the reaction\to the 
\ 

decline in trade and the ruralisation (by -comparison)\of 

social :Life. 

O'ccasional,ly in the past the Brahmins had reverted to 

control over esta~es, both, ~dependentlY, through religiou~ 

.l' 
) 

\ 
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organisations, and pas secular widdlemen. Three interrelated 

phenomena now altered the~character of this activity. Firstly, 
lA 

as we fiave seen, Brahmin dyna~ties arose, and 'coJcerned 

themselves with the rectification of tradition, in particular 
~ 

wi th the avoidance of' caste contamination, which one Sat'av-

ahana monarch claimed to have completely halted. 2 A continual 
~ 1 ~ 

decline in state control over landlords, who were able to . 
purchase use-rights and freedom from taxation from the state • . 
FinalIy, the specifie as~ignment of land grants to Brahmins 

cemented the power of this caste·, since the landlord nobili ty 
1 

were probably mainly supporters of' Brahminism anyway.3 

" Thus the idealised vision of' the easte system presented 
1 

1 

in the Codes of Manu, which were formulated in this period, 

is in many ways appropriate to the inception of the Indian 

middle ages. Prior to the Guptas intercaste mobility, espec

ially among the three top varnas, seems to have been fairly 

frequent. With the decline of the cities a rigidity set in 

whieh has characterised India ever sinee. Às land revenues 

slowly supplanted commerce as a basis of social position, 

the class intermediate between king and cultivator gained 
" 

increasingly in power, Iwealth, and status. In sorne areas 

the inception of' a baronial form of f'eudalism may be noted, 
.. 

where the king granted revenues in exchange for-a promise 

f :f t "lOt 0 4 o u ure ml 1 ary servlce. 
'" Ultimately the new position .of' the Brahmins as a class 

was reflected in Gupta political thought~ .as weIl as in the 

revitalised Brahminism which'is usually referred to as 'Hindu-
" 

ism' .5 
-

The new estates deman~ed legal protection, and 
<', 

• the law codes o~ Nàr~da and Brihaspati contain the 
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6 mention Qf the partition of 1anded property. In turn, 

as the Brahmins became.~ q~âsi-feudal aristocracy, the 

1aw 'codes noted that they may normally carry arms. Former1y' \? 
this ~ad been only an emergency meas~e.7 

,~ 

Meanwhile the K6atriya varna had disappeared from large 

areas of north India. A few militantly independent repub-

1ic.5 managed to survive, especially in the west •. In the 

south and'east there were for the"most}part only Brahmins 

and SÜdras~o While there were exceedingly"few Ksatriya 

ruling houses, Many soldiers continued their hereditary 
-

profession in all grades. of service. A chi~~ric ethic 

stressing military virtues (similar to ~he feudal knights 

in Europe,. the Samurai in Japan, or parts of the Mohist 

school in China) arose, well-suited to the needs and â~pir-

ations of the landed aristocracy. As elsewhere, it enjoined 

simple heroism~' and demanded that no great reflection be made 

on the nature of soldierly duties. This is the essence of 

Krisna' s advic~ ta Ar juna in the, central episode of the 

Bhagavat-Gi ta,' which epi tamises the social relations of the~ 
7 1 

~ 

new age. Wqmen, as weIl, found their virtues more elevated 

and their freedom more restricted than at any previous 

point in Indian hist~ry.9 

Directly linlted to the consolidation pi' the Brahmins 

as a landed power was the political and economic demise of 
, 4 ___ ""'. 

the Vaisyas as ~cl~ss. Sorne degree of social control over . 
mercantile activitieshad always taken place through the 

presence of Brahmins or their allie's wi th).n the admlnistrat

ion of the guilds. We now find in Brihaspati, however, the 
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injuction that only those acquainted with the Vedas and 

having a noble family lineage ~hall be a~pointed as gU~d 
't" f~f" 10 execu 1ve 0 1cers. This was probably an effective policy 

in inhibiting gifts by wealthy guilds to the heretical rel

igions. Individual Vaisyas could of course still succeed 

in gaining wealth and status, nnr should it be forgotten 

" '" that the Gupta dynasty was Va1sya in origin. 

Yet it is clear that the general trend is close~ tied 

to the decline in trarlB. Although there is at least one , 

instance, of a vai~y-agrahara (land grant to a Vaisya) in ",.".A~-

the region of modern Orissa, this is evidently exceedingly, :' 
~ 

11 ' rare. AI' ter the seventh century the guilds virtually dis- \ 

appeared cpmpletely, replaced~by gosthi, which were temp~r-

ary organisations apparently only erected in times of great 
4)\ 12 

distress. Prior to this, of coyrse, was a- tremendous 

increase in both the number of traders and their collective 

power as a class, providing the basis for the great degree 

of cultural expansion already mention~. The decline of 
\ 

this class in power was likely an event of dramatic prop-

ortions in sorne areas b evidence exists to indicate th~) 

sorne merchant properties may even have been simply confis-,. 

o cated and given to the Brahmins. 1J 

Many of these former déclassé-merchants and store

owners (this was probably less true of caravan operators, 

the third Vai~ya 'subdivision) seemingly returned ei ther to 
o 

agricul.~ure, or to 'tm appropriate place in the village div-

ision of labour. Famine, plague, and a decline in popul-' 

ation may have eased the competition potentially attendant 

" 
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upon such a transition. After the gahapati (landlords), 

---------wno--were-r--arelY Vai.~ya accord,ing to present knowledge, ---------,-- -- -~ - - -

there were two" divlsions of the peasantry. The kutumbi 
1 

, > 

were the middle peasanjs, rarming their-o~_!~d and hiring 
--~g- ~ 

labourers occasionally. After these cornes the kina;;----~-, , . L} 
categoryof poor landless cultivators. 1 Into this group, 

, 
most of whom were traditionally Südras, now doubtless/fell 

members of the displaced Vaisyas, attaining after sorne 
t::- II» 

generations the status of their new occupatidns. Just as 

the gamabhojaka (administrative overlords) became gradually 
, 

simply hereditary"landlords, so it se~ms that the peasantry 

became increasing~y tied to the land. 

This is not literally true, however: tenants were not 

directly bound to the soil as in European feudalism, and 

in fact the last Fecourse of the Indian peasant (sometimes, 

whole villages) has always been simple flight '.from abomin

able conditions. But the ppor peasantry did sink into 

-------------~ ____ increasing' debt, ~d superimposed upon this was a further 
~-

jdebility still pending resolution. The Brahmanical revival, 

which by now was so powerful as to receive sjgnificant 

support from the Gupta monarchs, despite th~ir own'origins, 

engendered a heightened sense of the ritual purity assoc

iated with the personages of th{Brahmins. Untouchability 

begins to become widespread in about 400 AD, shortlYoafter 
o 

cattle-killing had been made a c~~ital off~n$e by the Gupta 

·kings. 15 In rele:gating many groups to a severely dehuman-

ised .status, this class action of supreme cruelty represented-
ç 

the ul timate triumph of the Brahmins over trre Buddhists and 

Il 

.... ...-----
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,,_, _"" _. ~~ ___ ._J.he.-..l:a:bo'ûfrng classe~ , for despi te-the fa,ct that the 

• 

, q 

.' 

j 

•• 

Buddhists .jlru~,ently never attacke~,~the institution of 
~" , . ' f"~ 

caste, neither had they gr~SBly attempted to increase its 

';ole in society. 
11'-

To the great deg~adation of the Sudras 

was added an e~~ deeper dimension oî the deliberate 
(, J 

, 

infliction of suffering because of occupation. This has-, 
• ,4 • 

created a'debt of which only the twentieth century.may 

yet provide the me an f? of repayment. 16 

o 
PART FOUR: '- THE AS lATI C MODE OF ~P::,.:.RQ;:;.;:.;~..:..=..:.:. 

INDIAN' SOCIA~RMATIONS 
EARLY 

It is not our purpos~ here to evaluate tne overall .

T historical .~tili ty of ti;;lè category of the 'Asiatic Mode 

of Production' • Our concern is -ra-ther to assess 'i;he de'gree 

. of correspondence of this concept wi th thé reali ty "of condi t- , 
r. ~!. -----

-
ions prevailing in early Jndia, acéording to the evidertce 

< 

, furnishe~ by' contezpporary scholarship-.- Marx, felir, as we 
have seen, tha,:t the 'AMP' was .,one of a variety of ~orms 

-
encountered afte~t or as a p~t of the process .of, the-

• ~.. q ( 

dissol ution of the tr-i bal/primi tive- communal forms 0 

tence, but incorporating èlements of the earlier ways of 
~ 1 ~ 

" life. While-the 'AMP' was thus not for. Marx the earliest 

form prevailing in India, we are in agreement with Mande~, 

Melotti, and others that he did intend it to describe most 

of Indian histbr~ prior tO.the incepti~n of British colon

ialism in the eighteenth ce~ttiry.1 
" A number of interpr?ti<:v~>~commel1ts may aid in judging . . 

the applicability of Marx's category. Firstly, the notion 
,,-

of a Mode of Production is, -as must be frequently emphasise"d, 

1 
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, 

.. 
o 

'i 

'. 

..... .. 
• 

" . 

a legitimate historical abstraction,describing the dominant 

mode of production at a given time and place in history • 

As such, this concept full'y enjoinS- the description of 

other modes of production interacting with the dominant 

mode but of subordinate extensiveness or 'importance. Such 

"fl dual analysi"S is implied in all of Marx' s historical 
'1 

, ~\searches, al though i t remainend insuff'iciently arti'èulated.' 
..-._....-r""1 " 

\. 

In addition, it is worthwhi,le reitera~ing/ the fac~' that 

Marx never studied Asian or Indian hi st or'y'" adequately enough 
-1 

to'more than elementally offer certain tentative opinions, 
, n 

\ which are nonethele~s still frequently treated with a devot-
" . 
l'ion w?rthy of divine revelation • 

ForemGst ~mong Marx', s motivations in deseribing the 

~AMP' was the desire to understand why capitalism first 

arose .in western 'Europe and not elsewhere. Sin'ce h~ merely 

carried forward many of the views (political~, economic, 

~d philosophical) of his predecessors and contemporaries, 

! Marx's notion of the 'AMP' was mainly a syncretistic contrib

utio~of the comprehension of nonwestern societies. In 

,thi,~ sense i t does illuminate- \the principle of uneven dey

elopm,ent prior to· the age. of 'bourgeois capi talism. The 

primary t)'q.rriers to development )r1arx found were the poly-

~ causal'phènomena of political despotism, the unit y of 

agriculture and manufacturing, and the ,insufficient growth 

, .' , , 

, . . , 
L '. 

. 

\ 

of toWns. t~ades, an! hence ~lass _antagoni~ms. 
" , 

o \ 

in relation to the particular period of our investig-

ations, sorne of Marx's assertions are either clearly wrong 

or severely overstated. Ownership (in the modern sense) 
1 

~. 

, . 
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, 

of aIl lands either by the crown or the state was a legal 

, "'- fiction perpetuated by the class of rulers. N onetheless, 

" ... 

'repetition and mimicry ,of this view continue. The functional 

centrality of, irrigation ta the maintenance ot state power 

is far more applicable-to China than to early India. 

'Despoti'sm', as the crucial attribute of the state, j,s 

also largely inappropriate nomehcla~ure. and points to 

the collapsing of variou,s historical periods o~ 'state strength 
. ~l~ . . . and great decentrallsat1~t w1thln the 'AMP' category. " Th1s 

iS not to suggest that the despotic usage of power did not 

existe Both arbitrary and whôlly legal cruelties were 

exercised by the state on,nÙffierous occasions. But,to impute 
, -

these as "a universal description is to ignore the frequent 

weakness of central authority, and to misread the extreme 

sadism and brutality of the social system, which as we have 
, . 

seen is not necessarily congruent at all with the activities 

of specifical~y political authorities. 
\ 

This latter point 
J 

helps to demonstrate the central contradiction o~ the 'AMP' 

hypothesis, which lies in the ostensibly simul,taneous dom

inance of the state and of society (the self-sufficient 

villages and their customs) . 

. In addition, the~e is a very dubious utility (in any 
o 

but the most abs~use philosophie sense) in describing the 

relations of production under the IAMP' as "generalised 

slavery"; a Hegelian metaphor of little analytic signif-

(icance. Nor, for this period, is it true that rent and 
"" 

tax absolutely coincide, since levies'on commercial _~ctiv-
.. ' 

i~ies are decidedly different from ground rente Furthermore, 

the bureaucratie interlude of the Mauryan empire (not ta 

\ 

\ 
---.,;"';......--------- --~ -
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mention the Chin~arinate of which Marx had a far 

greater knowledge) demands an explanation in terms of a 

class analysis, in terms of benefit and appropriation in 

relation(to the means of production, given the obvious 

paucity of private property relations. Marx's failure 

to confront this issue in this context accounts at least 

partially for the anal y tic paralysis of later Marxists in 

the face of the Sovie~ state. 

Most of the inadequacfes criticised here can be ascrib-
1 

ed,to a combination of insufficient evidence upon which to 

draw conclusions, and a certain propensity (invariably 
.,....--",-.-...", 

universal) to remain within a number of paradigmatic biases, 

here those. of the ri ddl'e , part of the nineteenth century. 

Nonetheless, we see how seriously erroneous is the simple 

application de nQYQ of the tentative-assertions in Marx's 

texts, as if innovation were a form of original sin. oThe 

vast majority, unfortunately, of commentators within the 
1 

{ Mar~ist tradition continue to argue from the general anal

y tic framework to the historical particular, often with 

" ~ no knowledge whatsoever of the phenomena being generalised. 
"'-

-- '-

This is in ~urn largely a function of the positlvistic 

bias of Marxism in the twentieth century. 

Criticism, however, does not suffice in the least to 

comprehertd the evolution of Indian history. We tend to hold 
" , 

to the view that several major changes in early Indian his-

.tory radically altered the mode of'production, somewhat 

contrary to Marx's own asserti~n.3 ~etallUrgy, which 

altered agriculture and warfare and provided a strong basis 

for the foundation Oft the Maut;Y~ state, was the first of '. 
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these. The system of~caste was the second, once the decline 

in trade deprived the merchants of their economic base and 

"- allowed the Brahmins to compl1ete their poli~ical ascension. 

In this sens~ the system of oaste is not a natural but dis

tinctly a political product, ~f its specific content and 

not merely th~general form of hereditary occupational rel

ations is the ,issue. The growth of trade in the period bet

ween the first two factors remains a third major force of 

innovation. 

Such an interpretati~n~resupposes several assumptions. 

If, by the 'AMP' is meant the combination of self-sufficient 

9-.~- vftllages wi th the caste d).vision, of labour, then i t cannot 

describe the primitive tribes, even those engaged in sed-

entary activities, who,inhabited most areas bëtween the 
1 

Aryan invasion and the lat~r extension of Hindu customs into 

the interior of t~§ country. Thus the 'AMP' would apply 

to north India.only after the decline in trade under the 
( 

Guptas, by which time much of India had been subjected to 

caste. Secondly, while agriculture doubtless remained the 
• 

principal activity for the largest proportion of the pop

ulation throughout the period pf our consideration, its 

character varied from communal to family, private, and 

sta te, control, ownership, and management. ·-There appe\ar 
"-

to be grounds as weIl for the claim that commerce and 

trade in sorne periods contributed the majority of social 

wealth (in terms of money, not goods), although manufact-
. , 

uring rèmained endemically a subordinate mode of production 

in early India • 
, 

After the foundation of the first major Indian empire 
"-
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(discounting the Harappan civilisation), that of the Mauryas, 

a pronounced tenâency to vacillate between centralised and 

deceEtralised forms of rule characterises the majority of 

Indian history. This alteration between the predominance 

of empires ver,s'us that of village commwü tits consti tutes 

the great dialectical movement of Indian history, never 

truly resolved until Britis~penetration. It is as a result 

of this consistent lack of a durable insti tutional bal\.nce 1 

that the 'AMP' has been termed a 'transitional' mode of 

production. since- the forc'es at play in Indian history 

remained unresolved for sueh a great period-of time. The 
\ 

skeletal 'AMP', stripped of i ts more dubious encumbrances,. 
, 

definitely.appl~es only after the institutionalisation of 

the jajmani division of labour in the villages, in other 
-

words only after appro,ximately 500 AD. Pr:ior to this, as 

~e have seen, the specialisation of whole villages occurs, 
"--

2lthough this never, of course, pr~dominated in I~dian\prod-
\ - L, 

\ uq~~on. We are thus left with an 'interim' period-between 

Vedic detribalis,ation and the rise of the state, and the 

later period in 'which, 'society' largely tends to overwhel'm 

civil authority apd thp state, ;or in wh~ch such authority 

becomes primarily'social rather than pOlltical. 

1t 

Wi th the possible exception ~f a few years of the 

Mauryan dynasty, neither the'rnonarchy nor the state appar

atus can be described as the "repository of all power". 4 

Tributary Felations tend to be'prevalent, and ultimately' 

\ 

the powers ~f the s~ate are alienated and ~ediated in su ch , 

a way as to secure the predominance of rural life. ... Despite 
1 • 

the constraints of royal interference, the towns anq civil, 

(' 
, . 

f , 
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Il .} 

society generally grew from the Magadh~ age onwards. As 
-<-.. .:., 

Ma:rx stressed early in his researches, it was within the 
, 

1 Li • 

teéO.m)of Clot Y life and civil society ~hat the growth and \ 
'al t-erations in proq.uction ('history') were to be located. 5 

In this sense, the period spanning that of the strength 

of Buddhism in India precisely represents the aspirations 

of civil society, when the cities became centres of trade 

~rce, and whe~e savings and investment (prerequisites 

pf a market economy) emerged to a considerable degree. .... ~ 

Marx was extremely accurate," however, and far in advance \ 

.o~ all.others of his age, in comprehending that commerce" 

and trade intruded pnly lightly upon the-process èf prod

uction as a whole. Power was extensively shared by the 

state with the guilds, as weIl as with local overlords, as 

it was later with the landlords of the protofeudal epoch. 
1 

For a number of reasons, however, the whole of society did 

not become involved in either trade or commodity product

ion, even at' the apex of commodity exchange. Thereafter, 
'" 

as in Europe, labour came ta supplant.mone~ as the me ans 

of distribution of vit~ goods and services.? The restric

tions upon the guilds preventing them from directly owning 
, • 0 

and administering large," estates may have hindered their 

development in this aspect, and thus ~acilitated the gen

eral economic decline. but external factors clearly play an 

extremely prominent role here as weIl. 
" 

RecentlY it has been increasingly suggested t~at the 

period beginning with the major land grants can be des-
3 

cribed as 'Indian feudalism'. Without entering into this 

debate'. which r~ises the larger, question of the typology 

/. 
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ofitributary ('poli~ical dependency') relations, we may 

note that this is a substitution §or the ,~ barring 

,1 ts, inapp~icàbili ty, in our' Jiew, to the earl~er periods. 
-

The 'feudhl' view, in turn, directly raises the problem of 

caste relations anew. We believe that caste involves a 

system of status relations, loosely based on the classes 

whlch first emerged out of tr~bal life •. Only in this sense 

is it correct to assert that caste is "class at a primitive 

level of produc::tion", which is probably rot what Kosambi 

intended in hi~ definition. 8 It is usually true that 

c~ste has obscured class, and, as Mencher has commented, 
*" .. 100\ 

therefore hindered the development of ~lass consciousness. 9 

'But, ~f this clearly demonstrates that the problem 

( of caste is rooted in the maintenance of classes, we must 

again emphasise that caste ànd class ~ not eguivalent 

concepts, the clearest evidence of this being the wide

spread coincidence (demanded in the ldgic of the system 

~itself) of servants and their masters being of the same 

caste. In view of the fact tha~ early Indian society is 

not as a whole characterised by serfdom,. slavery, or 
\ 

'generalised slavery', it is the relationship between caste 

and class that forms the basis of later Indian social rel

ations, and the caste system may in this sense be described 

as the.ossification of a set of transitional relations bet

ween \tribal (preclass) and class ~ocieties, thus inc'6rpor-

ating aspects of both. These relations - not 'tradition' , 
/ 

but the estab~ishment of a new jolitical and economic order 
/ 

with the aid of traditional Pteceits - th en predominate 
/ 

/ 

over production and exbhang~' as a whole. 
/ 

/ 
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If the label 'Asiatic' 'is to be superceded because 

of its unanalytical and vaguely ~cist character, yet the 

uniqueness of the Indian modes of production must be pres

erved to avoid the obvious dangers of unilinear analyses 

of world history. At the heart of any description of early 

Indian social formations lies the·triadic relationship 

between tribe, caste, and class. With the entropy of 
\ 

the dialectic of civil s~ciety, production and social 

relations ~ail to develop strong forms of contradiction. 
, '" 

In later Indian history powerf~states did occasionally 
" ' 

emerge; we have noted Marx' s .x.ec.ord of the fact that Delhi 

under the Mughals was the greatest city in the world. 

Trâde, despite its vacillations, a1ways managed to make . 
at least a few individuals extremely wealthy. But the 

village, system as a.whole, as Marx had emphasised, remained 

largely'untouched by the 'political storm clouds' once 

its form'had been established through the processes which 
- --," 

we have attemp~ed to briefly outline in this chapter. 

l, 1 

, 
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FOOTNOTES 

Introduction ----One of Marx's reflecttŒns-upon this aspect of his method 
notes thcit "In a general analysis of this kind 1. t ois 
usual~ - always assumed that -the actual conditions-cQrres
pond to their çonception, or, what is the same, that"-
actual co itions are represented only to the extent 
that they ar typical of their own general case." 
(Capital 3, p. ). Since the equation of these' two , 
prop6sitions seems ewhat dubious, we are here follow-
ing the general trend 0 the second st~tement. 

2) S.A, Dange, India From Primitive mmunism /to Slaver 

3) 

41 

5) 

6) 

7) 

8) 

(Bombay & People's Publishing House, 1 'R.F. Saraf 
The Indian Society (Kasmirl M.Yousuf Publis 1974~. 

Louis Dumont, Homo Hierarchicus, The-Caste System and 
Its ImPlic~tlons (London: P~adin Books, 1972). Durnontfs 
reified co cepts o'f 'hierarchical society 1 versus 'egal
itarian society' are largelY~'nSPired by De Tocqueville's 
analysis of American society 'n the early niheteenth 
century, with its. especially trong emphasis upon the 
, egal~ tarian mentali ty'" ." 

Nicos Poulantzas, "On Social Classes", New Left Review, 
Vol. 78 (1973), p. 34. 

Karl Marx, "The Po vert y of Philosophy", MECW Vol. 6, 
especially pp. 211-12. 

Joan MenQher, loc. cit. 

On this, cf. Ludo Rocher, "Caste and Occupation in Chass
ical India: the Normative Texts", Contributions to Ind-
ian Sociology, (New Series), Vol. 9, No. 1 (1975J. 
pp. 139-31. 

For further discussion see K.N. Sharma, "On the word 
'varna''', in the same volume as cited in footno\f;e #7 
ab ove , pp. 293- 97. This cl.early corresponds to the 
usage by Confucius of the term jen, which originally 
denoted the free-born members of the triëe, and later 
came to mean 'noble' t and then 'virtue', achieved 
ostensibly through education and not as a result of 
birth. Similar etymological transformations occ~r in 
many other societies largely as a result of parallel 
de~elopmental transitions. 

9 ) 10 c. ci t ., p • 29ç. 

PART ONE: THE FORMATION OF STATE AND SOCIETY (c. 700-400 BC) 

( I • Character of State Formation 
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See Lawrence' Krader's comments in The Formation of the 
State (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall Inc., 
1968), pp. 13.:-15. 

2) See D.C. Sircar, Studies in the Political and Adminis
trative Systems in/An~ient and Medieval India (Delhi: 
Motilal Banarsidass" 1974), pp. 236-,37. 

3) A.S. Altekàr, State and Government in Ancient India 
(Delhi,·Motilal Banarsidass, 1958), -p. 136. 

4) Max MUller denies ,that the term 'nihilism' is applicable 
'to Buddhism, arguing that nirvana does not mean 'absol
ute nothing'. l am using the term here, however, to 
dènote a general àttitude towards social relation~ and 
the plausibility of a secular improvement in material 
life. See F. Max Müller, "On Buddhist Nihilism", in 
Lectures on the Science of Religion (New York: Charles 
Scribn~~an~ 1872), pp. 1,31-51. 

1 

See, for instance, the treachery described by Ananda 
Coomaraswamy and Sister Nivedita in Myths of the Hindus 
and Buddhists (New Yorkl Dover Books, 1962), p. 152. 

.' ,6) A. Ghosh, The City in Early Historical India (Simla: 
Indian In~titute'lf A~vanced Studies, 1973), p. 20. ' 

Shobha Mukerji. The Republican Trends in Ancient India 
(D~lhiJ Munshiram Manoharlal, 1968), p. 13.' 

\ 8) 0]). cit., p. 14. 

9) D.D. Kosambi,' An Intro uction to the Stud 
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Economies 1 Essays of Karl Pdlanyi (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1971 ), p. 149'. _, 

4) K. Polanyi, c. Arensberg, and H. Pearson, Il The Place 
of Economies in Societies", in Polanyi, op. ci t., p. 120. 

5) Max Weber, The A rarian Sociolo 
ations (London: New Left Books, 

\ 

\ 

\ 
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" 
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6) 

.' 

Narendra Wagle, Society at the Time of the Buddha 
(Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 1966), p. 145 • 

7) P.N. Chopra, B.N. Puri, and M.N. Das, A Soci~L Cultur
al and Economie History of India (Delhi: Maomillan India 
Ltd, 1974), pp. 129-)0; see also Aquique, op. cit., 

8) 

p. 80. The equivalence of these terms in many societies 
demonstrates the resistance accorded by kinship relations 
to the intrusion of market economics and the rise of 
the merchant classes •. 

.-
U.N. nhoshal, The Agrarian System in Ancient India 
(Calcutta: 'Saraswat Press, 1973}, p. 3. 

See A~uique, op. cit •• pp. 33-47. 

10) op. cit., p. 48. The early grants were for tne most 

11 ) 

part limited to revenue rights, thus retaining for the 
crown the right of forced labour, entry of royal soldiers, 
etc. -' ) 

Se-e Jaimal Rai, The Rural-Urban Economic and Social 
Changes in Ancient India (Delhi: BhavatiYa Vidya Prak
ashan, 1974;, p. 329. See also R.S. ShWf-ma p "Role of 
Property, Family, and Caste in the Origin of the State 
in Ancient India", Journal 1 of the Bihar Reseàrch Society, 
Vol. 44 (September 1958)~ p. 230. This class would seem 
to be ~o more landowners in the modernrsense than was the 

__ king. They were rather (in the original sense of the 
term) local lords to whom tribute was granted in return 
for civil and military protection. 

~ . 
12) The term gahapati apparently referred to any large land

lor~, while kutumb'inis were probably only those of the 
Vaisya caste. .. 

13) See R.S. Sharma, op. cit.,p. 62, and, Jaimal Rai, 0E. cit., 
p. 2. 

14)-Ghosh, op, cit., p. 20. 

III. Class Formation 

1) A. Guha, "Marxist Approach to Indian History: ~ Frame
work", in K.M. Kurian, ed. India: State and Society: 
A Marxian AEproach (Bombay: Orient Longmans, 1975}, 
pp. 38-40., Il' ' 

2) This is the explanation offered for the formation of the 
guilds by B. Datta, in his Il Origin and Development of 
Indian Social Poli ty", Man In India, Vol. 22 (1942), 
p. 39.; 1 

3) This propensity seems to mark the first major manifest
ation of class in developing societies.' See U.N. Roy, 
Studies in Ancient Indian Histor and Culture (Allahab~d: 
Lokbharti Publishers, ,19 9 , p. 97 .• 

1. 
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4) See Tara Chand, Material and Ideol ical Factors in 
Indian History (Allahabad: University Press, 19 • 
p. 24. The tenaency of occupation and region to be
come associated is increased wlth the beginning of 
Mauryan economic interventionism . 

.. 
See N.K. Bose, "Caste in India", Man In India, Vol. 31 
(July-December 1951), p. 268. . 

6) Guha in Kurian. op. cit., p. 40. A number of explanat
ory terms have been utilised in the attempt to de scribe 
the process of assimilation "of tribal and fore~gn 
elements into the caste formation, among them 'Aryan
isation', 'Sanskritisation', and 'Brahminisation'. 
The first of these tends to assume a homo~ènous Aryan 
èulture interacting with a separate indigenous culture 
even at later points, thus tending to regard somewhat 
simplistically the degree of 'puri ty' r.etained' by the 
Brahmanickl customs. 'Sanskritisation' refers to the 
imparting of the wri tten and spoken word, since i t is " 
apparently only around the third century Be that Sans
krit'ceases to be a frequently used language in daily 
life. It also refers to the means by which a lower 
caste may eventually rise to higher status, through 
emulatîop of the ritua1ised activities of the ~pper 
va~, ,particular1y the Brahmins. This thus a1so 
refers functionally to the'means by which the lower 
castes are further,~separated from the possibili ty of 
an intercaste unity. 'Brahminisation' often refers 
simply to the introduction of varnasramadharma, and is 
thus more precisely a legal term.' See J.F. Staal. 
"Sanskrit and Sanskritisation" , Journal of Asian Studies, 
Vol. 22 (May 1963), pp~ 261-68. 

7) See Kosambi's comments in this regard, op. cit., pp. 
20-27. 

8) See K.N'. Sharma, "For a Socio1ogy 'of India& on the word 
'Varna''', Contributions to Indian Sociology (New Series), 
Vol. 9. No. 1 (January-June~1975). p. 296. This appar
ently represents a reaction on the part of'the K6atriyas 
to the Brahmin attempt to gain ,a monopoly within the 
priesthood, which takes its MoSt full expression in the 
creation of the Buddhist and Jaina religions. 

9) N.K. Dutt, The Aô)anisation of India (Calcutta: Firma 
Mukhopa~yay, 1970 , p. 117. : 

10) See B. Datta, 10c. cit., p. 39. It~as ,through the 
office of purohita (royal priest) that the Brahmins 

'managed to retain and even extend t~eir social influ
ence. For further discussion see V.W, Karambelkar,-~ 
"Brahmin and Purohi ta" -Indian Historical Qu~terly, 
Vol. 26 (December 1950), p,. )00, and Stephen Cohen, 
'~ulers and Priests: A Study in Cultural Control", 
Corn arat"ve Studies in Societ and Histo ,Vol. 6 
19)- ,p. 213. t is clear through the example ' 

of Kautilya,-among others, that this office was very 

\ 
\ , 



o 

• 

o , 

.. 
quickly secularised, and was used as much in,the direct 
interests of the state (especially under the Ma~ryas) 
as for those of the Brahmins as a class. 

11) R.S. SlJ.arma·, loc. cit." p. 0226. 
'\ 

12) See R.S. Sharma, "Usury in Early Medieval India (AD 400-
1200)", Comparàtiv'e Studies in Society and HistQr;y, 
Vol. 8 (1965-66), pp. 57, 75. 

13) The numbers: of m~xed çastes grows· from here steadily 
onwards. There are eight in the later Vedic li terature" 
ten in the Vasistha, fifteen in Baudha;yana, eigh~en in 
Gautama, seventy-two in Manu, and over one hundred in/-
the early medieval Brahmavaivarta Purana. 'See R.S. ~aima, 
"Caste and Marriage in Ancient In"dia", Journal of the 
Bihar Research Soci~t;y, Vol. 39 '(March 1954), pp. 45"'54. 

PART TWO: THE MAURYAN EMPIRE {J25-18o' Bè) 

1. 

1) 

The Nature of the State - ,---
Jean Filliozat, ~Political Histor;y of 
Suslill Qupta Ltd, 1957), p. 134\ff. 
Rawlinson, Indian Historical Studies 

<;J Green,' and Co., 1913), pp. 23-37. 

/ 

India (Calcutta' 
'See also H iG: 
(London: Longmans, 

2) S.N. Eisenstadt, The Political S stems of Em ires (New Q 

3) 

4) 

5) 

6) 

,... York: The Free Press, 19 3 J pp. 11-2): also S.N. Eisen
stadt, ed. The Decline of Em;ires (Englew00d Cliffs. 
New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 19 7), for comparative inform-, 
ation. . 

S"ee, for example, E. J. Rapson, ed. The Cambridge His
tory of India (Cambridge: University Press, 1922), ~ 
F . W. Thomas, "Chandragupta, the Founder of the Mauryan 
Empire", pp. 472-74. 

See Lâllanji Gopal, Chandragupta Maurya (New Delhi, 
Nationll Book Trust, 1968), p. 65. 

Shobha Mukerji, op. ci~., pp. 124-25. 

Se e Tara Chand, 012 Î ci t ., p. 32, and R. S. S harma, .~ 
op. cit., p. 62. 

D.D. Kosambi, The Culture and Civilisation of Anpient 
India in Historical Outline (Delhl:'yikas Publications, 
1970T, p. 154.

v 

.. 

8) This reflects the major disability in collapsing India 
and China ïnto an analysis of 'Asiatic' societies. 
See S.N. Eisenstadt, "The Study of Oriental Despotisms 
as Systems of Total Power", Journal of Asian Studies, 
Vol. 17, (May 1958), pp. 435-46, and R.S. Sharma, op. cit., 
p. 67 .. 

\ 

, 
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~ ~ 

See F. W. Thomas, "Poli tical and Social Organisation 
• ( j 

~ 10) 

of the Maurya Empire", in Rapson, op. cit., pp.' 477-79. ,. 
On thi,s question see' Romila Thapar,' "The Role of the 
Economy in Mauryan Poli tics", in B.N ... Ganguli, ed. 
Readings in Indian Economie Histo~ (Delhi: Asia \ 
Publishing House, 19b4L p. 21-; also U.N. Ghoshal, 
op. cit., pp. 102-34, and T.W. Mabbett, 'Truth, My th , JO. , 

and Poli tics in Ancient 'India ,(New Delhi: Thomson 
Press Ltd, 1972,-, ~p. 90-91. "..,!:, 

11 ) 
IL T "~' ~ 

J. Samad~ar, Lectures on the Ecohomic Condition of 
Ancient India (Calcutta: University Press, 1922), p. 108. 

II. Trade and Production 

1) See Thapar, in Ganguli, op. ci t. " pp. 24-25'~ and lI.G. 
Rawlinson, Intercourse Between India and -the Western 
World (New York: Octagon Books, 1971), pp. 55-58. 
Fran Nath alSo discusses other restrictions upon mer
chant activities during this period, in A Study in the J 

" ,Eéonomic Conditions of Ancient India (London: Royal 
Asiatic Society Monograph Series, Vol. 20, 1929), 
especially p. 160.' , , 

2) 'See D.R. ChananaJ--"Some Problems in the Economie His-
, tory of Ancient'India"" in G~guli, op. cit.,'p. 6. 

3) 
~ oharlal, 1975), 

4) :Jaimal Rai, op. ci t., pp. 194-99. 

5) 1he paucity of industrial growth is"emphasised \)y G.L. 
Adhya, in Earl* Indian Economies (London: Asia Publish-

6) 

ing House, 196 ), pp. 93-95. 1 " " , 

~ee Thapar in Ganguli, op. cit., p. 24, Tara Chand, 
OR. ~it., p. 32, and D.R. Bhandarkar, Asoka (Calcutta 1 

University Press, 1969), pp. 48-57. ' 

Thapar comments on this in Ganguli, op. cit., p. 26. 
l' 

" Ï'.,.-

8) The Romans gave land to-- the barbarians in exchange f,or 
military dut y ,on the borders of the empire. These land , 
grants, Weber explains, aided the natural economy already 
operating. See Max Weber, op. cit., pp. 407-411. 

J 

9) See ri.N. Jha,' "Land Revenue in the Maurya and Gupta 
Periods", in R.S. Sharma, ed. " Land Revenue in India 
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1971), p. 5~ 

III. Class Formations 

L· 
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1) , The histbrical implications of this act lie in whether 
/ or not it êncompassed a deliberate conspiracy on the 

~ part of the Brahmins led by Pusyamitra, or whethe~ this 
was ~~mply another palace coup led by a military comman-
4.er. .The former opinion seems increasingly likely to 

2) 

-

be the case • 

The great discrepancy in pay among the bureaucracy points 
ta a number of reasons as to why it cannot be considered 
a class, but is rather inclusive of a number of classes 
employed by the same organisation. In the case of modern 
bureaucracies. however, this is true only to a much 
lesser ~xtent. .t , 

3) See Kosambi, Culture and Civilisation, op. cit., p. 143. 
- r 

4)- )For the reas9l7-s ci ted in, lootnote, #2 immediately abo:,e, " 
we do not be11eve that the state structure can be sa1d 
to comprise a single class, nor is the monarchy simply 
a ruling class employing elemepts of other classes. 
A t the same time we cannot agree that' the castes "cons-' 
.ti tute real social classes", as Melotti has lately 
suggested. See Umberto Melotti, Marx and the Third 
World (Londonl The MacMil~an Press" 1977), p. bOl 

Pran N~th, op. cit., p. 133. Nigam (op. cit., p., 301) 
dénfes the importance of the samanta class in the degree 
to which Nath has stresse~. ~o~ambi claims that the 
later Mauryan kin~ were incre~ingly dependent upon a 
large class of interrnediate l~dlords, created'early in 
the dynasty. See h~s Culture and Civilisation, op. cit., 
pp. 150-52. It ls Iikely that Many of the so-called 
samantas were high officers or members of noble families 
in the sanghas (republics), many of which, while intern
ally unified by po~itical, econornic, and religious ties, 
owere' traditional enem~es, thus making it very difficult 
to apply the subjective side of class to this formation. 
See U.N. Ghoshal, "Poli:tical Organisation - Post-Mauryân", 
in K. A.N. Shastri, 'ed. A Comprehensi v,.e History of India, " 
Volume Two: The MaUrY'~s and Satavahanas (Delhi: Orient 
Longmans, 1957), p. 3 7.. ' 

/ 
f , 

Thapar in Ganguli, op. cit" p. 25. A~though slàvery 
was an old institution by this time~ its exact position 
in relation ~o production remains unclear. See, how-' 
ever. U. Th~ur, "The Institution of Slavery in Mi thila" , 
Indian Historical Quarterly, Vol. 35 (September J. 959) , '_j 

M.-M'; Singh, "Slavery as Known frop! the Buddhist Pali 
Sources", India,n Historical Quarterly, Vol. 39 (March 
11963), and R.G.oAgrawala, "Position of Slaves and Serfs 
as Depicted in Kharosthi Documents from Chinese Turkes
tan", Indian Historical Qqarterly, Vol. 29 (June 1953). 

(j <.l ,. 

" 
See G.L. Adhya, op~ cit., p. 82 • 

" 
,.,' .. 
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Sharma (op. cit., p. 62) argues that stratification 
tended to be ,much more severe in the eastern areas ofr 
the empire. It is also interesting that sat! (the self
immolation of widO~S) was apparently practised by ônly 
two tribes in this'period, but these were to be found 
in the Punjab,' in the far western regions of Mauryan 
influence. See Rawlinson, op. cit., p. 59. ' 

" 
Jaimal Rai, op. cit., p. 363. Again, this was prob-
ably less true in the east than in the western provinces. 

~ THREE: ,THE GUPTA EMPIRE (320-440 AD) 

1. 

, 1) 

, ,2) 

Formation of the Em,ire, 

Ramashankar Tripathi, History of Ancient India (Delhi: 
Mo'tilal Banarsidass, 1967), pp. 166-180. Also _see 
A Comprehensive History of India, op. cit., pp. 37-38, 
and Romila ~hapar, Ashoka and the Decline o~ the Mauryas 
(Oxfd'rd: University Press, 1963), pp. 198-,99.-\ 

\ ) This apparently gave the Brahmins an ideal "opportuni ty 
to accuse the Buddhists of political treachery, in 

4addition to the already.-established heresies. See 
P. Jagannath, "Post-Mauryan Dyilasties", in A Compre
hensive History, op. cit., pp. 97-99. 

3) See the article by various authors in op. cit., pp. 339-
355. , 

-
4j K. Gopalachari, "The Satavahana Empire", in op. cit., 

p. 318. ' 

5) Ro~ila ~hapar, OR. cit. p p. 210. 

6) 

7) 

8) 

P.L. Gupta, The Imperial Guptas (Varanasil Vishvavidya-
laya Prakashan, 1974), pp, 23~-35. ' , ~ 

Kosarnbi,c OR. cit., pp. 303-04. 

R.K. Mookerji, The GUEta Empire (Delhi:\MotilaJ. Banar
sidass, 1969), pp. 15 -56. 

II. Trade ~ Production ,; 

- f) B . N. Mukher j ee, .:rT=.:h;.;:;e-==E~c~o.;::n;=.o~m~i.=.c...:;...~~~-.=;;;;.;;....;=~~=---;.;;.;o;,;;;....o..~ 
(Calcutta: Pilgr~m Publ~shers, 

2) R.S. Sharma, op. cit., 'p. 105. 

3) E:H. Warmington, The Commerce Between the Roman 
and India (New York: ~ctagon Books, 1971 

4) 

5) 

B.N. Mukher~ee, op. cit., pp. 39-40. J 
1 

See E.H. Warmington, op. cit., pp. 272-74.~ 
, 

\ 

.. 
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6) Warmington, op. cit., pp. 311-16. See also Dipakrajan 
Das, Economic History of the Deccan (Delhi: Munshiram 
Manoharlal, 1969), pp. 253-55. 

7) 'AqJiqlle, op. cit., p. 172. 

8) See Das, op. cit., p. 209, R. Majumdar, Corporate Life in Ancient India (Calcutta: Firma Mukhotpadhyay, 1969),. 
pp. 29-39, and R.K. Mookerji, "Econ<\.lmic Condition", in 
R.C. Majumdar', ed. The 'Age of Imperial Unit:t (Bombay: 
Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1968), p. 601. ( .' 

9) See the comment's of N. Gupta in The In ustrial Structure 
of India During the Medieval Period Delhi: 'S. Chand anq 
Co .. , 1970), p. 227 •. 

10) Das, op. cit., pp. 210-13; Majumdar, Corporate ~ife, \-
012. cit., p. 31, and N. Gupta, op. cit., p. 228. 

11) It is unfortun~tely extremely di~ficult to assess the ï ?' 
extent of this important tendency. See Warmington, r ,-' 
op. cit., p. 309" and Majumdar, Corporate Life, 012. cit. ,/ 
p. 19. 

12) See Kosambi, Culture and Civilisation, op. cit., pp. 
182, 184, and Das, o~ cit., pp. 217,221. 

\ 

13 ) 

14) 

III. 
). 

Kosambi, op. cit., p. 129; N. Gupta, bp. cit., p. 228; 
Majumdar, Corporate Life, op. èit., p. 274. 

See H. Chakrab~rti, E rI Brahmi Records' in India \ 
(Calcutt~1 Sanskrit Pustak Bhand~, 197 ,p. 52; '
Y-ishWanath Varma, EarlY Buddhism and Its Origins (Delhi: 
Munshiram Manoharlal~ 1973), p. 343; H. S~alia 
The Nalanga Universit:t (Delhi: priental Publishers, 
1972), p. 55; D.D. Kosambi, Culture and Civilisation, 
op. ci~., p. 182; and Romila Thapar, 1 Hlstory of IndiaJ 
Part One (London: Penguin Books, 1972 , p.'243. '. 

--... , 
Class Formation 

1).., Tara Chand, op, cit., p. 39'0 in reference to the Sata
v'ahanas. 

2) 

3) 

4~ 

\ 

Bhaskar Chattopadhyay, Kushana State and Indian Societ:t 
(Calcutta: Punthi Pustak, 197.5), p •. 192. , 

\ 
This; at least, is the'opinion of Chatto~adhyay, op. cit., 
p. 210. 

Romila Thapar, A History of India, op. cit., p. 147; 
Kosambi, Culture and Civilisation. op. eit., p. 197; 
ahd G.L. Adhya~ op. cit., p. 4~. 

5) The titl~ of the religion thus corresponds to the settled 
land arrangements of the periode See .Majumdar, Corporate 
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6) 

7) 

8) 

10) 

13) 

14) 
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Life, op. cit., pp. 346-47; Romila Thapar, A,History 
of India, Opa cit., p. 162: Peter Pardue, Buddhism 
(New York: Macmillan and Co., 1968), p. 44: and 

'Charles Drekmeier, Kingship and Community in Earl) 
India (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1962 , fP' 92, 296-97. 

R.S. Sharma, op. cit., ffi. 82. 

See U.N. 
_ (Bombay: 

Tara Chand, op. cit., p. 37. This was at"least part
ially the e}fect of Maury~ land resettlement policies. 

~hat a feudal ideology was present in India, occasion
aily~, to a very extreme degree, was one of the first 
indicators of the possibility of the application of 
the terminology-of feudalism there. See Romila Thapar. 
A History of India, op. cit., p. 246, and Rushton 
Coulbourn, "Feudalism, Brahminism, and the Intrusion 
of Islam upon Indian 'History", Comparative Studies in
Society and Histo~, Vol. 10 (1967-68), pp. 363-64~ 

Majumdàr. Corporate Life, op. cit., p. 49. If this is 
entirel:r ::m inno"(l?-tive phenomen0l?- of this ,age, the; 
hew pol~t~cal power of the Brahm~ns had extended ev en 
to complete control over guild leadership. 

S.K. Mait y, Economie Lire in N rthern Indi in the Gu ta 
Period (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1970 , p. 27. .\ 

A. Bose, The Social and Rural Economy of North India \ 
'600 BC-ADI 200 l'Calcutta' Firma Mûkhopadhay, 1922), ( 
p. 64. - \ 

B.R. Ambedkar, The Untouchables (Shravasti. Jetavan ~ 
Mahavihar, 1969), p. 199: also see Ambedkar's Who Were 
the Shudras?' (Bombay. Tnackers and Co., 1970), pp. 177-
214. , 

t 
16) Irfan Habib comments that "Members.---ef'.the low castes, 

assigned ta the most menial and----éôntemptible occupat
ions, could never asp~~he status of the peasants, 
hoJ:ding or cul"t-hratrM the land on their-own. It would 

_not, i~ surprising if the actual status of many 
of them ~as semi-se~ile. involving a kind of bondage -~ 
to a particular communi ty of caste peasants or zamindar." 
The A rari S stem of Mu hal India (London: Asia Pub
lishing House, ~9 3 , p. 122. ~abib also denies the 
central.importance of irrigation in the Mughal empiTe, 
iee p. 1221)' and p. 256. 

v • 

~ FOUR: THE ASIATIC MODE OF PRODUCTION AND EARLY INDIAN 
SOCIAL FORMATI'ONS- , ;---

t 

\ 

,.1' 

(~ 
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1) 

2) 

Melotti, op. cit., p. 16; Mandel, op. cit., p. 127. 
·It should be emphasised that most of Marx's notes on 
Indian history begin at the seventh century AD. Thus 
despite the attribution that the 'AMP' existed "from 
time immemorial", Marx may have ,intended the category 
to~include only the period of his own knowledge, since 
he does say of the village communities that they "trans
formed a ~elf-developing social state.into never-chang~ 
ing natural destiny. Il (New York DaiIy Tribune. 25 June 
1853). If this is the case, then Marx's observations 
are far more valid than has been heretofore assumed. 
Since this periodisation was not stated anywhere in 
Marx's works, however~ we rnay probably assume that it 
was merely accidental that the notes begin where in 
fact there is greatest evidepcy for the applicability 
of the 'AMP' in any forme ~x likely felt that the 
village system as it was constituted in the later period 

.had been little different in earlier times, hence~the 
historical extensinn of the category. 

Marx states that "The Oriental. Empires always show an 
unchanging social structUre coupled with unceasing 
change in-the pers ons and tribes who manage to ascribe 
to themselves the poli tical superstructure." (in 
Avinen, op. cit., p. 442'). This is a generalisation 
based largely upon knowledge of the Mughal empire, but 
valid only, we have argued, from the period of the 
Gupta decentralisation onwards. ' , 

3) The expression is Melotti's (op. cit., p. 68), although 
the flavour is clearly that of Wittfogel's familiar 
theme. 

4) "Civil society is the true source and measure of all 
history, and how absurd is the conception of history 
held hitherto, which neglects the real relationships 
and confine~ itself to high-sounding dramas of princes 
and states." (Karl Marx, "The German Ideology", in 
MECW, Vol. 5, p. 57. 

\ 

5) See Melotti's discussion, op. cit., pp. 101-104. 

6) See Pierre Vilar, A Histor of Gold and Mone 
(Londôh: New Left Book,s, 197 \t,. p. )0. 

7~ Kosambi, Culture and Civilisation, op. cit., p. 50. 
1 

20 

8) 
, 

See Edward Jay's comments attached to Mencher, loc. cit., 
p. 484. 

, 
" 
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CHAPTER THREE' 
i 

ASPECTS "'oF THE ROL'E OF MA-TERIALIST PHILOSOPHY 

, , 

IN THE FORMÀTION OF THE • ASIATIC MODE OF PRODUCTION ,--, 

. IN EARLY INPIA 
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Introduction 

A. Historiographical Backgro'und 

In the last chapte,r' we a ttempted to adduce evidence 

in support of the view that early Indian society developed in 

a manner: . .PlP~kedly different from that p'resum~d in the hyposta-
.f!,.. 1" ," ' .. 

~zed variants of the 'Oriental Despotism' and 'Asiatic Mode ~ 

of production' paradigms. Remaining far from stagnant, the 

period of 600 Be -, 500 AD produced one of the most active 

cultural, political, and economic milieu among any then 

fÏourishing. Avail'able evidence, however, seems to 

demonstrate that as a result of a combination of circumstances 

a social fo~ation arose in the Gupta age (with roota somewhat 

earlier) whose characteristiçs indicate a modified forro of 
,e 

-
,.Marx' s 'AMP' hypothesis, al though i ts 'exact typology lj.es 

outside of the present work. 
J 

bespite the evidence brought increasingly to bear in 

support of the above,view, we have noted the pronounced 

persistence of a grievously uneven development of knowledge 

in the field of Ihdian studies. Two particular ex~ples of 

this were offered in the,last chapter: the longevity of an 

extreme form of the 'Oriental Despotism' thesis as indicated 
.' ' 

by the publication of KarL Wittfogel's work on the,subject, 
/ 

and the tendency of Marxist theorists to internaLly explore 
, 

the implications of Marx and Engels' writings on Asian 

1 society, wi thout recourse té> recent historica,l scholarship. 

The latt~ for.rn {now less prevalent than formerly} has 
l " 

general1t followed a procedure of remaining within a 
" 

/ 

/ 

. \ 
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discussion of Marx and Engels' views, yet concluding with 

sorne ostensibly nov~l (or reinforcing) pronouncement upon~ 
1 

the nature of Asian societies. d 

In both of these cases we may note that thj further 
• 

development of our understandi~g of India is directly, and 

fairly deliberately, obscured for political reasons. ~ In 
l- , 

the case of Wittfogel, an attack upon the Soviet Union, 

Marxism and social~sm in general is the key issue. In the 

secon~ instance, a~fense of aIl of ~hese (and sometimes more) 

is frequently intended. It is thus fairly obvious that 
1 

the plight of Indian scholarship has bêen to remaih somewhat 

ignored among tqis ideological pOlemicising" which is well

suited to the fact that the desires of Indtans concerning 

their own country have generally been lost ~idst the arguments 
l.. 

amongst those who have sought (and continue to seek) to exploit ~ 

her wealth. 

As we saw with the case of 'Oriental Despotism' in 
t 

Chapter One, "self-proclaimed neutrality in scholarship has 

often provided the basis for one or another moral, political, 
, \ 

and economic position. To the exten~ that this is an accurate 

observation concerning the political characte~istics of 

Indian society, it is ~ue to an infini:elY greater degree 

with respect to the history.of.lndian philosophy. While the 
- ~ 

notion of 'Oriental Despotism' encompassed misunderstandings 

about the pow~r of central ~uthority, the role of irrigation 

in pàlitics; and the categorisation of property relations~ 

the 'myth of India' with respect to philosophy relies largely 

upon the view of the absolute predominance of "transcendental, 



/' 
\ 

contemplative, spiritualistic thought. 

A multiplicity of ironies unfold as we trace the 

development of this notion of the history of Indian philosophy. 

H.T~ ~olebrooke's Essays on Hindu Philosophy (l~24-32) provided 

the basis, held by generations of scholars (including Hegel) 

for the negative view of Indian life as lacking in freedom, 

the sense of self, rationalism and a 'healthy' attitude 
\ , 

towards science. Scarcely a quarter century later, these same 

• characteristics were praised by the school emanating from the 

philologist Friedrich SChlegel and the philosopher Arthur 
\ 

Schopenhauer. India was seen as far more profound in her 
-1 

philosophica! speculations than anything th~ West had 

produced, althoqgh this was simultan~ously f defense of the 

neo-Kantian position in c~rtain~vitàl philosophie issues. l 

While this school produced several of the first great 

Sanskrit scholars (among them Paul Deussen and F. Max Müller) 
, 

its accentuation of the idealised merits of Indian intuitionism 

jdrew great support from totally unforeseen quarters. Near the 

beginning of ,the twentieth century Indian historian~ began to 

throw over the 'epachal' and 'heraic' methadalogies dictated 
2 by the contemporary Brïtish approach. The rise af Hindu 

, 

nationalism demanded efforts to seek enduring v~lues~in 
- , 

\ Indian civilisation, in arder to establish the grounds of 
\ ' 

liberation of the 'national psyche' from the camplex of 

subservience and inferiority acquired during., centuries of 
, - \ 

C~l?nial rule. 'Much of the gist of this nationalism in 

scholarship has been the attempt to claim the ethicall 

superiority of Indian thought over Western technocentric 
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't' l' 3 ra 10na 1ty. This process, ne~dless to say, closely parallels \ 

that of the penetration of the West into China. 

Indian Marxism has ipso facto followed the views of 

the 'rationalistic' school. Rather than trying to demonstrate 

the alleged moral superiority of Hindu existence, Most 

Indian Marxist scholars have attempted to outline the 
'\ 

process b~which materialist and proto-scientif~c thought 

developed in India, thus disclaiming any spectacular~niqueness 
~ 

1 

for t~e 'Indian experience', but exposing at the same time a 

form of conspiracy designed to conceal this aspect of the pasto 

That,materialism was prosecuted in ancient times is hardly 

unique to Indïa: Socrates, Anaxagoras, Protagoras, Theodorus, 

and others were severely puni shed for their ostensibly 

materialistic and/or atheistic heresies in 'humane and 

enlightene~s' .4~either is the contemporary denegation 
, 

of 'materialist values' especiaily confined to India, although 
1 

it plays a'somewhat different role here than in Many other 

places. What is rather more peculiar to India as we shall $ee, 
t 

1.s the considerable degree of historical succe,ss in obli terating 

virtually aIl primary articulations of ma'terialist thought. 
" 

B. Method of Exploration 

It is precisely this paucity of primary philoso~pical 
• 1 

source-materials that, we wi~l argue, renders a Marxist method 

most appropriate to the analysis of early Indian materialism. 

The standard alternative~ simple deduction of arguments from 

extant commentaries ,by other schools, has long since proven 

its. o~ limitations; Two of the most extensive accounts of 

\ \ 

\ 
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" \ 

materialist thought are the Sarvasiddhântasarasamgraha of 

gamkarach~rya, and the Sarvadarasanasamgraha' of Madhavacharya. 

Both are written from an orth9dox Vedanta bias, the first in 

the seventh century AD, the latter in the fourteenth century. 

These texts have for.med the starting-point,.~nd frequently 

the sum total, of renditions given concerning theomain 

arguments of Indian material~sm, but their reliability as 

anything other than a very late secondary corroborations has 

become increasingly obvious. 

In this ch~pter we will try to illurninate four 

problems : 

(1) the " 'earliest grounding of materialist thoughe in the 

Vedic period; 
~ 

(2) the development of màterialism in its relation to 

the rise of 'renunciftory', ascetic,values and 

their pliilosophic expression; 

(3) the role of materialism in political philosophy; ~nd 

(4) the relationship between the evolution of materialism 

and evolution of the socioeconomic formation whose 

genesis was outlined in Chapter Twd* 
. 

,"} -We will maintain that the use of socioeconomic histery te 

deduce the elaboration of philosophy, far from invalidating 

the latter and reducing it to'mere ideology' i~ fact allows 

a far greater depth, and breadth of the understanding of 

social reality (and 'therefore of the philosophy itself) 

than the method commonly referred to as the 'history of 

ideas' . 

, , , 

\ 
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Our principal concern here is to establish a degree 
" 

of congruence or correspondence between the evolution of 
" 

social structures and of social theories, but we must disclaim 

any directly Qausal deductions which may be drawn from the 

,result~ of~ this enquiry. Such ~pnsiderations are far more 

complex than the scope of this work permits, althougn by 

way of a conclusion sorne tentative propositions will be 

offered concerning this relationship. 

It will also he our concern to articulate the levels 

or dimensions of matetrialism in Indian thoug,ht. A predominant 

emphasis upon the tangible world is in sorne senses adequate . 
in ~efining a ~erspe~tive as 'materialist'. 

however, are subsumed a very diverse number, 

." C 

Within this label, 
t/ 

of aspects of 

social thought. To collectively describe these as 'mater~alist' 
~, 

~ valuable insofar as our object here is partially a demys-
~ 

tification of the prevalent view of Indian philosophy. Beyond 

this, however, the general category 1s lèss-useful in its 
.\ 

relevance to specifie description. 

This problem is especially important because'we will 

argue here' that what is called 'philosophy' in the traditional 
. 
sense excludes a large proportion of the refl,ections upon 

') 

society and nature in ahy given society. . , 
Al though in sorne' 

• forros materialism has tended' towards an anti-schoiastic postu~e, 
l ' 

this is largely because orthodox learning was being rejected, 

not the acquisition of knowlèdge per~. There were 'schools' 

of materialists in ancient .India, although they are difficult· 

to trace. These revolved around teachers and partic~lar 
! 

.. 

, 

f 
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doctrines, bath of which provided the basis for rational ... ' . 

systematisation, of and innovati'on upon the paradigm of central 

focus. He're we will examine the views of the naturalists, 

political skeptics, ~so~ial scientists' and hedonists, aIl 

" of whom eventually operated within the prrameters of what is 

generally termed a philosophical tradition. 

There is yet, however, ah entirely different plane 

upon whlch rnaterialist idea~ had a fundamental central 

impact: This is the dim~nsion of folk-culture, ,of sto,ries, 

idiorns, métaphors and aphorisrns which ,forro a large"proportion 
, J 

oi the popular understanding of reafity. The Mahabhar~ta .. 
• !J 

'and Ramayana. are the two largest collections of this aspect 
.. 5. • 

?f Indian life, but there are, many ot~ers •• ~ we w~ll. 

• '" 'ft. l' 

attempt to argue, bpon a -tentative basis, that mater~alis~ 
'" • D • • _, ~ 

~n many ways fo~ed the philo~ophiéal ground for what is often 

~ ,'termed "oorrunon sense". , . 
• 

) 

It is(because the vast majority 'Of the population was " .. 
on the exploi ted end ,Q:f poli tical and economical relationshlps, 

." .' {fj 

we will argue, ,that wealth', power and a lust for both 'we~e .. 

understood hN' the 'Common person to he the determinant and /' 
. ~: 

motivating force: for mO$t ~f human behaviour. JThe less moneyo 
l ' 

'and influence one·has, ·the more these factors tend to frame , ~ 

. 6 

the'limitation~of activity. Bence the primary ~portance' . ~ . . 
Ito • .. 

of 'material' factor was (and is) usually best underatoOd by 
.. . .... 

the lower classes, because th~, deterrninant strength of these . .. 
realities is most obvious among them. . . 

This view does not claim that this part of folk~cultdre 

. . 
u 1 
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\\" 

(exçluding music bùt encompassing dr~a, poetry,and even 
.,,;/ .... - \ 

painting in a full articulation of culture) is wholly 
" . 

mat~rialist in its inclination. Even 'the<texts which are' 
. 

~often predominantly materialist su ch as Pa~chatantraa .. ihclude 
, 

many i~junctions and be1iefs whos~ basis is~Bra~amanica~ 

or generally mystical or spiri tualist ~ Our argument i8 rather 

"t:hat an emphasis upon material well-bEÙng.,.. and the importance 
o 

of ~material' fa·ctors, pervades popular culture-land must be 
, ... 
:wholly recognised in this light. 
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PART ONE: THE NATURALIST HERITAGE AND ITS EVOLUTIONc 

I. vedic and Tantric origins 
l 

In addition to their pastoral nomadism and vigorous 
- 0 

. expansionist tendencies, the Vedic peoples brought wi th them\"a .. 
cultural form vividly expressive of their lifestyle and 

fundamental aspirations. The three Vedas - th€ Rig, Sama, 
, 

and Atharvaveda - as we+l as thei,r,various' recensions, eventually 

formed the basis for the orthodox Brahmanical religion and 
o .1. 

its various 'philosophical r~presentations. Vedant~, whose 
• ~ ;:-- «,,'" 

-, '"'r-t 

PFinciples are often ass~ed to encompass either the entirety 

or the pighest expression of Indian transcendentalism, 
• 

aptually means the 'end of the Vedas' in the sense of their' 

most complete and pious statement of intention. 
\ 

~ is this essential predilection for the identification 

of the cosmology, epistemology, ,and ethics of the Vedas 

(especially the Rig-Veda, the most soci~lly informative of 
c, 

the three} with Vedantist philosophy that has. generated a 

potentcmythol?gy. This has obscured ~he historical development 
j " 

• of Vedic th9ught and rendering its sc~olarship a mass of 

scotomised contradictions. Tpe first'~ajor co~~equence of 
, 

this state of affairs was a predisposed bias t6wards treating 

'the Vedas as a finished organic whole, even though early . 

scbolars ~re we~l aware that the literary co~position may 

have spanned fulo~y, two milleni'a. It wa only when Sanskrit 

o philology added the historicism of comp rative anthtopology 

. that levels of tex tuaI development were ,understood to ~xi$t. , 
Î. 

Although the Vedas were an oral tradition not conunitted to 

\ 
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.. 
writiqg until-the fourteenth century AD, the possibilities 

of an enormous number of later interpolations are still often 

disregarded. l Thus nüme~ous conternporary commentators still 

echo t~e authority of A.C.Das' RigVedic Culture, where,the 
o 

idea of direct communion with Brahrnan (the goal of Vedanta) 

is held to be the inspiration and primaI activity of the 
2 Vedic poets. 

Such spiritualist aspirations, however, would seem to 

go contrary to the majority of evidence provided by bath the 

texts and the comparative historical analysis which it is ' 

now possible to apply to thern. There is rnuch doubt, firstly, 
'" 

that the texts represent or des~ribe 'purely Aryan ' deities~ 

it seems very likely that indigenouij (Harappan and/or 
~ l ',.' 

Oravidian) elements were gradually included as the expan,sion 

into, India was begun. 3 Even the term 'deity' may in Many 

senses be inappropriate to early and middlé Vetlic thought. 

Debiprasad Chattopadhyaya argues~ in his valuable stuQY on 
o :'- \ 

the bases of Indian materialisrn, 'that th~ individuals en~ined 

in the RigVeCic sacrifices were viewed with a status somewhere 
, p 

between the human and the di vine. While these 'gods' are thus 

de~umanised, yet they are. often treated with the most 

intimate of expressions, hardly applicable for the ornnip~tent 
/, 

and supernatur~l celestials which legend and,Lnterest ~ater 
, 

created ~hem eo he. The texts thus have a strongly 
'" 

l '4 
hagiographical rather th~n a theological bent. 

Tpe key çoricept in this latter argument lies in 

,the term .~r-natur~1:. That which lies .&Yond the province 

.. 

., 
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of nature depends to a large extent upon the qomain of the . , 

sacred, the forbidden, the monopoli~ed realm of,those whose 
( 

qualities render man by compa,rison ci despicable and powerleps 
,- - -

'being. Until a very late stage, however, it seems highly 
é 

unlikely that Vedic culture 'had achieved this quantum leap 

into,religiosity in the modern sense. Although the 
• 

~igVeda became eventually invested with the highest scriptural 
. / 

authority, direct revela~ion, it is now.clear that "Most of 

the hymns were not composed as such, but were mechanically 
, , .10. 

manufactured out of fragments of a fl~ating anonymous 
. 5 

literature. Thus it is possible to surmise that the popular 

poetry of a previously 'epic' or 'heroic' ~ge underwent a 

process of graduaI condensation, wherein the mythologising 

of the forgotten past was crystallised by the 'practical needs 

of those upon whose livelihood'such values depended. 

To thJ reader familiar with the ~bstrùse and often 
, 

ascetic admonitions o~ Brahmanical ritua~ the RigVeda often 

seems not merely impious but pbsitively verging upon the 

profane. A p~ofound secularitYodominates the majority of 

the songs {kamavarsi, or 'showerers of desire') as. the 

following examples indicate: 

"Brihaspati and Indra, ye of mighty"wealth 
Drink Soma here, rejoicing at this sacrifice 
May these invigo~ating drdps now enter you 
Bestow on us great wealth and sons exclusively 
Brihaspati and Indra, make us prosper . 
Let that benevolence of yours be-with us . 
Arouse rewards and give our prayers fulfillment 
The enmities of foes and rival's weaken." 

o 

• 
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"Various in'dee'd are our concerns 
And mens vocations manifold 
The carpenter and leech desire. 
A break, the priest a Soma rite '> 

( The smith, wi th dry wood on' his hearth 
With wings of birds to fan the fire 
Wi th anvi'l and wi th glowing flames 
Desire a patron rich ,in gold :' 
A poet:I, my dad's a leech 
Marna the up~er millstone turns 
With various aims we strive'for wealth 
As if we followed after kine." 

, ' (6) 

Such temporal and mundane,attainments oas that of 

'wealth renowned and ample' render the division between natural 

and supernatural less extreme than has bee~ formerly believed. 

There is evidence, fur~ermore, th~t the RigVeda exhibi ts ' . "-
-a profound naturalism .. in assuming thè gods to be subservien t 

to a 'higher' cosmic order, described by the term rita. 

Chattopadhyaya argu7s that rita originally lacked any 

spi~~tualistic significance whatsoèver. Etymologidally the 

concept apparently derives from the observation of the 
7 regularity of the movements of the sun.-

" 
As an elementary 

concept of natural law, it formed a background to the presence 
~ , 

of the gods, who'acted throush it, not in command of its 

b 
. 8 asl.C nature. Later, almost as an ancilla theologica, the 

, 

gods ar~ granted a gre~ter degree of latitude, in the intervention, J 

into the operations of karma. But by then the natural ofder 

is frequently conceived in moral te~s more correspondent to 

the emergent social hierarchy, rendering the instrumentality 

of the 'guardians of public morality' a clearer and more 

facile practicè. In the RigVeda" however, while sacrifice 

(1aj~a) is called the "path ot ri ta", ,.there had not yet 

.. 
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evolved a distinction between sacrificer (yagamana) and 

. 9 prl.est. 

Such are the main arguments for the proto-materiali~t 
, 

'context of Vedic thought. There is in addition a further 

fundamental source for the nascent materialist outlook: 
l' 

o 1 

the corpus of rituals and beliefs termed 'Tantra' in its more 

mature formulation, but as ancient if not more "so than Vedi.c 

thought. Tantric scholarship rema!ns tentative and obscure, 

not only as a result of the traditional secrecy surrounding 
\:' 

the transmission of its doctrines, or its infusion with 

ext~rnal ideas, especially ~ose of Buddhism. The Px:..i:.ncipal 
) 

cause rather rests with the attitude of puritanical and 

self-righteous repression with regard to its sexual practices, 

and to a lesser extent i ts usage of alcohol and meat. The 

great irony is _that ·it has\been Vedic and Vedantist purists 

who have been rnost loath te admit any· degree of orthodox 

acceptance for Tantric views, 'despi te the· fact that the Vedas 

themselves seern to permit a liberal sensuality, the use of 

liquor and intoxicating drugs, the sacrifice and consumption 
" of meat, and the worship of female dei ties'. The latter 

chaFacteristic is generally.considered to he definitive of 

Tantric practices, especially in contradistinction to the 

orthodox male Brahmanical deities. These strong ~imil1rities 
led later Tantrikas to claim, in the face of the Brahmanical 

ascendancy, Vedic origins for their own beliefs,.lO 

It appe~rs that the later Taritric schools had a 

two-fold origine Firstly, Tantric rituals are strongly 

" ", 
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grounded in the use of magic wi th :z;:espect to agri:cultural 

ceremonies, and May be largely Dravidian as1a result. This 

is the ~t of their association with the fema1e fertility 

gOdeSSes~ indicative of the governing role which women 
1 

played Ùt..j;he evo}ution of sedentary farming, 1 and of the 

correspondent period of matrilineality in Indian history.ll 

The elevation of the 'female principle' '(prakriti) is the 

ex~ected summum bonum of such a tradition. Secondly, the 

Atharvaveda contains mainly materials which are "frankly 

magical incantations that were doubtless of non-Brahmanical 

inspiration."12 While sorne scholars have claimed that there 
1 

_has been an overemphasis upon the Atharvanic links to 
~ 

Tantrism, it is c1ear that there' was much~cross-fertilisation 

in' the doctrines and practices of ritagic. 13 This' influe'nce, 
o " 

it might be added, is p~obably strongest upon the descendants 

of the Vedic peop1es rather than the indigenous population. 

In ri tuaI though tarely ln belief, then, it can he said that 

~IB ah . 1 h' Il th h' ted b .. ,,14 r man1ca wors 1P a roug 1S permea y tantr1c1sm. 

Furthermore, although we have tried to draw out the tremendously 

practical emphasis of both Vedic and Tantric thought, w& 

should bear in mind the maintenance of these quotidian concern~ 

especially among the lower classes, in p~~~icular the 

1 despised castes' .15 In fact we are ln agreement wi th ,. 

Agehananda Bharati that such tangible interests constitute 

the vast majority of Indian tho~ht: 

,\ 
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"WeIl over ninety-five percent of Indian religi~S 
1iterature of aIl the three indigenous traditions' 
deals with the po1ytheistic patterns, ritualistic 
elements, and themes which the Indian sophisticate 
has been re1egating to vyavahara, the phenomenal 
sphere." (16) 

Science ~ the emergence of systematic natura1ism 

Our exarnination of the ear~y stages of the evo1ution 

of Indian materia1ist thought now implies' movements in two 

different, .. though close1y related, directions. ii what 
, 

fol1ows we must necessarily diverge from a strictly histo~ical 

perspective in arder ta affe~ a more coherent overview of th~ 

materials at hand. In this and the fo11owing section a 
\ 

discussion of the Upanisadic period will serv~ as the starting 

point. Here our discussion will center upon the materia1ist 

foundations of the pro~ress of science, while the next 
-

section will be predominantly concerned with the relations of 
f 

early malteriàli~t questions ta the larger content of social 

philosophy. 

Taken as a whole the Up~nisads caver a diverse 

number of doctrines, reflecting the enormous d~gree of 

intellectual disputation du~ing the period in which they were 
/ 

composed (c.700-400 Be). To assume them to he unifo~y 

Vedantic or orthodox in nature, as has often been done, is 
1 therefore a grave error. A number of attempts at natural 

specul~tion rather ~oincide (at 1east textually -

.chronological~y there is greater doubt) with the derivation 

of aIl phenomena from Brahman, the\'indescribable Oneness'. 

Although th~ natura1istic cosmo1ogy of sorne of the U~anisads 

.. 
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1 
, 

is simplistic, i t provi,des the basis for much of the later 

speculation. 
) 

While the RigVeda contained the most elementary 
- . 

o 

conje'ctures . concerning a· monist origin of matter, suggesting 

vitvajyotti (cosmic ligqt) as a life-pr,inciple, and ~ 
'f 

(~ater) as one of the potential first caus~s, the Upanisads 

begin the' evolution of the doctrine of the four, and later 

five, elements. This theory, called pa~carnahabhütas in " 

India, appears~virtually universally at sirnilar historical 

2 stages. Water is @everal times given ~s the ~ost original 

of the elements,' but occasionally the so-called 'food doctrine' 

betrays' characteristically human concerns: "From food, 

verily, are produced whatsoever creatures dwell on the 

earth. ,,3 There is little synthetic elaboration of these 

ideas, which very likely emanated from different 'scheels' 

and regions. Those thinkers with whom we are generally 

concerned with here "largely dwelt only upon the four 

'physical' elements: earth (prthvi), water (!e), fire (te jas) , 

~--, and air (vayu). The fifth, dAasa, 'ether', or 'containing 

, the quality of sound', ,is admitted in the Sainkhya system 

la'ter, but was probablY not a part of its early explorations, 

as the Jaina, Buddhist, and Carvâk~ elemental theories 

contain only four components. 4. 

o This is largely a result~ as Chattopadhyaya had 

indicated, of the fact that- the SamJthya system Jormed a 
/"1-..... 

battleground between the materi~list posi~ions,and the 

emergent spiritualist outlook. The Brahma-sütra (c. 200 Be) 

• 
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treats the nature speculation of the Samochya as the greatest 

enemy ot the 0 Vedas and their various claims., Gradually, 

however, with oùr'first evidence deriving from the 

Mahabharata period, Samkhya is transformed into an orthodox 
\ 

\ 
(astika) set of doctfines, il,ts oo~iginal plurali ty of 

/ / 
purus as ('atoms') converted into a nondual purusa along 

Vedantist lines. 5 Much of this alteration was elaborated 
-~ 

\ in the third ce~tu~y AD tr~atise Samochyakarika of 

I~varakrishna, which has become the earliest extant Samkhya 
.r' ~ 

,text owing to the probable destruction of antecedent 
... 6 

doctrines. 

In'its essence the eàrlier SaIDkhya view asserted 

the primacy of matter as the ultim~e cause of the world 

(the doctrin7 of pradhana), the causal theory of 
-parinamavada (the effect as a real modification of the cause, 

as opposed to the il1.usory quality of cause/effect held b~ 

~7 d ) d th 1.' nl"'· f ' 7 A d th· ve anta , an e mu tl.q-l.Cl. ty 0 purusas. roun l.S 

core there later developed increasingly abstract and 

metaphysical assertions concerning the relation of mind to 

matter, largely taking the f,orm of the association 'of , 

elements with qualities, faculties, organs, colours, plants, 

etc., as occurred in the formation of Taoist metaphy~ics. 8 

Out of these foundations there grew several 
"-

systems of atomism, arnong the more notable-- being the Jaina ..... 

theories of Umasvati (c.50 AD)." and the vai6esika 
. 

• speculations of Kanada (co 150 AD). ' Several concerns 

animated the further exploration of the elemental and 

atomist theories. The firs t and in many ways th~ mo~t 
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1 \ 
important of these is alchemy, which seems to have begun 

\ 

in a widespr~ad fashion in about th~ seventh century BC, 

strongly related to the Tantras but derived as well from the 

magical rites'of the YajurVedas~ The desires of Indian 
i 

alchemists werf! two-fold n(as elsewhere): the manufacture of 

gord out of other elemepts, and the attainment of immortality 

through isolating the vital chemical principl~ of life. 

Needham terms this essential unit y 'ma~ro-biotics plus 

. f . ,10 
aur~ act~on. Fear of recurrent death, whose 'social basis 

we will shortly examin~_, fplayed the same moti vating role, 

here as in Vedanta, and in general provides the foundations 
J 

for all but the most secular of the Indian systems of though~. 

In most of these this concern overwhelmed the will to examine 
• 

\ . 
the particularity of nature, which is the ground of scientific 

exploration: "Whatsoever is here, that (is) here. Whosoever 

perceives anything like manyness h~re goes from death ta 

d th nll ea • 

Artificial ~roduction/of gald, however, provided-. 

more tangible and popular results. With the transition from 

a pastoral to a money economy in the Brahmana period 
" 

,(co 700-500 Be), the acquisition of the new weal th became 

a J vi tal part 'of magical ri tuaI: "He wha knaws the corr~ct 

sound of this Saman obtains ~Id. n 12 Al though Yaj!lavalkya 

might preach that "Of immort~lity ••• therè ls no hope through 
13 we.al th" , the prevalent attitude is still captured 

in Vasistha' 's advice to Rama: "Acqu:lre weal th. This world 

has for its root wealth. l do not see a difference between 

\ 
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... 
14 a poor man and a dead one." Gold was believed associated 

with . fire, light, and even inunortali/ty, such that i t was 

possible to jointly aspire 't:.o earthly wealth and heavenly 

life. 15 
1 

iu chemi cal researches continued in soJe Buddhist 
\, 

schools, later often in conjunction with the evolution of 

medicine: "Chemistry 'in ancient IncHa was the handmaid, 
"', .---' 16 

not of technology, but of medicine." Medical a.nd 
'1; , 

physiological e~plorations were based in the Ayurvedic 
'-.. , 

classifications of plants usefu to bath magiè"--and !tealing, 

which were early almost synonymous. By the time of the 

Buddha (which is when atomic speculation began in earnest) ., . 
the Medical schools of Âtreya and SuGruta wer~ founded.~7 

These systems drew upon Greek knowledge, and in some ways 

surpassed the efforts of Hippocfates and Galen. While it may 
~."f=~ <i-'" 

be tr~e, as has been asserted, that the compassion of the 

Buddhist religion contributed to the growth of medicine as a'. 

science (esp~cially under Aso~a), medical knowledge became 

scholastic relati'Ve1y quickly, \and is often practiced at 
, 18 

the same 1evel today ~ong the rural poor. 
, . 

j 

Astronomical resea~ches similarly drew upo~ Vedic 

observations, and progressed rapidly in sorne areas. The 

siddhqntis (treatises ~n astronomy) were syntbesised by 

Âryabhata (b. 476 AD), who ta~ght that the daily~r?tation 
, 

of the heavens was on1y apparent, and was in fact caused by 
"-" . 19 

the rotation of the earth. But, as Basham points o~t, 

this theory never affected astronomica1 practi~es, much 1 ._ 

" 

'1 

r 
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less, popular be1iefs. 20 Astrono~y'later became-interwoven 

. th h . . f . t 21 h' Il Wl. t e sl.gnl. l.can progress. Ot er 'scl.ences, as we , 

notably mathematics, encountered initial development and 

then decline. While technical exploration very rare1y 

surpasses ~e practical demands placed upon it by the 
""f' 

J' 

development of the levèl of productive forces (Da Vinci, 

for example, is an e*ception ta this in his theoretical 

sketch of the helicopter), the determinant influence of ideas 

hostile to scientific endeavors cannat be underestimated. 

l'n the Indian case, the entir'e rejection of the validity 
1 

of examining the phenomenal world (and in the·extreme case, 

denying its existence), was te have a profound impact upon 

~~ the development of the entire cultural spectrum. I~order 
~ 

.... / 

\.' . '-- .. 

tô-most fully 'realise th,is we must retUfn momentari1y to ,the 

\ competing doctrines of the Upanisad{c milieu. 

III. The FormatiOn of the Epistemological Shift in 

the Buddhist period 
. ' 

In the last chapter we briefly analysed the 
• Il 

concurrent emergence of a money economy and monarchial fprms 
.J. 

o(pOlity, the 'state' in its repressive fom, ~s it has 

been known throughout most of human history. These nove1 

forces were mutually depe~dent, in turn predicated upon the 

presence of an agricultutal surplus, the more easily:converted 
{\ 1 

into ex~ange-VaIUe with the increase in trade W~iCh 

urbanisation and secure, widened political boundaries helped 

to provide. It is n-ct difficu1 t to provide a bri.ef sketch 

of this conjuncture in an analytical bùt mundane fashion. 



.. 

,1 • 

\') In terms of the al terations in ~ci~l PSYC,1:)Ology which (:,

accompanied this proçe~s, immense barriers of time and cultural 

specificity hinder our comprehension to a far greater degree. 

It ~ould probably not be inaccurate to characterise 
t/' 

this peri.od in the history of any society as the ~irst ,of 

two great revolutions in human relations. A second dramatic 
-', 

break with previ~us social relations occurs with the" introduqtion'~<'::""" 
c /' , 

of capitali~t produ,ction. Passing through ~e st,ages of thV'~ , , ~ 

predominance of mercantile, industrial, and finance capital, 
o 

modern economies (at variable rates bf sp,eed) tend to 

promote the ~eduction of aIl human relations to those of ,. 

exploitation for economic gain. With the ascenqancy Qf 

wage-labour i,~~rum~ntal rationalïty in activity and philosophy 

becomes the do~ina~t mode of cognition. In turn the ' 
,r 

loyal ties of kin, poli ti6àl dependency; ethnici ty and religion 

become slowly subservient to the demands of the mode of cap,i tal r 

forma€ion and production. The:pce the ea;rlier 'bonds "of dut Y 

and morality tend to be~ome submerged under the acquisitive 

and egotistical traits of a crude individualisme 

In the first revolution, n~ealess to say, the 

radical al teration of social relations (and therefore" 
-

~tvioral ,characteristiCS) is neither so widesp~e.aq nor as 

complete. But we will argue here that the effects of the 

rise, in coalition, of the ~,tate and#.ft exchange' economy were 

~J_dramati~, and ~n many s~nses as important, as the 

" transformations in ,the present world"outlined above. This , . 

, 

is because, !i~stly, our own lives are'burdened a~d enlighte~ed 
'1 

'l 

• 
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~. " 
'by this misunderstood heri tage" contingent upon .the, decjree 

and atti~ude of our understanding. Secondly, socialism as a . " .. . . 
system has always ~eriv~d ins~iration from many of the modes 

of existence prevalent prior~to the profound determinancy 
~ 4 .~' 

of ~? market. l - . , . 
. 
Not surprisingly, the first social revolution 

produped an immen~e de:gree" of confusion at aIl levels of hurnan 

reali ty. ·Wi th the emergence of ~lass society unfettered 

Il desire's for-wealth and power sprang triumphantly from the 
,~ 

shattered bonds of the rnore.t%anquil communal life. tAld prior 

conceptions of moral behavior within (though not between) 

groups sharing a commonly assurned .identity were thoroughly\ 

transformed. For those for whom the present meant not 

profit but uncertain destruction - or at best~. increased 
\ ' 

, 
exploitation - the past acquired a giJded tinge, the more 

idyllic because·each decade seemed ~o broach"the possibility 
" 2 

of its complete extinction. 
• , 0 

In this m1.liep we may di'stinguish three basic. 
:-

attltudinal responses. The nostal9ia alluded to above was 

practically recreated by the Buddha in the institution of 

the sangha,'which was almost identical to the relatively 

democratic tribal structure which for.med his own roots. 

Secondly; there was a reaction ag~inst the exp~oitative' 

"role of the priests and upon their doctrines, culminating 
---'J 

in a position of 'cynic~l realism' which w~ will shortly 

examine,~ith"respect to'Lokayata/carvaJta doctrines.' FinalJ.y, ~ 

the notion of world-renUQciation arose out of a response of 
o 

\ 

, ... 
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• 
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, 

" 

1 
pessimistic despair, rooted in" the conclusion that men were 

~(, 

, c helpless in', the fàce of the
o 

cycle of birth, sickness, old 

age, and death. 

Confronted with the apparently complete det~rmination . \ 

oy Nature of men, with, no history, political economy, or 
1 

comparative ~n~hropology to relativise experience 'and 
a 1 • 

attribute human responsibility on'a social'scale, 
, -- Many found 
\.J 1 (, ~ 1 

~hat "~fferi~g' s~med to detnOcratically capture the 

metaphysical totali~y of the speçies' experience,in the 
, . 

world. 'Elevated to the most abstract status;: this principle 

qui~ simply epi~?mises the sheer hopeless~ess of those 
~ " v 

for whom fhe·~ew soc~ety offered little by way of compensation. 
• "-.....1 ~ ,. 

"Non-attachment" ~n th~s social sense meant simultaneously 
...,. 

the realisation that the prior bonds of kinship were 
. . 

insuffic~ent, and-that the presently evplving ~lasses were 
• • ,;1 0 

baseÀ upon cruœ acquisitiveness._ Thus the Jai.na SÜtrakitailga 
" ., 

says that "the great s'ages are abdve such tflinC]>s as gotra" 

{clan! and' Il the A-in~qui ty of aIl 'these _men who cling to 

-~roperty'goes on incre-asing. ll a. 'From this despair and 

resignation arose the contemplative ,attitude so often ass~ed 
Il 

to typify Indian life. . " 
Not only.was faith 'in the old gods 

'-1 ç' \ ~ 

.: ',J, diss~lving, the b~liefoin J8,é1nk.ind wéls itself at issue. 

, • B AS ~ rj!sul b of' thi~ tge ?f tribulation. similar 

" , ta th~ S,9PhiS~ pe;iO.d Gin Greec~ and that of the Ipundred 
1 

schools in chlnà, the invéstigationcof nature became 
o • ... \ ' ~ l 

, "\ ' 

t~.n,~uted and ,internalised, largely ~aking the forro of the 
~ 

,;: .• ~: seal:''èp for '.humarl nature 1 • The prinqiple that sdfferïng 'could 
1 ~ 

, . 
'. 
, .... .. 

f 

1" , 
." f) <'0 f 

\ ; 
\ , 

'. l 1 <' .... 0 
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only -he al+eviated through ~e rnost profound form of 
c 

knowledge was upheld, exc~pt by the ,MOSt extreme, of thé 

nihil~sts. Faced with the grave un~ertainties and omnipresent 

flux of social life, those,with the leisUre of abstraction 
1 

were often ,forced to the conclusion' that the irrèfuteable ' 

and,authentic reality beyond the realm of appearances lay 

somehow within themselves. In the appreciation that thè' 

ext~rnal p;~sonali ty was,"prep~ndei'~tIY an environme,nti:tl 

creation lay the germs of modern ~avioralism, the sociol~gy 
! ~ 

of knowledge, and related concerns. In the context of M 

ancient India, however, such knowledge was considered as the 

basis of moksa, Qr liberation from the ephemeral world. 

j Earl! B~àftisrn 'represents the rniddle posi tion- in 

:this epis-ternological shi,ft in Indian philosophy. ~ Upon the 
~, 

basis of early Sàmkhya, ând other atomlst beliefs, two 

arguments were set agains~ eac~ other. 5 On the one band 

the early materialists ,had ,~~ought to determine the nat~re 0 .' 

CL' of the ultimate' status ~f ~attet:. '''feriVin~ from this -wei'; 

positions relating to the"causal e4f~aCy of the ~atèriai 
world. Buddha accepted the existence of separate physical ... 

elements, (sarvarn prithak), 'butCfound t.hem t9 be impe~anellt, . 

engaged ~n a continuous process of 'de~ndent origination' 

<:erait'ya samutpada} •. Matter ~us lacked any ~ternal or 

essential quality: the source of the images _on the wall 6i 
the cave Jto borrow Plato's mataphor) was as transient and 

!acking in reali,ty' a~ the ~ma?Jes themselves. Thus the 
,.. ." ~ t, 1 1;1 

argument of an: elaporate causal chain ~as wedded to the 

\ . \ 

\ ' 
) 

) 

" 

l, 
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skepticism concerning ma~eriality expressed-in many10f 
, - ~ " 

the 'ùpanisads. Ni~vana (liberatio'n) represented~ an "end to. 
'----

this causal sequence, once, ~~desrre-for invqlvement with 

. h b . 'hd 6 
~t as een ext~ngu~s e • 

We have used th~s exampl~ te indicaèe that so~ 

matérialist doctrines were, in effect, 'turned upon" ~t!,lers • 

by various schools. Gods, r~tuals, and Vedic priests·could 

°be d~nied, and, a naturalist.,view of causality aff~rrRed, 

and yet the validi ty and worth of worldly life èould s"till 
\ 

be found lackin~ because only the permanent did not 
- 0 

contain the quality of suffering. 1,1 

, . 

The'other two major res~s to thii classical 

impasse presen<ted,simpler solutions to t~e same problematic. 

The materia'list séhools we will shortly cOftosider." For 
\ 

the Brahmanical religion the soul was believed ~o exist. - . Atman, originally rnerely 'wind'" {lateI;' identified wj, th 
~ "<J - d' - )t 

prana, the breath, eve~tually emerged as the conception of 

the soul, the only per.ma~ent p~t of thè personality.7 
.. 

To this was added the doctrine of Brahman. This 
; 

term, first a rnantric invocation with magical associations, 

carne to Mean the transcendant"essence of the world, 
'ù 

simultaneously immanent in aIl ~hi~gs. Thence arose. the 

n TilOSOPhY captured -oin ~he famous 
'\:) 

phrase 'tat twam asi': ---" ~ 

thou,art that, the essence of the phenomenal self and 

that of the noumenal wo~ld do not differ. Mokta for ~e 

orthodox initiate (âsti~a, he who believes in lear~lok~,' 
" the other"world) thus became the realisation of this 

\\ 
\ 

1 

J 
1 

" 
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\ .coincidence. For the lower castes, the proper performànce 

of ca~te outies (varnadharma) was to suffice as a substitute, ~ 

" , 
<> pending eventual reincarnation as a Brahmin able to fathom this 

.. " 
insurpassable mystery. Ironically, it appears that it was . ", ~ the Ksatriya ~eachers who led ·the Brahmin priests out of .... 

tiei r ri tuaIs and towards fuis nondualism. 8 

We have argued in this ~ecti~n that the social 

condit~ons of the s~venùh and sixth centuries Be led ~o a 

crucial "8hi~t in emphasis on the pa7"t of many Indian philo

sophers, both orthodox (astika) and heterodox (nastikâ). 

The immediacy of the Vediè requests for earthly goods becarne 

surpasse~ by'e deeper, sadder concern for a w~11-bein9 more 

permanent than the 'short, nasty and brutish' existence of 
, . \ . 

, 
the ~ajority. From this transferral of focus from nature 

to the hurnan being to the infinite a~~ses the general myth 

of the sp~~itualism ofl' Indian philosophy. And, as we have 

seen,' even the heterdqx and materialistically-based philosophy 
.." ~ 

of the Buddha shared in this exi~tential denial ôf anYD, 
~ ~. 

reconcil~ation between suf,feJ::~ng and ex~stence other than 

the termination of both. -
, ), 

A third;Pl~usible alternative was also offered 

in this per1.od, however, 'a coherent and relative~y systematic 
. ,) , 

form of materialism whicn affirmed the value of life despite 

" its extreme vacillations between pleasur~ and pain. Thfo~9h 
J \. ' 

the exposi;tion of this school, moreover, we wll·1 argue that 

this"ffir.rnation oons~itutes the real basls tor th~ philos

-ophies i!~~ existence :h'ared by the: va~t majo:i ty of the Indian 
" , 

\, 
\ '. 

" 
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people throughout their history • 

IV. Carvaka/Lokayata: 'Common Sense' as Empiricism 

Less is known ~bout the specific?lly materialist 
# 

schools than any others in t~e Indian tradition. We may 
, ~ 

reasonably surmise, that tRis i8 due as much to tne deliberate 

destruction of the texts as to any accidentaI editing on the 
J . l 

' part of the historical process.. Polemics across the cour,se 

of Indian history have either condemned outright the views 

of the materiaîists, denigrated them as not being 'phi}.osophic~l' 

in any true sense of the term, or simply denying their 
" 

, , 

importance in,the understanding of the evolution of lndian 

thought. Hence in the Mahabh~rata 7arv!ka is introduced to 

King Yudhishthira as a 'wicked Rakshasha' (demon) 'in the 

guise of a Brahmin' who 'seeks ta accomplish the purposes 

of (the). enemy' because, after the_ great fratr;i.cidal battle, . 

" he appeals to tribal values and tells the, king: "Since you 
1 

have slaùgh~ered your kinsmen and eIders, death is desirafle 

for you, and not 'life .',,2 

Much of the more modern prejud~ce derives from 

Madhava's delineation of Lokayata as the lowest forro of 
" philosophy, as séen fr~m the Vedanta perspective. We w~ll 

examine this view momenta+ily. In the prese~t, the prevalent 

.. atti~ude is often that "The chief mark of Indian philosophy .. ;. , 

ih general i8 its concentration on'the spiritual. Both in 
• 0 

life and in philosophy ·the spiritual motive is predominant 

in India." Given the diffi"cult nat-ure of a-ccurate scholarship , ~ 

in this field, this observation i8 both a cause of, and a , 

• 
.. 

" . 
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" 

reflection upon, the srume opinion which judges the influence 

of" materialism in terms of "the relativ~ly minor materialistic 

school of the Carvâka and related doctrines. ,,3 
~ ft .# ,. 1) 

Far from accepting this latter view, we~will attempt 

here t,o s';1pport and develop the position that materialist 

philosophy in India enjoyed tremendous popular success as a 
, " 

~'school of thougHt' for over a millenia, during which time , 

it passed into the level of, common speech as 'an idiom for 
~ 

understanding the \world in a 'realistic' fashion. HerEY, as, 

elsewhere, we will a~gue, materiali:sm (whose ex~ct defini tion 

here is still pending) 9ccupied a position of the greatest
l 

importance in' the development,of social thought. Our view 
/ 

here clearly hinges upon an understanding of the term 

'philosophy' as not only the 'officially' enunciated doctrines 
, , 

'of li terate groups. We must as ,weIl include the reflections 
1 

upon the processes of life prev~lent among those whose 
! ~, 

sema~tics, articula~ion and degree of fbstraction may be 
- , , 

limited by comparison, but whose powers of perèeption remain 
- , 

nonethe~ess accurate, and ,in many ways less fettered by the , 
\ 

impediments of formaI knowledge. In th'is sens~ one of the 

Indian names for materialist thought;, Lokayata, meaning 

'prevalent among the people', serves in a self-explanatory 
~ 

manner as one of tQe bases of the above view of ~e importance 

of materialism~ , 

In ligqt of the textual difficulties (if a lack of 

texts can be s.o descr~'bed) mentioned above, any: approach <tQ 
\ . . 

this mat~rial will iiecessarily be fraught wi th nazardous 
\ '. 

\ 

J 

\ 
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" 

speculation, and for an analysis, which attempts to be historical 

this is even more true. No accu~a~e)developmental schema has 
" 

to date been set for~h. 
. 

The most comprehensive attempt is 

Dakshinaranjan Shastri'fl A Short History of lndian Materialism, 
o 

Sensationalism and Hedonism, which for aIl of its conjectures, 

,," sorne of which h~ve been since surpas~ed, serves as an adequate 

general guideline, in combination with the opinions provided 
4 by more recent scholars. - We will attempt, therefore, to 

t 

present our analysis in a~ evolutionary a manner as possible, 

rather than commencing,wit~ the.purvaksa (opponent's views) 
., 

of Madhava and Sankara, and deducing backwards historically 

f th , l .41 rom e~r a~e commentar1es. 
, 

Naturalistic concerns, as we have indicated, occupy 

an impo~tant though not pr~dominant position in the philos~Phy 
of the Upanisads. The basis of the-' former, as we have argued 

• 
so far, can he traced'to the fundamental themes of the RigVeda, 

and thus it is transcendentalism, not naturalism, which is the . . 
novel element in Upanisadic speculation. The Converse of a - • < 

genera1..,interest in, and belief in, the actions of nature, .. 
, ) 

is a skepticisml with respect~o the spiritual an~ its 
"-

prospective iptervention into the realms of bath natural and 

social life. Several indications of this atttude'sùrvive 

ev~n from the Vedic period: 

~Strivin~ for strength bring forth a laud to 
In4ra, a truthful hymn if he~in truth existeth. 
One and ariother say, There is no Indra. Who 
hath beheJ!d him? ' 1 
Whom then shall we hondu!r?" 

, 

! 
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"Who hath beheld him as he sprang to being, seen 
how this boneless one supports the t'oony? 
Where ls the blood of earth l the life, the 
spiri t? Who may approach tlie man w13P knows ~ 
to. ask it? ::;:~', 

Beneath the upp'er reaim, above this lower, 
bearing her calof at foot the cow hath risen • 

• 1 Whitherward, to what place hath she departed? 
Where cal ved she? Not amid.. this herd of ca ttle • 
Who, that ~e father of this calf discerneth 
beneath the upper realm, above the lower, 
Showing himself a sage, may here declare it? 
Whence hath the godlike spirit had its rising?" 

(5) 

In the Upanisads, both positively and through 

refutation, this. tendency is even more pronounced. The 

stereotypical orthodox attitude towàrds materialism has been 
-_~:"='~"_- .~.. ~l-~_ .. _-:::- *' 

to attribute ït to""~demons' (usually-asuras), and here this 

description is first developed: 
, . 

,-

"Even here they say of one who is not a gi ver, who has no 

faith, who does not offer sacrifices, that he is a ~~~onl for 

this is the_doctrine of the demons. n6 One who omits to perform 

the proper sacrific~s, or gives 'offerings contrary to rule', 

is correspondingly threatened with cataciysm and destruction. 7 

There i8,\ i,n addition, -Jt least one verse in the major 

Upanisads aIIuding to an att~mpting to refu~the early 

materialist doctrine ,thàt the soul is identical with, the body.8 , 
More supstantial is the passage in the MaitrI 

Upanisad dispussing ~he role of Brihaspati (apparentIy an 

abbreviation of Brahmanhaspati, the teacher of the gods) in 
~ -

, ,~ , 

the expostu~atiQn or'A:Qt,i-Vedie ~views. Apparently the 

reference, 1S a Brahmin attempt te reBeue the reputation of 
1 

. 
Brihaspat!, a ,~edognised RigVedic te ache r , from an ' 

associat~on w~th materialism: 

1., 
, . 

. , 

\ 

\ 

"-

'J 

" 
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"Verily, Brihaspati (the teacher of the goda) 
became Sukra (the teacber of the demons) an~ 
for the security of' Indra and for the 
destruction of the demons created this , 
ignorance. By this (theYl declare the 
inauspici"ous to auspicious and the auspicious 
to he inauspiciou~ They say that there 
ahould he attention to thJi (ne",)' ~law which 
is destructive of the (teaching of 'the) 
~edas and the other $crip~ures. Therefore 
one ~d 'not attend te. this t.eaching. 
It is false. It is like a barren woman. 
Mere pleasure is the fruit ther~of as also 
of one who has·fallen from the proper course. 
It shqul~ not he attempted." 

(9) 

It is possible that ev.en these early'Brahmins 
, 

suffered from a simple' confusion o~ names: there rnay have 
" 

been two or ëven thre~ Brihaspatis teaching in early India, 
u 

none of whom can be placed with any degree'of certainty 
, ' 

10 
wh~tsoev:r. What is important is that a' certain B~ihaspati 

came to be regarded as the founder ~f the most neretical 

systej dn Indian thought: ~hose matefialists who were early 

critics of ~ociety él~imed his authority, as did tpose 

inifiatrrS.of 7he. firs~ di~c~pline Qf political ~cience, 
\. • iJ 

such as!autilya, whose views we will -examine in the subsequent 
\ . 

sectii~: The ~~ilOSOPhY'Of~~riâlism. as ~ whole'is accordingly 

referred'to by BOIlle ~mment> __ ' s -Barhaspatya, in honour 

of i ts founder. 'ib" 
As to ~e connection Of the other two names given 

as titles for the materialist~.~ Lok~yata and 6Srvaka - and 

their relation to the development of the corpus of mate~ialist 
,~ ! . ' 

opinions as a whole, several hypotheses have been inferred. 
~ "1 • • Il 

Scherrnerhorn is dubious concerning the qriginal view', put 
,~ " ' 

Uorwud by Rhy,s D~vi~s "and others, that Lokl'yata in its; 
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formative period ,(co 700-400, Be) meant ~ature lore' .11 ' 

He concludes, rather, that it more likely described "logical 

and sophistical disputàtion". This opinion is based upon a 
, , 

few particular references, sucq as th~. Santi Parva pas,age 

whîch states, that "Sorne fools, ve:r:sed in the science of 

logic, d~ny the existence of the 80ul,,12, imp1ying that the 

epithet 'LOkayatika;~eferr~~-~o those who studied logic 
.c 

rather. ttlan those who held here~:Î-.çal be1j.efs regarding the 

existence -of the soule 

This belief is in addition grpunded upon the 
- . 

more general hypothesi~ that "rnater.i..alism in, tndia ••• arose 
/ . 

from a denial' of Vedic dogma ,,1!3, hence the presence' of , the 
o " , , ,. 

ti t1e of nas tika Uls one who disbelieves, in, I?araJ:oka) , 
/ il 

'which we have already mentioned. Most commentators have 
1 l '"'" • • 

qome to a~cept'this positio~ as valid fot the' desc~iptron of 
, . 

the ori9~s o~'tndia~ rnaterialism, re1ying upon a latent 

sense Of.di~~tctic~ in ~e evolutiop of the history o~ 

thought, w~th ,various sc~ools defining thèir positions 1argely 

to meet previously existing a~gurn~nts. Shastri, Das9upta, oand 
1 

Radhakr.ishnan are in agre~ment that the earliest meaning 
, , ~ 

1ë
f Lokayata was 'casuistry,I (~itand4i), and that this was .its 

. ' ~ t ,,' 14 
st exaç;t description throughout the Buddhlst periode 

\ p ~ -, 

\ In this position the principal problem is that 

while matfrial~m can he descrihed as repudiating the 
, 1 • 

fnace~sing1y ritualised ancient religion of custom and magic, 
..... ~ 1 l " \ • 

which ;" signifies the dec1aration of the sp\ri tuaI independence 
! ' " 

'Of the; ~individual an"d the, 'rejection of the ,pr~nëiple of \ 
. , 

\ 

\ 
\ 
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authori ty" 15, the sarne text 

is as old as philosophy.,,16, 

. 
adroits" that "materialism 

By the latter phrase is 

meant a generic type of materialism, in other words the 
... 

investigation of nature and the faith in its causal efficaçy 

rather than that of any ~ranscendental entity. Whqt 

Ra~Hakrishnan apparently 'believes is that there is no 
1 

connection between the early naturalists, the Vedic 'and 

Upanisa~ic skeptics, and the rise of Lokayata as a school. 
~ 

Given the many common features of these groups, however, 
r 

this view seems most improbable. The rejection of the-view 
v v 

that the Lokayatikas were stuàents of ~ature and the laws of 

nature can probably œ traced to Gui~éppe' Tucci: who p!eferred, 
() 1 Cl 

a third alterna ti ve which we have yet to consider i ,that. t,l)eJ , 
t-4,. fi 01) {t", , \·~;1 q , 

principaJ. concern of Lokayata was the acquisition of we~l th, 

-'-
hen~ its posïtion as a forerunner of the Arthasastra . 
t d " 17 ra ~t~onr .. .' Much of the overa1l view about the origins of , , 

materia1ism derives from very few references, especially 
. 

one from the lost Brihaspati-sutra which states that 

"The aphorisms of Brihaspati have only this aim, to refute 
1- -

"-
the opponent", leading fot the conclusion that "The decisive 

J J ~, 1 • , • ~ JI ~ l' , '18'" ", , 
thi~g . •• is its purely negative interest." M.N. Roy 

holds, in addition, that "indian materialism,' aro'se as a 
A -

reaation to nihilism,,19 , which i tself was p~sited as a reactian 

to both contemporary social conditions generaliy and the 
-, 

specifie failure'of, the "Brahmanical religion in particular to 

restbre harmo7Y' ~o. -further confuse this 
1 

issue, we may add 

\. 
. .' 

') .~ ~ 

" 
"-

"--\ 

" 

.. 

• Hcl 

1 

. , ' 
' .. 

" " 
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the view df 'Max Muller that "The Buddhists" use L~kayata for 

philosophy in general" 20 , which presumes the sense of Lokayata 
4 

as 'prevalent arnong the 'people' rather than materialism in 

part~cular.2l Then, to finally furnish the greatest degree 
o 

of support for'"what Chattopadhyaya has described .as 
\ 

\ 

'anarchy in the academic world l, there â:re 't~ further 

definitionls of Lokayatâ with which we shall have to contend: 
1 , 

'worthr 0(. a Brahm:i:n 's learning', and ",the study of the 

" , <1\ world' '. the latter of which may imply exclusively either 

the natural or the social world. 22 

Out of this morass of conflicting opin~ons it 
, 

is possible tto derive seven possible definitions of 

Lokayata: 
\) 

\ 

(1) 'of. the world', in the sense of the study 
,of nature; 

(2)- 'of the world' 1 in the sense of the study 
of society, wi~the presumed coincidence 
of the assertion that wearth and pleasure 

'\ are the ends of man's existence (arthakaman 
purusa rthau; (23) 

(3) as ~t~nda, destructive reason, negatively; 
'...... \'j 

(4) as the science of logic and disputation 

(5) 

generaIly,'more ,neatrallYi 

as 'prevalent among the~people', meaning 
the lower classes who~ ~ankara later 
describes (using" this terin) as the 
1 crude mob 1; (24 ) , .. 

(6) as 'prevalent ~ong the pe9ple', meanipg 
the simple proce,s of the formation of 
ideas, and perhaps also ité study, which 

, ~s ~pparently Hulleris understanding of 
the Buddhist usage; 

(7) 'worthy of a Brahmin's learninç', i.e. 
a gep.eral form of knoW'ledge" ( , saience ' ~ , 
useful to one who is a·participant.in 
society, and ~rhaps applied to either 

/' 'bfÏture, socie y, or both. J.î 
.... ( .... 

.. , 

.. 

... 

~. 
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Having derived this catalogue from various 
o ' . 

sôurces, it should be possible for us to deduce, using the . . 
historical materials at our disgosal, the evolution. of" 

,1 

at least sorne, if not aIl, of thes~ 
40. 

the lJlost enigmaticoconsideratioq is 

i 

definitions. Clearly 
. ) 

the relation of the 
, 0 

three components of Indian materialism - the naturalist 
- , 

concern, the skept.cism and social criticism of religion, 
\ 'c 

and the form~tion of a \~litica~ P~ilOSOPhY - to each other. 

We muat, first of all~ rest content wi~h the understanding 

that there were significant degrees of mutual de~erminatioh 
~ 

II. 
in the evolution OF the three interrelated con~erns. To 

o , 

attempt to trace th,is process in any exacting fashion 

presents virtually insurmountabie problems, beyond the, 

range ~o daté)' of", a~y analysts of 'early Indian thought. 
, , 

As we will, tempdrarily hold in abeyanc~ a co~sideration': 

of the Brihaspati/~thasastra trad~tion" we ca~ concentrate 

here on the interrelations~ip between n'aturalism and 

skepticism, especially in regard to the development of 
.' 

the latter as a mode of" logical argument (anviksi) ~ which 

'rs Kauti~ya's ap~arent unders~anding of the tèrm 'Lokayata t
•
25 

", 1 '. 0 J. 

.. , It ,is' at least,clear that thé first positive 
/' ~ ... -. ~ 

theories of the materialists (for we wilL attempt nereito 

deny the purely negative hypothesis offered above) can 
,. j 

~e' r 

l, ' 

traced, in'their denial of çausality, to the natural ,.... . - . ... 
.' 

specuia.:tion oÏ som~"of the Upanisads. Hence the Lokayata ,., 

dar'ana 0 (t.ea~l:fing·) "seems ta have (had}, 'merged in it. 
• ~, ·26 '.. '" 

the Svabl],ava doctrine '. Il ~ How this con~ne.ction 'teok :place 
~ ...... '1 • 

" 
1 

1 

~ 
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-
~e may.only reasonably $urrnise. The naturalists probably 

~ 0 ..' \. 

evolyed a number of !ogical positions in Qrde~ to ~efute 
• l, ( 

,~ . their BrahmaniCal opp~nents'" . In the .proqess of distilling 
(j .. 1 ~ " 0"' .' 

~ 
.' 

) 

, 

p:r:oduce'd a 'belng u~to 'its 'own', a met~od ~hose utility 
v' 

" thénC;è becâme public p:r:operty •. Vi t,an da was the name gi ven 
, , . 

by,the opponents of this system; anvikshi was that offered 
-

by 
" . those. wi~;r..ing to treat i t as a more neutral tool t\ This , 
~at 

d • 

~ast clarifies s~veral of the'definltiQns offered_ 
" \~ 

"abovê. 

We may conclude from this that just as not'all 

lpgicians were heterodox, neither were aIl students of, 

i nature, nor, for that matter, aIl' students of 0 society. 
,\ ' 

Tucci 

records the rise of one artha sChool w~ich'became, ,~r was 

originally, 'orthodox, and hence incarporated into the 
~ 0 J' J J 

'27 .' .,' <> 1 

. dharmatastras _.-'Y This may account for the 1 general' notion 
~ o~ " 

" of Lokayata as 'worthy of 'a Brahmin' s" learning', which 

implies at least the' absence 9f he~erodoxy ",' tho~gh not 
-

necessarily the p~onounèed âcceptance of the studied, 
) ,f 

doctrines as in conforrnity wit~ Ved~ t~achings. On the 

, , 

" other hand,' some J o~ tho'se ... who stup.ied naturE! obv'iously 

/' 

0, 

o 

,;realise~d jhe contrad~ction be !:we en , their own v±~ws ~nd ~hosf'·' ~~ 
. l) 

of the Vedic BraHmins. The foçal point 'of this opposition ~ 
• .. _, ~~ r;' r ,J , 'p.') r' 

rr. 

~was the difference of opinioi'bn ~h~ existence of a soul 
1) • _ 0_ 

separate from, an~ th?S mo~e enduring t,!'tan;:, th~ ~hody. 
, or; .. () 

~hroughout ~is perio~ ar~umen~~ conc~rnin9 the, ; ,.. 

in,fact, d, ~termine the-lines betwe~n various schools 
~, r \ ~ 

~. \ 

soul, 
\1 -'. ' 

\ 

,./ • •• , .' \ 
1 

", 
,$ .. . 

, 

" 

1.1 

c " 

. 

, . 

• a 

\ ' 
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and sects more ciearly, than ~ny other' factQr or pO,int of 
1 

content~on. -This is, obviously, because so much derived 
1 \ 

\ 

logical).y (eth.ical and epist~mological views PFiIn~rily) 
d 

from the initial accep,tance 'or rejection of the sottl. 
~ ('... .. 

The\Jaina, can~n;~yste~attse~ sometime, in the foprth 

century BC, is an important primary source for referenc~ 
( 

to materialist vie~ on this,point.28~ H~ré the disbe+ief 

in a soul is 'termed the akriy~vada heresy, and the text, 
1 

- explains that the Lokayatik'as deny the separate existence 
, 

of atman~,' (the soul), preferri/g to, calI chai tanya 

C (intellect) what others refer:to by the former term.2~ . ' . , 

, This denial (nastika is applied in the text) 
d ~ 

is here con~i~ered to be a functirn of ~e, view of the 

permanen~ o~ the ~ive erements, ~lthough anpther school 

i5 mentioned which holds the soul to he ~ Si~h element,' 

b 'bl th IV' ~ i k 30 ) pro a y e ear y a,.l.sesl. a's. ; J 

( / 

In turn the~e ideas are here àssumed to incorporaie 

~' 

-----

a denial o~ karma, leading to an attitude rather forthrightly~ 
. 

described as "Kill, dig, slay, burn, cook,' eut or break 

to pieces, destroy! Life ends here; there is no world 

beyondJ II3i 

In a more serious vein, however, the Jainas 
~ ~i 

recognised and cOmbatted what was obviously a partially-

. systemat:j.sed philosophy of hedo,nism (sampurnam,): " •• ~ a' fool 
." , 

who ;Longs for life will ••• ignorantly come to -gr'Îef. ,,32 

is paid ta those heretics (parsvastha) , . 
"What sin is there in the enjo,yrnent of women?" 

, Q 

'\ 

. "\. 
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Freud would ~~ye appr~ciated the response: 

ternptation in this world are (sic) 
o 33 

wornen. " 

test 

Thié 

attitude is similarly condernned in the Buddhist Pali Canon 

~ ukkheda-di tthi, the heresy of the view (as i t' anslated) 

that proclaims.'Let-us-eat-and-drink-for-tomorrow-we ay-die'. 

Such ,a philosophy, the 'commentator adds, w and pagan' '" 

- way of sensuali ty, 'fi t only for the worldly-rninded', in 

·other words, those who in fact propagated it. 34 

~ These ,examples afford ample indication that 

\." . naturalisrn, social cri'ticisrn, and hedonism came to be 

" associated with' each oth~r, ,certainly in the eyes of their 

enemie"s, but· vè~y likely independent of this as weIl. 

~ile' ori9inally the 'asura-view' may have beenjmerely -'this-worldly', ~s Chattopadhyaya asserts, and not 

ne~essarily skeptical or materialist in other ways,-it . 
would seern that constant attacks drove these positions 

• 

togetner, aided by var;!.ous internaI logical correlations. 35 "', 

Hence the terrn Nâstika, often,used synonymously with 

'~okayatika', rneant bath 'atheist' and 'one who condemned 

the Vedas,.36 The term Carvaka, as weIl, came to he applied 

fairly early a~ a synonym for the materialists, and ~ar 

aerive from either 'beautiful words' (a sophistical allusion) 
. 

or 'grinders' (of virtue and yice 1 a reference to the. 

'd' ') 37 ant1-Ve 1C posture . 

We should not presume, however, that a uniformity 

of thought prevailed among thos~ wh,om we h~ve called the 

early ma,terialists. 
\ 

"" Many schoQls taug~t, and rnpny 
y< ,/ 

( 
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individuals doubtless gained fame in a lifetime, ,only to 
- ". 1 

pass forgotten except as a ~Qstorical !ootnote in a 

p'olemic against their views. Among the early te~chers 

were pùrana Kassapa, a former slave who denied the effects 

! of karma; Mankkhali Gosala, a servant who preached a 

variety of naturalism somewhat more materialistic tQan 

Jainism; Ajita Keiakamablin, who criticised Brahmins, 

extolled the primacy of the four ~~ments, ~nd denied 

karma~ Sanjay Belattiputta an~akuka KaC?ayana,~held 
~milar views among this list of forgotten rebels.3~ 

\ 

Of these thihkers only one - Ajïta Ke!akamablin -

is accepted by Mi'ttal as wholly m~terialist3 9, and i t is 

doubtful if we will ever know whether there was an early 
, , 

school which combined the following set of doctrines, which 
, ~ -

would have constituted a comprehensive materialist 
'" 

outlook: 

(1) the identi ty of the bpdy and the 'soul'" 
or consciousness; 

(2) the recognition of the ultimate status 
of the four (.or five,. but not six) ,1 

elements; 
, 

(3) the acqeptance of perception as the only 
valid source of knowledge, with a 
concomitant rejection of causation, 
inference, the authÇ>rity of the Vedas, " 
karmaphala, the paraloka, and' fate 
(adristhi or daiba); 

(4) a 'faith' in the validity of the pursuit 
of life as pleasure in this world. 

(40) 

These include the b~sic components - ontology, 

epistemology, cosmology, and axiology - of any philosophie 

1 

'4 
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system. They were probably offered, however, in cornbinationts 
, 

by various thinkers, and were only inèorporated organically 

by their enemies, especially the later Vedanti'St cornrnentators. 4l 

It must have been extre~ely difficult to attempt 

to elaborate a systernatic doctrine of hedonisrn (the logical 

ethical end of any materialist system) in those times, when 

50 many aspired merely to the s1mple joys of life, yet 

laboured under severely oppressive conditions, which karma . ~,~~ 

and related doctrines seemed to explain 50 very thoroughly. 

Certainly, however, the alliance of karna (pleasure) and -- , 

artha (wealth) was a seductive one, powerful in its 
~ 

capacity to explain bebavioral motivation, and tberefore 

calculated to appeal to virtually universal tastès. 

Although a more sophisticated ethical system failed to 

evolve out of the basic philosophical~lements, we can 
,,/ 

certainly deny the simplistic 'asseftion' that "the aim of 
, 42 

the rnaterialist schools is to reduce everything to matter." 

Nor does it 5eems true, at the level of individuals, that --- -- , 

the Lokayatikas condoned the view that a man could do 

anything in order to acquire wealth, "beg, borrow, steal, 
43 or murder. Il At the level of the philosophy of the sta te, " 

however, this observation is more appropriate, but we 

deny that this Artha6Estra aspect of Lokayata thought held 

a similar significance among the common people, as we will 

shortly try to-demonstrate. On the contrary, Lokayata 

represents an early form of Indian humanisme Compare, 

for'example, the Lokayatika injunction to 'forbear from 
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disparaging and contemptuous remarks ~bdut women' to the 

'orthodox' attitude that women are to be beaten if thTy do 
/ 44 

not submit to sexual advances. 

After this period of flourishing speculation, 

rnaterialist thought undergoes a number of transformations. 

Buddhism and Jainism borrowe? and dévelopeq a nurnber of the 

early materialist positions, as we have seen, and then 

engaged in a fierce rnutual criti?ism with the Lokayatik~s.45 

There is evidence that ~ven the rel~tively Vedic Mimâmsa 

school was thoroughly tainted by materiwlist ideas, such 

that Kumarila, a reformer of the pürva sect, exclaimed 
, , 

that "1 have made this a'ttempt to bring them into the 

paths of theism,' (astikapathe) or the recognition of a future 
... 

existence. ,,46 The standard view is that, after this epic 

period, materialist~though~ fairly much degenerated into 

crude forms of licentiqusness and debauchery, hence disappearing 

(thankfully, ~ost add) as a philosophy to be evaluated in 

- . f" 47 any ser~ous as~on. 

This view fails to account, however, for wfiat 

Muir calls the "wide prevalence of atheist:i..c sentiments in 

the middle ages .01; Indian history. ,,48 H.P. Shastri held 

" 

the view that Lokayata _survived until at least the fift'eel1th .'1 

'-. 

\, ' 4 9 d' . k . 1 f . d b h century ,an th1S was str1 ~ng y con ~rme y t e 

researches of B.A. Saletore, who found a period of vigorous 

activity among Lokayatikas between the ~enth and fifte~th~ 

b centuries, in bath northern and southern India, and 

~ especially concentrated in fqur major centres. 50 This 
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, 
\ 

explains the relatively detailed polemics against Loka~~ta/ 

Carvaxa in the Tattvasamgraha-of Santaraksita (eight c~~turY)'~l' 
'1 

the Sarvasiddhantasamgraha of Sankara (eight century), )the 
• 1 

~ ~.Ihe Prabodhadrodaya of Krsnamisra (eleventh century), and ~ 

Sarvadarsanasarngraha of Madhava (fourteenth century). It 

is the presence of the cornbination of views in these 
1 

commentaries, in fact,'which provi~es the strongest basis 
c 

for the argument that materialist tenets were consistently 

and coherently united in a philosophie system. 
;' 

Sankara mentions the major positions of the 

Lokayatikas as outlined above, inferring their incorporation 

while parodying the arguments in his presentation, which 
, . 

has probably misled the majority of later commentators, 

, 

who mistake an acerbic caricature for a v~rbatim presentation. 5l 
" .. 

Madhâva exhibits similar tendencies at much greater ~ength, 

and hold tha t: Il 
"The'efforts of the CarvaJt~ are indeed.hard 
to be eradicated i for the rnajority~of 
living beings hold by the current refrain 

. 'While'~life is yours, live joyously/None 
can es pe 'death's searching eye/When 
once th' rame of ours they burn/How' 
shall it e'er return?'" (52) 

Madhava also offers sorne verses directly attributed to , 
Brihaspati, which we will quote in full (allowing for 

Madhava's partiality) in order to lend a sense of the 

use of language, nuance, and argument of the Lokayatikas: 

" 

, \ 

"There is no heaven, no final,liberation, nor 
any soul in any other world, 
Nor do the actions of the four:~cas tes, ordeis, 
etc. produce any real effect • 
The Agnihotra, the three Vedas, the a~cetic's 
three staves, and smearing one's self·with ashes, 

\ 
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Were made by nature as the livelihood of 
those destitute of knowledge and manliness. 
If a beast slain in the Jyotishtoma rite 
will itself go to heaven, 
Why then do'es the sac~ificer forthwi th not 
offer his own father? 

" If ,the Sraddha produces gratification to 
beings who are dead, 
Then here, too, in the case of travellers 
wnen they start, it is needless to give 
provisions for the journey. 
If beings in heaven a~e gratified by our 
offering the Sraddha here, -' . 
Then why not~give the food dow.p below 
to those who are 'standing on the housetop? 
Whileqlife remairis let a man live happily, 
let h;im feec;1 on ghee even though he r,uns 
in debt; 
Whe~ once .the body becomes ashes, how can 
it ~ver return aga in? 
If,pe who departs from the body goes to 
anpther world, ~ 
Ho~ is~it that he comes'not back again, 
r~tless for love of his kindred? 
~ënce it is only as a means of ,livelihood 
that Brahmans have established here. 
AlI these ceremonies for the dead -

i there is no fruit anywhere. .' 
I~ The three author.s of the Vedas were buffoons, 

~naves, and demons. 
AlI the well-known formulae of the pandits, 
jarphari, turphari, etc. 
And aIl the obscene ri~es for the queen 
commanded in the Asvamedha. 
These were invented by buffoons, and so 
~ll the various kinds of presents to 
,the priests, . 
While the eating of flesh was similarly 
commanded by night-prowling demons. ;,. 

(53) 

'j, These later references, and the extent and 
''III 

seriousness of the attacks upon the Lokayâtikas, adequately 

d~monstrate, we feel, t~continuing p~esence of this 

philosophy through fleast the fifteenth century.S4 

Although there was partially a luIl of pelhaps half a 
'" .. 

millenium (c. 500-100) in the '~fficial' philosophical 
. 

propagation of materialism, it seems that mos~ of the major 

1 

" 
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c; 

tenets of this philosophy passed'into cornmon culture and speech, 
--

at a fairly early period~ Based upon an attitude towards 

life which we may term a fopu of 'empirical realism', 

. materialisrn became the basic outlook upon the world of most .. 
of those who paid o~~rageous inte+est on loans, exhorbitant 

. . 
fees for priestly rites, an overproportio of their surplus . ' 
as 'rent' to the state a existed as 

slaves unable even of exploitation. 

~nd hope for 

cannot ~' deni~d. r point is rather that the 
~ _____ ." 1 

shortne s of life, with its rewarding but momentary pleasures, 

and the edorninance of ~conomic causality in the generation 

mission of social relations, were wholly recognised 

of everyday speech and thought. 

se considerations on life d,eserve the ti tle 
\ 

- \ 

'philosophy' e as much as that which is self-

consciously enunciated This is a fact made neither 

more nor less true ir overwhelming prevalence arnong. 

the'common people. 

it is a "narne weIl 

A disbelief in the 

dasyus (slaves) from an 

thinkers were also drawn 

o 

says of Lokayata that 

wi th the thing signi;ied ... 55 

common arnong those called the 

point. 56 Many materialist 

57 were Brahmins among them as weIl. cite these instances 

not to blindly clairn that materialisrn h s been the consistent 

ally of the lowest classes, shortly to dernonst~ate 

that as a form of, political philosophy it was a most e~fective 
. -- ~~-- -----' \ 

, 
1 
1 
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f 
tool in susta~ning their sUbj4gation. 

/ 
1 

Our meaning here is rather , 

1. 

ï 

that wealt? was 

recog~~sed in an appropriate fashion by the m,ferialists, 
1 / 

who also largely understood why its nature was concealed 
\ 

1 

astutely by the scholastics and theologians. Thus ih 
, 1 

50 

5hudraka ' s The Toy Cart we find the follow~ng interchange: 

,Mai treya: "Would you rather be dead than poor?" 

Charudatta: "1 Id rather he dead, my' {riend. ,Death is only 

an instant of suffering, but being poor drags on a~d on. IIS a' 

50 also Chanakya (the historical K~utilya) exclaims in 
, 1 

Vistrakadatta 1 s The Signet Ring of Rakshasha: "The ignorant 

thank fate. "S,9 

The Panchatantra, a collection of Kasmiri folktales, 

though admittedly hëavily influenced by arthasastra, 

similarly redounds with this basic understanding of the 

internaI motive force's of clas·s society. A' stanza' beg'ins, 

"As the other world is doubtfuf .•. ";' another proclaims"-

.11 Tis cash that is our next of kin"; another commences, , i 1 

lia man of capital/though ugiy ~nd base-born/ls honour~d 

by the world .•• " Still others announce that one should 
.J 

"indulge in no excess'îve' 'greed/â li ttle qelps in times 

of need"; or that "money gets you anything'", or tha t' .. 

j 

"One thing is forev~r young - greed", or thàt "until one 1 s 

belly is full, he cares for nPthing.,,60 

Many more examples could be given from this 

and other works, side by' side' wi th praise for Brahmins, 

sacrifice ~ karma, and caste. Despi te this textual duplici ty, 
" 
r " 

1 
'( 

, \ 

\ 
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howev,er, it seems evident that Lokayata did inde~d live up 

to its more frequently translate~ definitio~ (lokesu ayata), 

and in this sense it has remained perhaps the inf~uential, 

consistent, and enduring part of the rndian philosophical 
. " . 

tradition. rts potential- elevation to a 'higher level' in 

the future rnay fin~lly accord recogni~ion to this·prominence. 
, , .. 

1 

1 
l' 

1 

/ 
1 

/ 
1 

'/ 
1 

/ 

\ 
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PART TWO: ARTHASASTRA AND THE ORTHODOX COOPTATION 

1. Materialism in Political Phil6sophy 

A. Introduction. Although we have indicated sorne of the 

effect~ of the rise of the state and class society, on hu~an , 
behav~or, it is not our purpose here to specifically formulate 

an ethical critiquerof this process. In the fo\lowing 

sections, however, we will examine a number of themes -

specifically the genesis-of what the modern world often calls 

'raison d'état,·l - who~e inter~elationship with the moral 

realm is more complex than is immediately apparent. First' we 

shoul9 perhaps explain why,an attitudè of critical neutrality 

is prererable to the rather ill-considered outright 
> ' ,. 

condemnations which plague scholarship in this field. . . 
In the moderp Indian ver_sion of the traditional!' 

(and _virtually,universal, in theory) excoriation ~~ 

'realpolitik', Pandurang Kane writes that both the 

Artha;astra of Ka~tilya and a number of'sections of ~he 

Mah~bharata "support in several places the adoption.., of means , 

entirely divorced from aIl rules of fair dealing and 

mOJ;ali ty. ,,2 While thi,s is a mild form of cri ticism compared 

to many, ït still betrays the same paradigmatic moral fallacy, 

that we saw earlier used wjth reference to the ethics of the 

LOkayata school as a w~ole. We believè that this view rests 
-

up~n a misunÎe~sta~ding ~f so;e of the teleological and 

eschatological assumptions involved, which we will.examine 

in relation to Kautilya. More gen~rally, this view i~ . 
'r 

1 

/ 

• 1 
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hazardous in that it ignores the practical application of such 

methods 'by those wpo speak theoretically of the,' higher 

of politics. The Br~hmin General Pushyamitra's mode of 

gaining power, cited in the previous chapter, is a prime 

example of this. 

Clearly what is,lacking in' this narrow form of dis~ 

~approbation, besides.an empirical integrity (which is precieely 
t! 

what is disliked) is a larger.ethical sense of the aetiology 

of deprivation. In modern times, good Christians and animal 

. lovers still march gregariously off to the ba~tlefielà at the .... . . 
eommand of the'statè. Jaina monks literally forbidden to hurt 

o a fly accepted donations :t;rorn usurers whose heal th enta,iled 
. 

untold·suffering and deatp. To say the least, the problem is 

relativistie. In order to comprehend why it is that human 
~ 

.beings find it neee~sary to treat eaeh other in sueh a fashion, 

we must study the historieal genesis of sueh behavior. Here 

wh~t appears to he genuine moral censure impedes s~ho~arly 

progresse In turn our ability to realistically 

manifestations is further inhibited. 

.~ 
. A plea for What we have termed l neutrality' 

,.,J.. ç \ 

is not superfluous in relation to the follow Here 

we will ,attempt 'to outline,' insofar as ·this is possible, the 

social and'philosophie bases of the oft-disparaged 

~- -Arthasastra school and its rnethods. In particular this in-
v: 
;( .. 

fF 
volves an assessrnent of the connection between the 

1 

Arthasastra tradition and 'Lokayata. Admitte91y this is a 
. 

delicate question upon which literature is e~ceed~~giy'scaree. 

/ 
1 
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This is la~~y, we believe, for the reasons outlined above . 

!l'he notion of a .' scioence of poli tics' need ,not, as Marx' s' i 
-~----V' _ R 

lifework was an attémpt to demonstrate, rest upon a pejorative 

c~eptio~ J' human nature, such as was shared by Hobbes, 

·~chiavelli, and others. The.assumption tnat men, seeking a 

maximum amount'of pleasure, become and rernain greedy is thus 

not self-evident. perhaps the observation that they have 

general-ly done so in 'the pa.s'/t underlies the posi ti.v,ism of ~ 
~, .-----

most 'scientific' attempts to formulate a theory of politics. 

In this sense an exposition of the Arthasastra argument~ is 

far ,less removed from contemporary problern~ than rnay be 
\ 

appar~nt . 

~B. Kautilya's Predecessors. In the last section we saw 

that Lokayata nad its~asis in speculation concerning the 

natural world,'and a scepticisrn about Vedic teachings which 
. 

were-contrary to its conclusions about the laws of 

This gave rise to criticism of the Brahmanical religion, 

in -turn led to vituperative attacks on the Lokayat~kas. The 

questiun ~s to whether Artha~astra was initially orthodox or 

heterodo~ is a v~ry difficult matter. Originalîy it is said 
, 

to have been,an Upaveda of the Atharvav~a, hence a legitirnate 

part of ~-Brahrnanical ,learning. 3 Kane explains that 

"Artha~astra is really a branch' of dhar~aSastra, as the 

former dea with the responsibilities of kings for whoml 

rules are lai down in many ~reatises on'dharma.,,4 Since 

both traditïons'are of relative antiquity~(although if any-
;' ~, 

thing arthasastra is older than dharmasastra), this view 

o ' 

.' 
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, . ~" 

. .' presumes tl1at ~~tha{astra is a bra,nch of rajadharma (the .. ' 

du\fi-es of a king in relation to' the society as' ... f<, ~nole) ,~... It f ,~, 
, <1 l "Q V ,,~. ~ .. ',0 _\'0' b - --.r" IJ 

should be noted, however, that artha~astra has two main 
, 

sy~onyms; dandaniti (the practlce of punis~ent) and 

.1 "rajaniti;astra {the practice of royal p~licy).5 These senses 

! ,of the -tra~ition are more p~edominantl~ secular, and lead to at 

least the possibility, upheld by' Winternitz, that CarQnavyÜha 
\ 

description of artha~as,tra as an Atharvaveda pari~istha was 
" 1 

simp'ly a Brahmin attemft to claim credit for the popu~ar 

acknowledgement which artha(Sstra received. 6 

taught 

;'-
This leads to the view that arthasastra was origtna~ly 

as a branc~ of dharma§astra, and then became inde~-

b • 

ent, or that i~ was more autonpmous still in its sources. In \. 

either case we know that this independence ~s lost, irnmersed 

in later Brahmanical interpolations ,(which have left the 
! . 

present texts greatly corrupted) and practically undermined 

by such deliberate policies as A;oka's'oharnma, which probably ~~ 

led to definite alterations in the relation of artha to the 

other purus'arthas (ends or life). 7 
< 

Our knowledge of the role 9f the purohita .(royal 

chaplain) in early India wduld seem to add strength to' ~hé_ . . , 

" view that arthasastra was nurtured in an orthodox milieu. In 

the first kingdoms it is likely that both king and purohita 

" ' . . 
were primus inter par~s. By th~ time of Aitreya Brahmana 

(c. 600 BC), however, we read (disallo~lng Brah~in prejudice) 

that the' purohita is rastragopa, t~~ savior of the kingdom.
8 

\ 

, .-

• 

, . 
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1 
l' . \ 

While"this may have not been used in reference to the secular 

s~~~ices of the purohi ta at this time, the rise of vaiS'ya 

monarchies shqrtly thereafter must have placed such,mini,ters 

in a position of much greater prominence, since the efitire 

province of traditional learning lay, at their disposaI. Many 

rulers, alternately, probably had no education whatsoever. 

" Thus Tucci describes Lokayata generally, which hè 

J, strongly associates wi th artha~astra, as the Il science of the 

purohita'. ,,9, By asserting (albeit on scanty evidence) that~ 

'there were two artha schools, one orthodox and one claiming 

arthakaman puru'a rthau (wealth and~sure as the only goals), 

he convenientiy avoids sorne of the probtems mentioned above. 
tJ' 

Even if this is the case, however, how was it that the more 

secular school evolved? What were €he conditions qf existence 

which allowed it to make this dramatic break from theology 
J 1 

at the methodological level and to proclaim a philosophiçal 

ideal whose basis surely laid with the interests of the lower 
1 

classes? C"'l 
(> , 

:,1 Brihaspati and his school are frequently referred to in 

/the list upon wh-ich Kautilya draws in his compendium of and 

innovation upon prior and contemporary a~tha~astra opinions. IO 

Although euhemisrn (and its corollary) is common. in Indian 

historiography, the personage of Brihaspati provides the 

~strongest ~rounds for asserting a vital èon~ection between 

arthasastra and Lokayata. Yas"astila'ka s~'id that the nYti of 

BrihasP?ti had 

~e~UlaritY.ll 

1 

no place for the gods, implying an original 
, 

Kautilya later comments that it was the special 

, C 
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" 
view of B.rihaspati' s schoo1' that the king need study on1y two 
, ' ~ 

vidyas (sciences): varta (economic~), and dandaniti ( ontrol 

. h ) 12 or punl.s ment . This at least imp1ies a number.of differing 

schoo1s origina11y, which :aaut' ya takes fqr grant d. 

Brihaspati apparently 0" on~1 confined k'ngs to these 

disciplines, but he1d that . know1edge 

posi tivEU·y injurious to the proper exercise f intellectuq,t 

functions. Furthermore the Barhaspatyasùtram advises the king 

to study Lokayata doctrines at the time of securing wea1th, 

and the Kapalika~astras for sexual and other desires. 13 Here 

we have the positive association of Lokayata as a form of 

logic w~th an anti-Vedic attitude and a materialistic basis. 

Even the comparatively l~te~(c. twelfth century) and ve~y 
" 

corrupt Brihaspatisütra assembled by F.W. Thomas follows tfhese 
\ , 

\ " 
views, here however confining the rninister, not thè'- king, to "'. 
the pursuit qf danda, and dismissing sacrifices and Vediq 

t d ' 1'4 
S U l.es. Several verses later in this text, however, a 

-warning is given against Lokayata and its heretical- associat-

ions. 

ConnectÏons between Brihaspati the naturalist and ..... 

Brihaspati the political philosopher may offer an interesting 

f l
, 15 

avenue.o ana ySl.s. Besides the fact, in Kane's words, 

that Kauti1ya "exhibits a wonderfu1 know1edge of herbs and 

drugs" , and a s'ufficiently extensive know1edge of a:!-chemy to 

16 speak of the amalgamation of gold with mercury , we have 

Kautilya's own admissfon 'that th~ assistants of the purohita 

1 

, 
• 
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engage in sorcery and black rnagic. 17 Several adtlitlonal 
~ 

sources give evidence of Kautilya's own reputation as an 

alchemist. 18 He may even have wrttten the Vaidyajivana, a 

d " 19 text on me lClne. It is certainly only an elementary 
a 

logical transition between the practice of magic, its convers-

ion te the search tor wealth in alchemy, and the science of 

the acquisition of wealth at the level of the state. Several 

of Kautilya's predecessors are additionally known as writers 

20 on both kama and astronomy. We know that Kautilya spent 

many years at Taxila (Taksila~a), where Greek and syri~n 

alcherny and foreign influences generally were,stronger th~n in 

any other par~ of India .. ~f this associa~ion can be built 

upon, it will prove a rnost fruitful area for future research. 

Kavya U&anas, another early artha6astra writer, was 

la ter termed the "purohita of the asuras."2l This obscure 

~ 22 
title is in addition shared by Sandra and Amarka. Was this 

because they were materialists, supporters of popular 
llW 

23 ~ insurraètions (extremely rare ) or secular arthasastra 

writers? Any of these possibilities may be valid, perhaps aIl 

combined. Whichever is the cas,e, the early authors of 

arthaè~stra became closely associaEed with the materials in 

the disparaging eyes of Vedic orthodoxy, and it is not un-

likely that there_were rnany more objectiv~ connections 

betwe~n them than we have been able to offer here. The coh

demnatiohs of Brihaspati as a teacher of asuras rnakJs it un

likely that his views were merely those of 'casuistry', as 

24 D. Shastri bas stated. , A specifically secular and 
1 

1 

(; 1 
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materialistic empiricism seems rather to have provided the "-

basis upon which Kautilya constructed (witli" a' selective use of 
~ 

the materials before him) the first science of polit Y of its 
a 

kind. 

II. The Artha6astra of Kautilya 

Kautilya's position is the history of Sanskrit 

literature general1y is virtually unprecedented. The text 

provides the greatest extent of knowledge of life in thé 

Ma~ryan period known to us. Kauti~ya himself has been èalled 

the "greatest Indian exponent of the art of government and 

the methods of diplomacy." 1 Less pleasant cfescriptions also 

abound, but we will reserve a consideration of their sub-

stanti~e value for our discussion of Kautilya's ethics. The 

stature of the text, in bath its breadth and content, made a . 
" ~ 

,considerable impact on Indic studies after its discovery in 

the early twentieth century. Scholars have been by tradition 

rather a passiv~ breed of .beings (far too much so, it might 

be ,added) • 
,~ ~ ~ 

But the Arthasastra aroused even the most laconic 

ta issues ranging from the interpretation of ~ncient history 

to the nature of textual exegesis. In aIl this the ri se of 

Hindu nationalism exerted a powerful influence. Those seeking 

despotism in the ancient empires were del~ghted by the dis

covery, and w~ttfogel takes many of his major assurnptions from 

~the text.
2 

Others encoutered a realistic humanist whose treat

ment of the lower classes was superior to anything since the 
"-

Mauryan epoch. This view we will also give further considerat-

ion.' But aIl were delighted (except perhaps the most rigid 

.. 
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spiritualists) that India had produced a thinker whose sense 

of poli tics, economics, and history seemed at least equal to , . 
) \ --- , 

that of sorne of the ~reatest western thinkers of a similar ilk, 

such as Hobbes of Machiavelli. 
1 ; 

Xwo major problems arose irnrnediately whicry are wo~thy 

of mention. The dating of the text was given a~ /hnYWhere from 

300 Be to 400 AD, not atypical by Indian standJrds but 

frustrating given 'the variety of information offered. Itc is 

now :Ç'airly generally accepted that the work does derive -f-rom 

th~ourth century Be. 3 The original text was however furnish-

" ed w,ith additions, such that a date of c. 250 ,AD is acceptable 

for the comp~ete compilation available to us. 4 These 'addenda 

did not, however, 'completely corrupt the text, as is~the case 

wi th 5'0 many other early Indii:ln documents. 

Questi~ns of auth'orship are rather more important, if 

. "'- \. ~';1 . l h 
we are to attr1bute the Arthasastra V1ews to Kaut1 ya ere. 

P.V. Kane writes that the text "impresses one as the product 

/ 

of a single brilliant mind. 11
5 

Il While this may remain true for " 

a large ~ortion of the text, nonetheless a recent "statistical 
. ~. 

investigati?n" concludes that UWhat the Artha'istra loses by 

" way of individuality it gains by being seen as representative 

, of the best of generations of thinkers.,,6 At least three 

authors wexe deduced to have been involved in the text by this 

method. Bearing these considerations iQ mind, we will for the 

sake of convenience treat the text as a unified work by a 

single author, except where this pGsition is likely to 

. '.' ~ \ 
influence the 1nterpretat10n being used • • 
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- ,-
While the Arthasastra of Kautilya treats of an 

immense variety of interesting subjects, we will be primarily 

con~~~:d with its relationship to the evolution of material

isk thought. In this regard two main areas are of especial 

relevance; the method of analysis employed, and its under-

lying epistemological assumptions, and the ethics demons~ 

ed at a variety of levels. From this ,it should be possibl~ 

to offer sorne cornments on the debate about the orthodoxy of 

the text and i ts views. ' / 
Although Kautilya writes in his ini7ial salutat~on 

that "This Artha~astra is made as a compendiqri! of almost all' , 

the arthaèastras which, in view of the acquisition and main-

tenance of the earth, have been composed by 

he asserts his owp independent views,almost 

, • "7 
ancient teac~ers , 

1 
immediately. He 

rejects the extt~me view of U[anas that the science of govern

ment (dandaniti) is the only science, as weIL as the opinions 

of Manava and Brihaspati. Instead he holds that there'are 

four science; anvÏkshaki (logic and possibly self-discipline), 
, 

Trayi (the three Vedas) ,_ Vart~ (agricultùre, cattle-breeding, 
NL 

and trade), and DandanitI. He then explains that "Righteous 

and unrighteous acts are learned from th~ triple Vedas, 

wealth and non-wealth from vartà, the expe~ient and the in-

expedient, as well as pot~ncy and impotency, from the science 

8 of government." 

Anvikshaki is held to comprise the philosophies of 
/ '-

Smrtkya, Yoga,/and ~okayata. Here we encounter a consideI:able 

obstacle. If we simply take Kautilya' s use o~\ ~6k~yàta to 1 
" / 

/ 
/ 

/ 

1 

1 

/ 

( 
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9 mean 'materialism', as Ruben does , then we can easily eonclude 

with KrishJaa Rao that If'Kautilya was a Lokayata" (sic: the 

. k- . k ) 10 h' . . proper term 1S Lo ayat1 a. T 1S 1S not a eommon 1nter-
J 

pretation, however, and we have seen sorne of the otQer possible 

. definitions which may be attached to Lokayata. Sharna(astry 

wonders if 'atheism' is appropriate, but this seems unlikely.ll 

~ 

It would seem rather ,to approxima te a from of reasoning, sinee 

Kautilya describes the whole of anvIkshaki as a science "most 
" 

9 ' 

benefieial to the world, keep(ing) the mind steady and firrn 
" 

in weal and woe alike, and bestow(ing) exeéllenee of foresisht" 

speech, and action.,,12 Nonetheless the 'materialist' argUment 

has sorne weight, sinee Kautilya uses the term 'Lokayatravidah' 
~ 

6J 
as "a man experieneed in temporal affairs." (1.6) Henee the 

probabl~ning is ~ecul~f as opposed to religious knowledge. 

In the course of his enumeration of the categories 

of knowledge, Kautilya makes it elear that the first three 

sciences "are dependent for their w'éil-being on the science 

of government." (LlO) Danda is in 'tln de~endent, upon vinala 

(discipline), and the two subsequent ~hort chaPt~ of the 

text are devoted to the 'restraint of ~-'organs of sense' 

(I.11-13), "for the sole aim 01 aIl the sciences is nothing 

but the restraint of the organs of sens~." (1.11) ThuS 

clarity of purpose is the foremost qualit~ of the successful 

king: ~ 
"f0it from hearing (s'ruta) ensues knowledge, from 
knowledge steady application (~) iSJPossible, 
and from application self-possess10n (atmavatta) 
is possible. This is what is meant by eËfieiency 
of learning." (1.11) 

\ 
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That infe~ence as a mode of knowledge is accepted 

by ~autilya is implied in' the, following passage: lia man'~ 

ability is inferred from his capacity shawn in work." (1.15) 

Furthermore ,Kautilya adds that the works of a king are of three 

types, visible, invisible, and inferential, the latter being 

desctibed as "inference of the nature of what is not accomplis~-

ed from ~hat is accornplished." (1.15) Otherwise perception 

and experience are the most often discu5sed forms of knowledge 

(eg. I.15, 27, 43, etc.) The highest form of intelligence 
"P~I\"i , 

for Kautilya is the abl1ity to carry into practice what one 
, t, 

. has been taught: "a man possesse~d of only theoretical 

knowledge is: likely ta commit serious blunders." (1.34) 
'II 

1 

Kautilya's acceptance of inf~rence per-se does not put him in 

opposition to the materialist schools, only the most extreme -7 

of which probably rejected ~ entirely. 

Certainly o~ the whole his method in this regard 
~ 

is materialist in the normal' sense of the terme He accepts 

the Vedas, but for-reasons of policy: "As the triple Vedas 
k 

definitely determine the respective duties of the four 

castes, and of the four orders of religious life, they are 

most useful." (1.7) Otherwise 1 in terrns of divine causation, 

this is necessarily rejected~ ~lthough Kautilya speaks of 

dharma as "eternal truth holding i ts sway over the world" 

(111.150), acti~ities are analysed only ~n terms of two 

causes: manüsham (that within man's knowledge and control), 

and daivam (u1fOreseen or outsid~ of' human control'): "what 

i5 unforeseen is provide~tial .. what i5 anticipated ,lis human." 

, 1 

1 

1 

1 
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(VI.260) Kautilya adds, further, that "Causes, bath hurnan and 

provikentiai, ~overn the world and itè affairs." 
l 

'In this, aspect of the method of his science, 

Kautilya is certainly clos,er to the materialists than to any 

other ge~eral ~chool. With respect to the object of his 

method, this is even more true. Kautilya's science is that of 
, 

artha, variously' translated as 'weal th', 'well-being 1 , 1 

1 

~acquisition:, etc. While the maintenance of social arder lis 

d~pendent on danda and "power and p~wer alone rnaintains this 
/ 

world and the next" (111.50), of the three ends of life, 

~ (chari ty, wea~ th, and des ire), "weal th and weal th alone is 

important, inasmuch as charity and desire depend upon wealth 

for their realisation." (I.12) Kautilya clearly recognizes " 

" 

~ -
that the strength of a state lies largely in its economic 

power, not in the flourishing of its Brahrnins nor the beauty ~ 

of its maidens. The means,by which states prosper was thus 

his primary concern, sinee deterioration, stagnation, a,nd 

progre~s were the three his~orical movements deduced by him. 

(VI 263) 

Kautilya's is no crude materialism in this regard. 

Rather we see a fine sense of the balance between the 
(1 

determinatian of historieal and natural factors, and the 

frui ts of hurnan effG>rts: "Virtue- is the basis of weal th and 

enjoyment is the end of wealth." (IX 363) In turn, "the root 

of wealth is activity, and of evil its reverse." (1.39) 

Kautilya rneans here that it is better to possess v~rtue and . ' 

no weal th than the reverse, since h-e states that "Ignorance • 1 
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and the absence of disçipline are the cause of a man's 

troubles. Il (VIII. 327) 

We can see from the foregoing referencesothat for 

Kautilya the object nf science was inherently bound up with 

an understanding of ~he ends and. purposes of life. Neither 
. 

weal th nor power are sough't fere as ends in themsel ves: 

"Strength is power, and happiness is the end. Rence a king 

shall endeavor to augment his power and eleva te his happiness." 

(VI.261) This eudaemonism is strongly rooted in a belief in 
! 

the vita activa, and thus Kautilya ;extols the ancient warrior 

virtues and condemns the renunci~tory and pessimistic 

attitudes of,those who are always "trusting to fate and 

putting no reliance on ma,nliness." (VII.297) 

The question is not whether a king's happiness . . ' 

h was the glorification of his own power, but that the happiness 
1 

• 1 of 2.!!. parts of soc.~ety were dependent upon the strength of 

the state. Max Weber's view in this light is most certainly 

untenable, and results from a misunderstanding of the 

materialist ethic underlying Kautilya's analysis: 

"The problem of a 'political ethic' has never 
preoccupied Indian theory, and in the absence 
of,ethical universalism and natural right it 
could hardly be otherwise. The dharma of the 
prince was to conduct war for the sake of pure 
power· per se,'" (13) 

-The element of truth that does lie in this view pertains more 
1 

to Krishna's arguments to Arjuna, cited earlier, in favor of 

the dut y of a warrior to fight, even against his own 

relatives. But triS is relevant to the general prostitution 

1 

\ 

',", 
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enjoiœd by class ,society, not Kauti lya' s pbs'i tions in 
( 0 

, , 

particular. 'J , . 
( , 

It is, in S8i te of, rather t~an because of, 

Kautily~'s ethics that he has gained,~ reputation for crueit~ . ~ 

in certain quarters. While he realized that aIl mEfn and,' 
o ' 

1 

women S01.,19:ht a pleasant l'ife, Kautilya al,so believed that rnost 

were willing to deprive others of happiness in.order to aug

ment their éwn', and this led to à rather uniformly poor • 
opinion of human nature:, "men are naturally f ickle-minded. 

and exhibit constant ch~nges in .their ternper" (I .68) ; 

"vulgar men form the majority of p~ople •• one in a 

thousand may.or may not be a noble m~n, h.e it is who is 
, 1 

possessed of excessive courage and wisdorn (w~o) is the refuge 

of vulgar people." (VIII. 331). 

, For Kautilya_, "the state of nature was a state of 
'14 

war. " 
, , 

Perhaps naturalism provided the basis for this 

understanding, for, as H.G. Wells once said, the study of 

~. 

nature everttually makes one ~s remorseless as nature. In th~ , . 

matter of survi;al, however, 'statecraft dem~nded the richest 

possible understandin~ of the relationship between rnilitary 

power, economic acquisition, and human behavioral propensities. 

There is little sense in listing the devices ~ecornmended by , 
. Kautilya for the gain and retenfion of power.! Déspite their 

iritrinsic ingenuity, they ar~ irrelevent to our purposes here. 

We believe that Kautilya 

utilitem publ~carn, and a 
.-

camplex interrelation of 

thought that their 

'~l judgmen: ~::;r our 

ends ta means would 

end was .propter 

part of this 

be out of place. 

1 
'( 
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Nonetheless, this matter bears in one sense on the . 
question of Kautilya's adherence to the orthodox Brahmanical 

i 

tradition. This is because Kautilya apparently enjoins the 

~}hiP~lation Of' r~ligious institutions to the benefit of'the 

s~ate, includin(:tealing 'the propèrty of the gods' and even 

pro~laiming new gods for revenue purposes. (VI.244) kautilya 

, 1 adds, however, tha t "rneasures su ch as the above shall only be 
~' 

taken against the seditious and wicked, never against ·others." 

(V~.246) Brahrnins are e~pecially to be avoided. How then, 
~ 

does this effect the vital· matter of Kautilya's orthod~xy? 

In what sense may he be properly described as a materialist? 

The extreme comprehensiven~ss o~ the system of 

thought presented in the Arth~sastra makes it tempting to 

agree with Pizzagalli that, by comparison, "The Nastikas, 
, . 

like ~he Lokayatikas, and th~ cârvakas, were not ~heoretical 

materialists. The real theoretical mat~rialism of India is 

to be found in the nïti.,,15 Several objections to this view 

are possible. Firstly, the'niti are not uniform in their 
oi> 

philOsophica1 adherence, and the later artha{astra thinkers 

tend, as we will see" towards increa~ing orthodoxy. 

Brihaspati and Usanas àr~ the most 'overtly m?teriaJist of 

the early schools, but Kautilya sets jirnSelf off from the~ 
l . ! 

in the i~trodu~tio/ of his own work. quite deliberately 

Secondly, Kautilya does not atternpt to present "the 

architechtonic of the ratio~ally perfect and ideal pOlity.,,16 
\ 

As a statesman he is more a theorist of the modes of politica~, 
\iJ 

life. (S) activity than a philosopher of the ends of political 

\' 

"'1 
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Yet these ends are present in a somewhat systematic sense, an~ 

happiness and, enjoyment are gtven as a form of summum bonum. 

These goalsOare clearly materialist in the no~al 
c 

sense of orientation toward~this life and fulfillment in it. 

Th~,problem is that Kautilya's concern was with the life of 

the statè - the protection of the~entire community - and not 

simply the éxhal tation ~f. thé plea~ures of individual life . 
.. < , 

J ,;, ~ 

The means re9uired for ~uch an end at the level of the state 

dictate the Fraise of virtuous disciplines in a manner which . , , 
o 'D 

popular materialism might have found counterproductive. On 

the other hand, 'materialism in everyday life also understood 

the,value of'wealth, and its accumulation '(as Weber and Freud 

·were later to e~phasise) mu h repressive sublimation 
, . ' 

before enduring pleasure could be 

.' 
Kautîlya shared aIl of the basic ass ions of-contemp6rary 

materialism. 

As to whether this 'sets Kautilya distinctly off 
\ p ~~ 

~.. • 1 

o from the orthodox dharrnasastras, th~s ~s another matter 
\ 

ent'irely. Herè we .agree ttiat "the dividing line between the 
~ c 

"- and the arthatâstras must be sought in the dharmasastras 

conception of the ultimate purpose of kingship. 
,,17 

We k~ow 

0 

that, unlike aIl later writers dharmaS"astra or h "'-on art asastra, 

Kautily~ upholds the supremacy of ~~jadharma (the king's own 
-"'-°edicts) oVér the precedents of the dharmasastras, whenever a 

conflict be~ween them occurs. (III.rSO) I~ thi s sense 

... 

Kautilya does emancipate politics from theology,. despite Varma's 

18 
warni-ng to 17he contrary. It is also clear th~t the 

o 

varnaSramadharma system, with its protection of Brahrnanical 

. ~ 

o 



-, 
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privileges, ~s upheld in the Artha6astra text. -But this would 

appear to be more for political than for ethical reasons: 

no other system could p~ssibly provide the basis of a strong 
:} , 

empire at that time. Furthermore, by comparison, Kautilya 
A 1 G 

Ireduces the special positions of the Brahmins, ~y withdrawing 

their,immunity from criminal penalty and enforcing capital 
, " , 

punishment upon them. (IV.229)19 outcasteS are however ; 
1 
1 -, 

excluded from inheritance, and the lands of heretics are-the 
1 

first targets for app~opriation in times of need, aIl" o~-~) 
. ~-~l 

which is perfec~ly orthodox'. 
,-

,that tqè A::h:~:::r:n~s::::: :::sb:e~:::na::e:m:~;hlekmeier 
·~epUdia~ion of or~o~xy~"20.'Yet th~ rationalism ~d material-. 
ist ethics of the text are hardly Vedic, either, teve~ if any 

direct conflict is veiled with qualifications. C rtainly wé\ 

cannot agree with the" view that "the distinction .'between 

'secular' and 'religious' do~s riot. exist f~r the Hindu.' AlI 

~ranches of knowledge are, part of a vas~ aggregaje, which 

'21 has its root in God." 

Kautilya's brillianc~, on the contrary, lay 

precisely in the establishment of a delicate b~lance between 

~ the demands of the acquisition of wealth on the part of the 

stàte,' and the need of preserving the value-struc-ture and 

social hierarchy whic~ were the principal 'cement in human 

) , 

interactions. This is probably why the more extreme views of 

uranas' and Brihàspati are r~jected; their substance' (the 

preponderant pursuit of territory, wealth, and power) remained 
, ',---

"'J 

" 

.. 

,1 



\ 

• 

(211 ) 

the same, but their form was al:tered in order to satisfy the " 
~ 

demands of ~ powerful class. But this is a political rather 

than an ethical position. ~hus when Kautilya discusses means 

of securing additional revenues, he a~jures from ~eizing the, 

lands oc-{pied by high-born pe'rsons "less the owner caus'e 
~~.--/- l' 
,"'~ , -troubles." ~III.334) 

In one sense, then, it can be~said that Kau~ilya 

was orthodox: his policies sought the preservation of the 

state, upon which the sQcial order depended, Thus 

, -varnasramadharma was maintained, and good karma collected b~ 

aIl who followed preordained paths. In the means required to 

effect this end, however"Kautilya apparently cared as little 

for Brahmanical rights as for any others if they stood in the 
o 

way of the protection of the state. Here the râjadharma was 

, - 1.. ". 

dandaniti, not subservient but ~ndependent and ultimately 

sugerior, because ~ priori, to other moral requirements. In 

this dut y the clarity of the king' s intellect least required 

the intrusion of spiritual thOUght.
22 

This was on the whole 

h ~-'the main contribution of the Art asastra to the Indian 

political tradition. 

j.Before exarnining the general r~lation of artha!astra 

to the rise of the state and of class society, we will 
{ 

, 
briefly examine one more aspect of Kautilya's thought and 

recornmended practice.\ Can it be sa id that Kautilya represents 

,a progre9~e f9rce in the evolution of human relations? --- , '. /' Here we must rel' the biases o~?ur own age. in inferring 
/"" . m"~, • 
a capacity to form a' oral judgemént. In terms of the use of 

/ 

\ 

. -

, 
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torture, spies, assassination, widespread use of the death 

'penal ty, etc., Kautilya ·is as modern (though far less 

efficient) as the repressive regimes, .'socialist', and 
(l 1 

capitalist, 9f the twentieth century. , BeYQnd despising these 

techniques we cannot 'comment any further here. In his social 
, 

policies, however,'many of. Kautilya's recommendations were 
1 J 

far more humane than anything India has since produced. 

'-Sudras were accepted ~s aryas, and allowed as witnesses in 
/ 

court, which had never occurred before. Hereditary slavery 
r& 

6-

was abolished, and the private'property of slavesorecognized. 
" 

Physical and verbal abuse. of women was lega~r~hi,bi ted, 
1 

and divorce was liberalised, while widows were permi1tted to 
" . 23 

remarry. Profits. and usury were controlled • 

'/ In aIl of this protect:ion (and creation) of the 

dignity of the individual, especiafly for those most oppres

sed, is wholly evident. Since Kr~tilya was himself a Brahmin, 

it is tempt~ng to say that the materialist heritage of his 

. own studies, rather than the simple expediency of policy, 

l d h · . 1 h . . "24 e ~m to ~mp ement Sl,l,C lnnovatlons. 0 

, . 
This can of course 

only remaih a speculative' matter, but it is still true fhat 

when the' Arthasastra was written~the treatment of the lower 
< 

c~assesOwas probaply better than at any time"~ince, though . " . ,. 
a compar~son :of ancient slavery to modern debt-slavery in 

India would, l,eave ?eithe~ wi th any human advantage. This is 

due, however, less'to the theoretical inclinations of the 

M~gadhan minister of his monarch than ta the fact that the 

Bra~anical counterrevol~tion.had not yet set in • .. 

o J 
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Empiricist ~aterialism and the Origins of State 
and Classes 

, 1 There is yet anqther level of analysis ~hich provides 

a dimension of historical understanding of the prQcess before 

us. This is an area which rernains largelY'unexplored, yet whic~ 

provides one of the more impo~tant linkages between the stugy 
, 

of the past and our use of this knowledge in the conscious 

deterrnination of the future. It 'concerns the relationship 

betw~en the evolution of instrumental rationaiity and the 
-. 

decline of public morality, and the depersonalisation of 

roles in the political sphere. Indignant moral proscriptions 

tend ,in particular to ignore considerations .of this nature. 

Our main argument consists in the conviction that 
. 0 

artha~astra represen,ts the .. unified philosophy of -both class 

society and the state. In the formulation of this combinat-
, 

ion a duality of roles set forth whose ëssence is the 

tleprivation of the public realm of sincerity in hurnan action, 

such that the mistrust of political actors became the expect-
1 

ed norm of behavior. At the heart of this genesis of social 
'" " 

, " schizophrenia is the transfe)rral of two metaphors into public 

life: that of the game, and that of the role. Thus we will 
\ . 
\ 

'-::::;argue that the original loyalties of the tribe' were not ex-

Itended to a wider area when the state was formed. They were 

rather maintained at the lower levels of farnily, kin, caste, 

and guild, while the state was allowed to assume its own 

~ 

standard· of conduct, wherein actions that would never be under-
1 

taken by individuals ~in nonpolitical and noneconomic 

capacities become wholly acceptable in both of these areas, . 
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lin the interests of the state and of economic gain. 

~lthough collective well-being was certainly a 
1 

noteable fêature of RigVediS" tribal society, the emphasis -

upon the acquisition of wealth alone could only occur where 

money became the standard by which other values are judged, 

when 'money will get you anything'. The reductionism 'of 

social relations to the profit motive by no means reaches the~ . ' 

apogee whose product is our own milieu. It is doubtful that 

any ancient king endorsed a commodity in return for a per-

centage of its sales. But there is adequate evidence that 

instrumental rationality - a mode of thinking which treats 

human. beings' as means to ulterior gain rather than as ends 

in themselves - first arises in this context, and was further~ 

more recdgnized as a departure from trad~tional communal roles. 

The empiricism demandJd of the p~litical powerbroker 

was initially more military than economic. Traditionally 

the military came to be known as caturanga (four-limbed), 

after its main components, the infantry, cavalry, chariots, 

and elephants. This is the same term for the game of chess, 

whose modern version originates in India a~ this time. A 

late niti ..... text ~is even caIi.ed the. Rari-Hara-Ca turanga. 1 Wi th 

'the introduction of 'game' as D (if not the) political 

metaphor, instrumentality became the'presumed mode of 
~ 

actiyity at the level of the state. Renee in The Signet Ring 

of Rakshasha of Vistrakadatta the character of Bhagruva1ana 

says that "It is well-known • . that ministérs and politicians 

do not treat men and women as people, but as pawns, always 

\ 

\ 
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keeping in mind the first aim, ne-t the immedia te methods. Il 2 

with this understanding carne the degeneration of 

public life, and the typification in the popular lexicon of 

politics as an inherently corrupt activity, which remains 

its ,rnost cornrnon definitio~ This mode of being did not how-
" 

ever rernain confinèd to the actions of the leaders of the 

state. Ludwig Sternbach points out, in reference to the 

maxims of Canakya (Kautilya), that they "could be profitably 

'followed by aIl men 'in their dealings wi th othe,rs in the 

conduct of wordly affairs.,,3 Hence in the pursuit of wealtn 
\ 

" economic roles could be modelled upon those provided by the 

original military empiricism, and from here on the two develop 
c 

codeterminately. This became an important part of mass 

cul ture, as we saw in the section befor~ last. -Matsyayana, ,,1-" 
1 the doctrine of the bigger fishes eating the srnaller: which 

provides Kautilya with the strongest rnetaphor' for his under-

standing of the state of nature, enjoyed a sirnilar status in 

economic activity. A·confirrned notion of an~rchy (pra~aya) 

thus guided the developrnent of social realtions at both,of 

these levels. 'l'his biturcation of' roles marks the end of 

, " public morality ir the ancient world. Richard Sennett remarks' 

on the west, that from Plato onwards man cornes to be seen as 

a ~reature\ of rnasks in a theater call~d life. 4 Machiavelli 

accepted the position of persona (masks) in public life. For 

Rousseau this falsification of relations was the epitome of 

insince~ity and the root of the moral dilernrna of modern man. 
"-

In its essence this duality is rooted in a lack of trust in 

! 
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the public sphere. Renee the Santiparva (13.8.l?6) says that 

,the essence of aIl nïti:âstras is àvi6vasa, not puttirlg trust 

in 
5 

anybody. With the negation of the cornrnon~bond public 

activity is transformed from a heroic right to a dut y, which 

6 in Rome begins to occur after Augustus. 

In India this process is completed when Arjuna is 

urged by Kri~na to kill his kinsmen in a manner eq~ivalent 

to an actor performing his duties on a stage. Consciousness 

of the inhumanity of such actions is transferred into the 

devotion to an ideal. In this sense of a 'higher ideal', a 

dut Y to be followed,-is encapsulated the core of the problem 
\ -) 

of the relation of means to ends. Its orig~ns, we believe, 
, 

lay in' the individualist empiric~sm spawned of the confluence 

of the rise of the state and cl~ss societ,Y. \ In the crucial 

matter of the destruction of the ancient ethic it seems that 

both are equally responsible, having played alternately 
" 

central and supporting roles in the drama of cultural evolut-

,ion. 

IV. Hedonism, later Tantra, and the fate of Artha(astra 

Between the fourth centry BC and the eighth century 
). " ~ 

A D, when the Vedanta school begins a prolonged diatribe 

against it, Indlan materiaiism undergoeso a'number of 
1 

fundamental alterations. It has been a cornmon practice sfmply 

to collapse several movement? together with sorne comment 

similar to~ the following: "Extreme freefom gave birth to _ 

licentiousness • • the elevated teachings of Brihaspati were 

metamorphosed into the wicked tea~hing_s of his followe:J:"s. ,,1 
-

An age less imbued with the fixations of Victorian prudery 

/ 

'J/ 
l, 
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1 
fi, h 'd d b' , . ' m1g t prov1 e a more 0 ]ect1ve ]udgement upon the cul~ of the 

" ' 

erotic in India. We will accordingly refra-in from insisting 

that sensuality represents a degenerate.form of ~aterialisrn. 

Despite their apparently common sexual orientation, - ,-the Karnasutra (book of pleasure) and ~he practices associated 

with Tantrisrn diverge greatly in their practical Sighificance. 

An appreciation of thé central role of sexuality in hurnan 

life binds them, but the resemblance largely ends there: This 

îs a function of the class backgrounds underlying each, and 

tne resultant attitudes takeh âbout the precise rneaning of 

sexual activity~ To reduce the two into their formally rnutual~ 

characteristics would be precisely to mis§ the point that the 
è 

former represents the orthodôx incorporation of kama into the 
, ' , 

ends of life, w~iîe the latter continues anc.ient practices 

of goddess-worship, fertility rites, and the search for 
-

inunortality. ,The latter thus incorporates the nuoances', 

curiosity, and scientific outlook of alchemical materialisrn. 
\ 

K~rnasütra is mater~~list only in its love of classification 
<> -

and its hedonism. These remain, however, divorced from most 

of the interests which we have seen to be concerns of the 

~various materialist schools. 

Vatsyayana, the' author of the Kamasütra (c. 400 AD) , 
'-

was a rnedical doctor who consciously modelled his work on the 

Arthaèastr~ ~; Kautilya. 2 He specirically denies the 

Lokayata view that religious practices should not be followed. 

" - h 1 3 The Vedas, sacrifices, and varnasramadharma are rather up e d . 

Following the tecbpique of a summation of previous literature 
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followed by ~ refutation upon points of disagreement, 

vat'~yayana a,ttempt'to do for, sex what Kautilya did for 
" '\ politics, but in a manner even more orthodox, such that we are 

left few doubts as to the author's political inclinations. 
0 

, 
The elevJtion of kama was ancient, and may be traced to the 

( , 

Artharvave1a, where i t i5 Srid that "Kama was born the first. 

Him neither\ gods, nor pitri, nor men have ever equalled. Thou 

\~rt superio4 to these and forever great."4 

\. In the hands of the -sk,illed doctor, however, the 

~\OOk is not 50 much a praise of pleasure as a manual for i ts 
i _ '5 

e~ercise by the nagarakas or "young men of fashiGns". It is. 
-

aiso to be studied by women, especially courtesans, as it 

describes not merely an exhaustive 'fariety of sexual practices, 
, 

'but also singing, dancing, poetry, magic, languages, and the 

\ 

\ 

teaching of rhymes to parrots and sparrows,as we±( as 58 other 

pastimes to be enjoyed by those of adequate leisurè. 6 It is 

clear that prostitution as described in the work was a highly 

respected cultural activity, in which sex itself plays a 

major but not preponderant role. The book in this way is most 

appropriate to the period of enhanced mercantile activity, 

following the establishment of serious trade with the Roman 

empire. 
~ 

During the Indian middle ages the main evolution -- .~ ) 

" in popular religious life was the formation of the Saivite 

and vaitnava sects. "Both are linked to the replacement of 

" N karmarnarga and jnanamarga (salvation through deeds .and 
_____ J 

knowledge) by Bhakti, the principle of person~ emotional 



\ 

1 

• \ 

(219 ) 

1 
devotion to and immersion in a single 7 god" The elevation 

1 

of monoth~ilsm is at leaat .partially an effect of the st~ength 

of Vedanta and its Brahmanical supporters. Despite frequent 

popular variance, the texts of these sects at least attempted 

te maintain this. exclusivity.8 Both schools, in addition, 

tried to claim the god of the other as a servant of its own. 

" . . S~lvlsm especially tried to fill the vacuum created by the 

decline of Buddhism, and altered its own nature necessarily 

result. 9 

Buddhism had long since incorporateJ many Tantric 

aspects into its own practices, especially in those regions 

o far removed from the main urban and monastic centres. When 
1 

the former began to recede, the latter assumed nèw forros. " 
• 

Foremost among these was the worship of the goddess Kali (t"h~: ' 

dark one), as a '6'akti (consort) 'of ~iva. 10 !akti as an idea 

is described as the "active energising will of a god, 
'. . . ~ .. .," ( Il 

personlfled as hlS wlfe." Chattopadhyaya has written at 

length on the 7levation of and respect for women demonstrated 
. 

in the later Tantra. The roots of this view (n~ shared by 
(' 

the majority of Hindus) lay in the respect ~~r the"fertility 

of women in their propagation of society, and was probably 

originally derived 
• l' 12 

of agrlculture. 
1.) 

from their central role in the inception 
\ 

Tantr~ was to corne, however, to have a profound 
. 

influence on the rituals of the everyday Hindu religion, 
v' ' 

particularly in the south and in Bengal. Of the latter it has 

been said'that "two-thirds-of our religious rites are Tantric, 
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and alrnost half "our medfcine. ,,13 The Tantr s werel classfied 
1 , 

as either vaidika or avaidika according to ir acceptance 

of the su~reme authority of ~he Vedas, and we noted earlier 

their attempt to clairn a direct verc peritage for' the core 

of their beli~fs and customs. As the new seats gained in 

, k . strength, Tantra gave them sa t~s: Sarasvati for Brahrna, 

- f . , d -1- f "". 14 Lashm~ or V~snu, an Ka ~ or S~va. An elaborate 

syncret~sm begÔ'Which still produces new cuIts as weIl as 

cornbinations of the old. 

It was within the broad confines of these new cuIts 

that the two extremes of Indian inclination - asceticisrn and 

erotici~rn - were fairly successfully, if contradictorily, 
i , , 

:::O::i::: ::::t~:: :~-:~e :::~::,W:::h::P::r::p:h:h:a:::: 
sexually active of the gods on t~e other. Kri~na played a 

15' 
similar raIe after nis popularity began (~. 400 AD) . ~ 

th~s balancing of the 'pendulurn of extremes', Tantra played ,.... 
a central raIe through its emphasis on th~ fernale principle. 

,f 

" Tantra thus 

"maintained the identi ty of the two extremes 
6f asceticism and sensuality, control and 
release, and the devotee (bhakta) believed 
that any action of the god or his worshipper 
could be ~ustified in performed in a spirit 
of absolute and compelling love." r(16} 

; 1 ~ 
In this manner new ri tuaIs' and priesthoods sprang 

While the Lokayatikas, as we have seen, were active at . 

least from the tenth to the fifteenth centuries, there 2S 
~ 

no evidence that their heretical decl~mations of gods and 

sacrifices made any inroads on the spread of the popular , 

1 
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cuIts. The acute impact of social criticism was doubtless 

broken by deliberate Brahmin policies, and what remained were 
/' 

scientific exploration and a popular materialism resigned to 

/ the empirical deterrnination of economy, and immersed in the 

sacerdotalised and remystified unit y, of the realization of 

pleasure and the liberation of the body. With its political , 

awareness severed, materialism b~c~me/reduc~d to its lowest 

common denominator, hence 'vulgar' not in its beliefs but i? ' 
, \ 

the 10ss of memory of its pr€vious skeptical role. We must 

emphasise, h~wever, that the apparent paucit~ of such judg

ments may weIl be due to our lac~ of' knowledge of materialismo 
1 

in this period • - ' Th~ mere fact that Madhava and Sankara 

deyote,arguments to the refutation Qf Lokayata arguments tends 

to indicate that this was not merely a scholastic activity, 

but rqther constituted an ongoing debater ~onetheless, the 

amputation and cooptation of materialist beliefs of which we 

have spoken still occurred in the man~et indicated. 

In the theory of politics, also, the kriumph of 

or~hodoxy was everywhere evident. Th~ clearest representat-
~ ~ 

ion of this was the coSification of custom and prior 

"'- '-dharmasastra~ known as the Laws of Manu, which dates from 

about the second century AD. 17 l1anu states that "The whole 

Veda is the first source of the law, next the tradition and 

virtuous conduct of those who know the Veda further . .~', 

and goes on to demand that aIl those who treat these sources 
o 

with contempt "relying on the institutes of dialectics" 
1 

"must be cast out by the (eg. the Buddhists and Carvakas) 
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lt' 
"} 

~irtuous, as an atheist and scornei of the Ved~."18 ~uch of 

the text tightena~he injunctions upon the low~r pastes, and 

the death penalt~ is specifically said never to apply to a 

Brahmin, "though he have committed aIl ~ossible crimes. "_ 

(VIII. 380) 

In the matter of the k-ing's duties many fundament'al 

arthasastra principles are accepted: 

"Punishrnent alone governs aIl created beings, 
punishment alone protects them, punishment 
wat~hes over thern while they sleepi the wise 
declare punishment to be identical with the 
law .. for a guiltless man is hard to find. 
Through'the fear of punishment the whole world 
yields the enjoyments which' it owes." 

(VII.1B, 22) 

While this repressive basis of artha~astra is rnaintained, 
-

any liberality with respect to fhe lower'~rders was wholly 

eradicated. Servitude is held to be biolb~ically iqnate ~o 
1 -, 

the güdra order (VIII.414) Property rights are also altered 

here: 
" 

,"A wife, a son, and a slave, these three are 
declared to have no property, the wealth which 
they earn ~s acquired for him to which they 
belong •• A brahrnana rnay confidently seize 
the goods of his Sudra" slave, for, a's that slave 
can have no property, the rnaster may take his 
possessions." (IX.416-17) -

"'-~udras are also prohibited from partakirrg in the legal 
. 

pr6cess (VIII.21). AlI of this i5 based upon the prin~iple 

1 that one should "not make that equal, which is ~nequal." 
o 

(IV.225) Especia~ly in relation to'the low~r classes, it 
-

is said, that "if these ,two castes swerved from their.duties, 

they would throw this whole world into confusion." (IX.418) 

i 

( 



1 

4" 

\ 
\ 

" 

• 

(223 ) 

The extent of full Brahmanical power over the lowest parts'of 

-society is wholly evident in th~'4njunction that goods fay be 
, " ~ ~ 

seized for sacrifices from-any Vai6ya who does not perform the 
~ ,_ w 

proper rituals, and from any Sudra.whatsoever. (XI.12) 

From here on whenever a conflict occurs between' 

e dharma~astra and arthaSastra the' former must necessarily 

'1 19 preval. . 
". 1 

Although arthas~stra strongly influenced the 

,-evolution of dharmasastra, particularly with.respect to the 

~ormat~ 'af royal policy, the balance of power by the time 

of Manu has shifted from the state towards the social order '1,. '\ 
as determined.by the Brahmanical codes. In'several instances, 

~ as we have ~en, ther~ were in fac~ Brahmin lineages, who 
, .. J l't",Ô\ 

doubtless established the framework within which 1t became 

possible ta desecular~se those aspects of public life which 

had earlier tended towards inno,vation in the state-administer-

ed systems •. In this way the king, rather than standing 
.~ ., 

independently of society, was to·act in his capacity as a 

member of the K~atriya varna, whose sole dut Y was 

protection of the established social order. Thîs led, lpSO 

facto', to an ext.rao!,dinary posi ti vism in Indian legal and 
) 

political pbilosophy, with an "undue emphasis on the status 

quo, and bn current beliefs and practices as the ideal."20 

It cannat wholly be said that the Brahmanical 
/ 

counterrevo~ution al~ered the conception of kingship as 

presented in Kautilya's Arthasastra. As we have seen 

Kautilya b~lieved in the maintena~Cè of the varna schema and -

its various duties, yet his conception was doubtless more 

i' 
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egalitarian and less prejudiced in favor of an elevated status 

for th~ Brahmins. The king_ ~as advised to behave as an in

depend~~t actor, to take the advièe of 0is rn~nisters, study 

the past, and then irnplernent his policies. As law these then 

were prirnary, not rnitig?ted by religious custorn and class 

interest. In the later dharrna~âstras the king acts rather 

foremost out of svadharma ând varnadharrna. It is not the 

conception of kingship per se which has altered. Nor is it, 

as rnany have clairned, the superiority of ethics t9 politics, 
Q- 21 

unless we take these terrns a~ euphemisrns for class power. 
t 

What has. rather been transforrned is the understanding of the 

'rneans which may/be, taken in order' to preserve social well-

being. AlI creativity as social actor is thus, rernoved from 
, 

the role of, the king. Hence the f~rrnal aspect of kingship 

remains, though its content is now aligned to the new order. 

'-'In this sense the decline of state intervention as 
, 1 . 

à rneans of effec~ing public welfare also rneant the relative 

demise of~he philosophy of the state in relation to the 
" 

1 

religious order, as rnignt be expected. By the tirne of Manu 

or sornewhat later, there.was a virtual "wholesale incorporat-, 
, ~- ' . ..:Ih ,,- 22 ion of th~ arthasastra 1n the u arrnasastra." The srnri tis 

now reflected a rnuch stronger concern with the .tenets of 
" 

artha~astra than ever they had previously, but the result was 

the deprivation Qf an independent existence for arthasastra 
" , 

as a school of thought. The late Sukranïti deflnes 

..... - ' 
artbas~stra as a science which deals with the rational 

acq't\isi'tion of r.kings in ways h.arrnoni~ing wi th the. scripturei.~ 

" 

1 ., 
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At about the same time (c'. 1100) Laksmidhara goes so far as 

to classify 'arthasastra as the sixth Veda (the Mah~bh!rata 

beinq the fifth). This certainly demonstrates the extent to 

which ïts heterodox propènsities and origins had been purged, 

while the vital core of political philosophy was mai~tained.24 

Most of the later niti texts, in fact, are unusual only in the 

\ , h' h sense ~n w ~c they lack references to the earlie'r artha 

" 25 
tradlt~on. 

There is little evidence that any of the later 

Lokayatikas were students of, or practitioners of, arthasastra, 

"-
although future research may yet reveal this highly reason-

able possibility. In the popular literature KriSna largely 

cornes to take the raIe of the friend and advisor of princes, 

while the legend of Canakya/Kautilya receded and became over-

\ 26 
Iain with mythol99Y. In the constant struggle lar supremacy 

oetwecn the gods and the demons (the Brahmi~s and their / 

enemics) it is in this period that the demons bled most 
1 • \ l, ' 

freely. It ~OUld be wrong te assume that in the popular 

religions there was any great love for the Brahmins and their ' 

doctrines and sacrifices. One of the main hallmarks of the 

,sacrifices of the various cuIts is the fact that no officiat-

ing'Brahmin was requixed, althoügh this varied according to 

d " 27 region an econom~c c1rcums~ances. 

o 

In terms of their,philosophy and idlOl09y , however, 

the Brnhmins were omnipfesent, and it is here that a further 

means was provided for securing their enduring presence in 
." 

Indian 1 ife. India is often termed the most tolerant of' 

.1 

JI 

o 



, -' 

/ 

• 
\ 

(226) 

• 

ceuntr~ês. but we~een that this did net extpnd' te those 
. . 

advocates of secularity whose views did genuinely constftute 

a'threat to the established order. With other minor religious 

cuIts, cooptation prQGeeded at a graduaI pace, usually via 

the simpl~ technique of claiming that a local god was an 

aspect of the One God, and hence inferior. Needless to say, 

without social p~wer such inclusions and demotions could not 
, 

have occurred with equal regularity. 

'In terms of the evolution of Indian materialism, 
~ / 1 

the doctr:i~e of rnayâ (the world as illusion), which epitornises: 

the ultimate rejection of the world of the flesh, acted in.· .. ".......' -}, 

direct antithesis to the doctrines we have considered here. 

In reference to ~na, Joseph Needharn cornrnents that "It would 
~ 

seem impossible to overestimate the importance which thé 
" 

\, doctrine of maya h~d in Chinese BUd~hi~m; it was thiso which 

helped to inhibit the development of Chinese science.,,28 

The insidious compartmentalisation of caste also prevented the 
" 0 

further flow of information relating to scientific explorat-
, ) 

ions, as did th~ injunctions against the study of texts which 

rnight have aided apd encouraged this pursùit. This is not to 

say that scientific thopght sirnply stopped. Rather it-was 

retarded in such a way that, despite the backwardness of the 
~ 

technological level and the inadequate development 0t a 

market economy, even the discoveries of indiv~dual ge~ius 

becarn~ less likely, and would have received little social 

acclaim in any event . 

Manu's declaration that sea-trade constituted a 

\ 

I! 

1 
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\ 
." 29 l d source of r~tual ~mpur~ty he pe to further eut any outside 

influences which might have altered the predominance of 

religious superstition in Hindu India. Where'trade eontinued 

and foreign doctrines were known"speculation eontinued. But 

the possibility of any further impact upon the whole of 

society was thwarted by the isolation of the vast majority of 
" 

• 
the population, and by the rigid dogmatism even of many 

, well-read and cosmopalitan persans. Early Vedanta nad ad

hered to the primacy of the soul, seemingly sueh a noble 

se,ntiment, b~t had not denied the reality of the external 

world. 30 In Sankara' s rnayavada \cdoctrine of illusion), how-
~ , 

ever, the,identity of Brahman and atman precluded the 

cardinal recognition of matter, and with such an outlook the 
'\-

cultivation of instrumental techniques for the alteration of 

nature to the service of people became a very unlikely area ! ' 
of general concern. -

" In a very real sense medieval Vendata captured the 

spiri t of its ag.e'l For the' majori ty no external world did 

exist, rnerely a scattering of individuals fixed in their " 

duties, whose knowledge of the past was largely mythologieal 

and hence unrea~ even if originally grounded in history. 

the religions of Siva, Vi{nu, Krisna, and the Tantras m~ya 
! 

was present in varying degrees. Thus in a dialogue Kritna 

In 

/. 
is able to say to S~va: "there is no difference between thee 

31 and me" ,and in several senses be completely aceurate. The 

time had passed when a.challenge of orthodoxy became soc:i:àtlly 

p~ssib+e. There were no furt~èr immense breaks with the past 
~*' 

j 

\ 
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to throw aIl values into doubt. Recurrent invasions touched 
, '. 

the lives of many, but these were by non-Hindus who could be 
, 

e~pected to act in inferior ways, and thus they contributed 

little to 'the modification 'of the idealist vi~ of the 
. 

natural and social worlds. The social basis of Indian culture 

had been formed, and that w~ich was antagonistic to it 

politically 'only ~anaged to survive tangentially, without 

being able to alter xhe primary facets of existence, which 

were perpetqally reinforced by the sedentary self-sufficiency \ 

of the peasants and the ideology of their masters. 

There are thus a number of.dimensions in which 

materialist'thought was important in early Indian +ife. On 
/,...~ 

the other hand, we have 1 seen tha t there were parti~ul.ar 
-

schools formed around materialist ideas, although these 

,varied greatly in their 'puri~y' and corresp~nding orthodoxy. 

At least ~ of the naturalists, the hèdonists, and .the political ~ 

p~1i~ofophers were originally anti-B'rahrnanical 'and suf~ered 
, , 

, . 
severe oppression.as a result. GraduaI cooptation la ter 

sufficed to undermine the critical basis of these positions. 

In the long term view the independence of materialist views 
': " 1 

was thus greatly.dissipated. 

... 
On the other hand, however, the primacy of matter 

~ was upheld in a number of very significant ways. Scientific 

exploration ~as greatly fettered but contin~ed nonetheless, 

and in medj.cine and astrornny especially attracted considerable, 
.. 

prestige. Ehlpiricism in political economy became the \ accepted 
\ 

\ 

mode of comprehending the activ~ties of the state, but this 

(' 
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knowledge wa,s transformed into a servant of the established 

social order. 
( ~ L ) 

Sens~ality was admitted' as a valid end of life, 

p~ovided that the duties of c~ste and life-stage were first 
, 

properly fulfilled~ Economie activity itself was deliberately 

curtailed, but remained of course a universally-acknowledged 

pursuit, again provided that it did not dramatically interfere 

with the traditional hidrarchY. /;/' 

~nti-Brahrnaniçal tendencies were obviously drastical

ly curtailed in their Irost easily manifested forms. Yet the 

attitude of skepticism remains profoundly rooted in the 

recogni tion of ,the 1eterminant value of ,:e:l th in life. This 

is an implicit cr~ticism of the,dogmas of Brahrnin virtues and 

their efficacy. The intermediary status of .the Brahmin as 

priest was rejeqted in many of the popular sects. Maya could 

never gain prominence as an operant principle of everyday 

existence, for the two are mutually exclusive. I.a.cking other 
," 

doctrinal alternatives, many rnembers of the lower class did 
'. 

perhaps believe that their actions in a previous.)ife account

ed for their present perilous existence. 

But this view was interlaced with the crude but 
, 

fund~rnentally correct understanding that it is largely 
o 

wealth, hereditary or cunningly accumulated in a short tirne, 

that confers social status. '!he rise of low-qaste rulers and 

the presence of many ill-natured and immoral individuals 

among 'high society' doubtless reinforced this view. What 

was left of its content, however, lacked the qualities of a 

sysnmatic critique of social conditions. Weal~ght'be 

l, 
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/ 
se en as overdeterminant, but this was in turn viewed as an 

'innate', 'natural' pheonomenon. When there were few to 

link this substantively to the 'ideology' of the 

varnasr~adharma ideal, and the true hïstory of the 

mechanism of social control was_lost in myth, empirical 

recognition of economic importance failed to produce a 

correspondent normative set of counter proposaIs, hence 
, ~ 

the philosophical fate,of this, the mo~t widespread effect 
.: 

of the materialist thougnt, was statianary inertia in the 

positivism of resignation. Protest henceforth more often 

taok the form af appeals ta gods and gaddesses than to 

the rational critique of human society. 

" 
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" ,See the discussion-of N.P. Anikeev, "Modern 'Ideological 
Struggle for the Ancient Philosophical Heritage of ~ 
India", Soviet Indology Series, No. 1: Indian 
Studies: Past and Present (Calcutta: R.D. Press, 
1969), pp.2-l_3. ' 

See the texts edited by P.J. Marshall under the 
title The British Discovery of Hinduism in the 
Eighteenth Century, (C~bridge: University Press, 
1970) • '" 

3) Romila Thapar, "Interpretations of Ancien t India 
History", History' and Theory: Studies in the 
Philosophy of History, Vol. 7, No. 3 (1968), 
pp. 325-:30. 

4) Cf. F.A. Lan9,e, History of Materialism, Vol.I 
(London: Trübner and Co., IB77), pp. 6-7. 
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PART ONE: THE NATURALIST HERITAGE AND ITS EVOLUTION 

1. Vedic and Tantric Origins 

1) D.D. Kosambi, Culture and Civilisation, op. cif., p. 78. 

2) A.C. Das, RgVedic Culture, (Calcutta: R. Cambray 
and Co., 1925), p. 451. 

3) Tara Chand, op. cit., p. 19. 

4) /'> Lokayata: A Study in Ancient Indian Materialism,' 
(Delhi: People's Publishing House, 1959), pp. 534-37. 
K. Darnodaran disagrees with Chattopadhyaya on his 
interpretation of the Vedas; finding,them to be 
rather more religious and spiritualistic. In addition 
he classifies the Vedic god's into three main types: 1l 

• 
the celestial, the atmospheric, and the terrestrial. 

f -- -----~~" See his comments in Indian Thoughtct A Cri tical Survey, 
(Bombay: Asta Publishing Rouse, 1.967), p~. 33, 77. " 
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5) 

(23? ) 

C.K. Raja wri tes thëit "Brihaspati' is essentially a 
man who was deified on account of his superior 
talen ts and \ achievements. Il See, his Poet-Philosophers\ 
of the'RgVeda (Madras: Ganesh and Co. Pvt. Ltd., 
1963)i!, p. 51. ',.. 

R.C. Majurndar, ed. The Vedic Age (London: Geo. 
Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1952), p.227. 

6) A • A. MacDOnnell, Hymns From the RigVeda (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1923), 'pp. 77, 90. 

, (Rig Veda I.92; IV.50). 
The second set of verses clearly indicates an 1 
advanced division of labo'ur, and is therefore 
likely an interpolation from the sedentary period 
at the end of the VediC' age. Its' relative lack 
of antiquity, however, would seem to indicate 
a Iconsistency of expression in this regard. 

,. 

7) See F. Max Müller,_ Origin and Growth of Religion 
(London: Longmans, Gree~, and Co., 1878), p. 239. 

i-""" .. .." 
8) Chattopadhyaya, op. cit., p. 628. 

9) " See Max Muller, op. cit., p. 240; also'Chattopadhyaya, 
op. cit., p. 608. " 

10) See the dilscussion on this point by C. Chakravarti, 
in Tantras: Studies on their Religion and Literature 
(Calcutta: Punthi Pustak, 1963), pp. 4-12. 

Il) Chattopadhyaya, op. cit. 

12) R.C. Majurndar, ed., op. cit., p. 233. This 
description is somewhat of a tautology, however, 
since the varna ideal had not evo1ved beyond 
the most rudimentary classification when the 
Vedas were first composed. The point still 
remains valid, however. 

-
13) Louis Renou urge~ caution in the establishment of 

this connection. See his The Destiny of the Veda ~ 
in· India (Delhi:' Moti1al Banarsidass, 1965), p. 6. 
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14) Chakravarti, op.cit., p. 29. 

15) op. cit., p. 45; also s~e~adhyaya, op. cit., p. 330. 

16) Agehananda Bharati, The Tantric Tradition 
Rider and Co., 1965), p,. 281. 

(London: 
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II. Science and the Emergence of Systematic Naturalism 

1) 

2) 

~ 

3) 

4) 

5) 

. Paul Deussen was arnong the first to hold to this 
interpretation, in his Philosophy of the Upanisads 
(New York:, Dover Books, 1966). Radhakr1shnan 
also tends in this direction in his many works. 
Even the Concise History of Science in India 
(p. 22) assume~ this uniformity: D. Bose, S. Sen, 
and B. Subbar~yappa, eds., (New Delhi: Indian 
National.Scie~e Academy, 1971). 

l am here following the discussion o~ B. Subbarayappa, 
in'the Concise History,' op. cit., pp. 450-57. 

Taittirïya Up. II.2.1; in S. Radhakrishnan, ed. 
The Principal Upanisads (London: Geo., Allen' 
and Uwin, 1969t, p. 543. 

\ 

Subbarayappa, op. cit., p. 456. 

See Chattopadhyaya, op. cit., pp. 375-415. 

6) Cf. George Sarton, Introduction to the History 
of Science, Vol. 1: Homer to Omar Khayam 
(London: Williams and Williams, 1953), p. 351. 

7) Chattopadhyaya, op. cit., p. 410. 

8) Subbarayappa, op. cit., p. 459. Needham discusses 
this pro cess in many sections pf his Science and 
Civilisation in China (Cambridge: University Press, 
1968). \ 
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9) See Stephen Mason, A History of the Sciences 
(New York: Collier Books',1967), p. 93. 

10) Needham, op. cit., Vol. 5, Part, 2, p. 117. 

Il) 

--
Katha Up. 11.1 .. 10 (Op. cit., p. 634). Elsewhere 
i t has been\ said that "particular consciousness 
is due t'o association with elements." 
(Radhakrishnan's interpretation of Brhadaranyaka 

UJ2. IV.s.13, op. cit., p. 28sJ The Buddhist 
Mahasudassana-Sutta notes that "By suppressing . 
reflection and investigation he (the Buddha) 
entereq into •.. a sta/te of joy and ease." 
T. Rhys Davids, transI. Buddhist Suttas (Sacred 
Books of the East, Vol. XI) (New York~ Dover 
Books, 1969), p. 272 

12) Brhadâranyaka Up. 1.3.26 (op. cit., p. 162). 
See a1so Needham, op. cit., Vol. 5, Part. 2 p. 118.' 

13) Brhadaranyakà Up. II.4.2. (op. cit., p. 195). 

14) Taittriya Up. 1.4.2, cited»in the commentary~by 
§ankarai op. cit., p. 531. 

, 
15) Seè Needham, op. cit., Vol. 5, Part 2, p. 119. 

16) A.L. Basham, The Wonder That Was India 
Grov~ Press, 1959), p. 498. 

(New 'York: 

17) 

18) 

George Sarton, op. cit., p. 66 

See B.M. Chlntamani, B. Subbarayappa, "History of 
Scien'ce in India: ,Pali Sources", 1ndian Journal 
pf the History of Science, Vol. 6, No. 1 (1971), 
!p. 103, for the opinion on the influence of '
Buddhism on the practice of medicine. 
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21) Sarton, op. cit., p. 428. 00 

III. The Formation of the 
Büddhist Period 

Epistemological Shift in the 
or 

1) Engels writes that in the future there will be a 
"revival in a higher forro, of the liberty, equali ty, 
and fraterr;i ty of. the ancient g~ntes. " The Origin 
of the Faml.ly, P-rl. va te Property, and the' State, 

2) \ 

1 

op. cit., p. 237. While this comment remains 
somewhat obsGure, its intention is clearly to draw 
the connection-between the study of behavior 
in preclass society, much of which is do ne by 
anthropologists, and the formation of an ideology 
which will attempt to encourage s~ch.intimadY and 
huma~ity in the future. One of the'most important 
aspects of the study of ancient history is also 
indicated here. Nonetheless, this issue is 
exceedingly complex and remains virtually untouched 
by Marxists. 

To 'ro~anticise the past is one of the major aspects 
of nost-algia. In India, as in the myth of the 
gardenê;f Eden in Christianity, this tendency was 
incorporated into social and political theory 
through the theory 0 f the yuga9 (epochs of' the 
cyclical movement of time. Eaéh of the four major 
ages involves different duties for the castes, thus 1 
giving a relative elasticity to the Brahmanical codes 
of cqnduct. Thelfour ages, in the supposed temporal 
orer in which they descend from p~ehistory, are (1) 
the Kritayuga, in which dharma was full and only the 
Brahmins practised austeritiesi (2) t~e Tretayuga, 
when there is three-fourths dharma, otie fourth 
adharrna (unrighteousness), because the Kshatriyas 
also undertake austerities, and the distinction 
between cas tes becomes 'a legal one; (3) the 
Dvaparayuga, when Vai~yas also begin to practise 
austerities. The fourth age (Kaliyuga) is sometimes 
supposed to,be in the present, at other times in the 
future. Thi-S--is when the Sudras alsol undertake 
austerities, and the greatest amount of unrighteousness 

fis therefore present. The names of the yu~as 
apparently originate in the names of the sl.des of the 
die usedoin popular'dice games from the Vedic period 
on. (Sütrakritan1a I.2.23, in Hermann Jacobi, t~ansl., 
The Jaina Sutras Sacred Books of"the East Vol. , XLV) 
(New York: Dover Books, 1968), p. 256. 'Darnedaran 
quotes a passage from the ~antiparva to the effect that 

_ ''-At that time, i.e. in the kritayuga, th~re was no 
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state, no king, no punishment, no punisher. A11 men 
'used to protect eaqh o'bher by dharma." (op. cit., p. ~t). 
That even the Brahrnins found that it was class society 
which a1te{ed ,the earlier relations is indicated in~he 
fol1owing passage fIiom the VisnuPurâna': " •.. the man who 
owns most property and 1avish1y distributes it will gain 
dominion over o'thers; noble rank w~,ll gi ve no c1aim 
to lordshipi oself-wil1ed-wornen will seek' their p1easure, 
and ambitious men fix a1~ their hopes 'on riches gained 
by fraude The women will be fickle and desert th~ir ' 
beggared husbands, loving them al one wpo give them 0 

money. Kings instead of 'guarding" will rob their' 
-subjects, and abstract the wea1th lof merchants under 
plea of raising taxes. Th~ in the wbrld's last 
age the rights of men will be 'confused, no property be 
safe, no joy anq.'1 prosperi ty be lasting." (quot~d "
in H.H. Gowen,A ~istory of Indian Literaturei 
New York: D. Appleton and Co., 193r,' p. ,454). The 
tension between the ear1ier consanguinary relations and 
the new loya1ties dem~nded by class and stat~ is most 
clearly rnanifested ip~the evo1ution of the kshatr~dharrna, 
the duttes of the warrior in the protection of the 
social order. Her~he introduction aÏ the transrnigrating 
sÇ?u1 probab1y p1aye central part,. The Sn:trakri t~nga 
(r~3.3), for insta c , emphasises that "Farnous warriors, 
leaders of heroes a the tirne of battle, do nQt look 
behind thern thinking, what if aIl end, Qwith death?" 
(Jaina Sutras, Vol. II, op_ cit., p. 266). See also the 
cqmments of K. Darnodaxan,rlop. cit., p. 1,86. 

3) \" Jacobi Ct op. "t Cl. ._, pp. 322, 301 
/ 

(I.1~.16; I.9.3) 

~) The two extrernes and the miçd1e way are given in the 
Dhammakakkapavattanasutta I.2, in Rhys 'Davids, op. cit., 

P~. 146. 1 " : 

5} See ,th~ ~oncise Histor~.oi Science in India, op. cit. 
pp. 28-9, and the _comments of M.N. Roy in his 
Materialism: An Outline of the History of Scientific 
Thought '(Calcutta; Renaissance Pub1ishers, 1940), 

6) 

. p. 97. ~ 

. . ~ 

M.N. Roy comments that "Nirvana contradicted the entire 
system of ,Buddhist phi1osophy~1I (op. cit. , p. 98).' 
Since only the sansk~ras (activities, impressions) are 
held to have any degree 'Of rea1i ty in ear1y Bud9.hism, 
logica1ly their annihilation would'leave nothing 
in its ~ace. The doctrine of the Boddhisattva (who 
returnS( to the world in order to he1p others rather", 
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tlian 1eaving the cycle 
'te partially fill this 
schools. See also th'e 
op. cit'., pp. 110-13. 
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of births and deaths) helped 
vacuum in the 1ater Mahayana' 
discussion of Darnodaran, , 

... 

See Damodarëfn, op. cit., pp. 50-51 •. 
" 

~ >., 

See Paul Deus~en"op. cit., pp. 17-18, 61-64. 
< 

, 1 

1 

IV. Carvàka/LQkayata: 'Common Sense' ~ 'Erngiricism 

1) n Cf. Dakshin~ranjan Shastri, A Short Histor1 of lridian 
Materia1isrn, Sensationalisrn and HedonisrnCalcutta: 
The Book Company, 192~, pp. 34-35. A slightly edited 
reprint of this work is availab1e ïn the Sri Ramakrishna 
Centenary Volume entitled The Cultural Heritage Ofalndia, 
.Vol. l, pp. 473-89 (Calcutta: Mod~rn ARt Press, 1938). 

2) ~abh'h'ata, sintiparva XII:1. 414; quoted in J. Muir, 
IrOn Indian Materialists", Journal of the Royal Asia tic 
Society, Vol. 19 (1862), pp. 309-09. 

\ 
3) Both comments are fro~,Sarvepa11i Radhakrishnan and 

4) 

Charles Moore, editors of A sourcebook in Indian Phi1osophy 
(Princeton: University Pres't, 1973), p. xxi,ii. Neither 
is i t necessa'ry to go to the other ex'trerne (al though in 
defense of spiritualisrn nonethe1ess), as Nivedita and 
CoornaraswaÏny haVé done: "The Aryan mind is ~ssential1y. 
an organising rnind, always increasing1y scientific, 
increasingly rational in i;ts outlook on things." 
It is unclear by what means such a conclusion~cou1~ he 
reached. See the Myths of the Hindus and Buddhists 
(New .York: Dover Boods, 1967). p. 16. 

Shas~i, op. cit. 

5) 'RigVeda VI~I.89.3 and '1.164-.4.17.18. Quoted in 
Radhakrishnan and Moore, op. cit., pp. 34-35. 

6) Chandogya Up. VIII.B.9; ~p. cit., p. 504. 

7) Mundakya Up • l • 2 . 3 ; 9p. ci t., ~. 675. 
i 
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1 . 

~) Katha Up. II.2.4-5; op. cit., pp. 637-38. 

9) Mait'ri Up. VII.9i op.,' cit. '" p. 856. " 

10) 

--

/-

H'.P;' Shastri held that there were three possible 
Brihaspatis, one a philosopher, another 'an economist 
a third a Jla~-giver'. See his Lok'!'yata (Calcut,ta: ~ 
Ox~ord Uni versi ty P,ress, Dacca Uni versi ty Bulle~i!ls, b 
No. l, 1925)', p. 4. See also Max MUller, op. Cl.t., 
p. 123. C.K. Raja, however, holds that "We do not , 
know of another Brihaspati in the Indian traditipn, 
~d the one Brihaspati whom we know in 1ater times 
has beco~e the teacher of the gods, and it is the same 
Brihaspati who is the originator of the C§rvaka system'I. 
( op • ci t., P • 79). ' 

'" f' ' 
11.) R.A. Scherrnerhorn, ""When Did Indian \Materialism Get 

Its Distinctive Titles?", Journal of the Arnerican 
Oriental Society, Vol. 50 (193,0), p. 137. , 

12) Sartiparva XII.19.23; quoted in loc.,cit., p. 134. 

13) 

14) 

10c. cit., p. 133. 

D. Shastri,. op~ cit., p. 6; S.N. Dasgupta, Historyof 
Indian Philosophy (Abridged Edition (Allahabad: 
Kitab Mahal, 1969), p. 144; S. Radhakrishnan, Indian 
Philosophy, Vol. Il, (London: Geo. Allen and Unwin J.,td., 
1929~, O. 283. ' J 

, 15) S. Radhakrishnan, Indian Phi1osophy, °op. ci t., 'p. 283. 

16) op. cit., pp. 277-78, where the authQr main tains that 
materia1ism arises prior to Buddhism. 

17) Guiseppe Tuc ci", "A Skètêh of Indian Materialism" /' 
?roceedings of the Indian Phi10sophica1 Congress, 

18) 

1925, p. 40. 0 .. 
. , 

Brihaspati is quoted in Erich Frauwa11ner's History 
of Inqian Phi1osophy, VoL. 2 (Delhi:' Motila1 
Banarsidass, 1973), p. 225. The quoted opinion is 
of the same author, et op": cit., p. 215. 
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19) M.N~ Roy, op. cit., p. 79. 

20) 

21) 

F. Max Müller, The Si~ S ste~f 1ndian Philoso h 
(London: Longmans, and Co.", 1899), p. 130. 

Chattop~dhy,aya (op. c pp. 1-3) also presents 
arguments for the rneani 9 of 'those who clear.the 
fields for agriculture." 

Cl 

22) K.K'. Mittal furnishes these additionai possibilities in 
his Materialisrn in 1ndian Philosophy (Delhi: Munshiram 
Manoharl.al, 1974), pp. 33-34. / 

23} Cf. Tucci, op. cit., p. 41. .. C
"-~-)-., \ 

\ ) 

24) Chattopa~hyaya, op. ·cit., p. 1. 

25) Cf. Mittal, 'op. cit.; pp. 40-41. 

26) M. Hiriyanna, Out1ines of Indian Philosophy (Bombay: 
George Allen and pnwin Ltd., 1973), p. 187. 

, ' 

Cl-

27) ~Tucci, op. cit., p. 41. 

28f The date is given on p. ix of Jacobi, op. cit., Vol. 1. 

29) Sfitrakrit~riga ~I.l.19, in op. ~it., Vol 2, p. 342 
(cf. ,note 1). 

30) 

31) 

Cf. op. cit., Vol. k, p. xxiv, plus-Sütrakritanga 
II.1.22 (op. cit. ~ p~ 343). 

See .sÜtrakri t~nga 1.12.4 and 1'1.1.17, 
, 341, 

pp. 316, 

32) 
1 

Akarangasûtra 111.2.3; op. cit., V~l. l, p. 19. -
\ 

33) Cf. Uttar~dhyayana 111.19 (op. cit., Vol. 2, p. 17). 
for the 'four causes of pleasure'. ~he_quotes are from 
the Sütrakrit~nga 1.3.4 (Vol. 2, p. 270), and the. 
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Ak~rangasütra 1.5.4 (Vol. l, p. 48). 

34) J Dhammakakkapavattanasutta II.6; cf. note 4, op. cit., 
pp. 148-49_ 

35) Çhattopadhyaya, op. cit., p. 35. \ 

J 
36) Mittal, op. cit., p. 30. 

" 37) 

, 
38) 

{ .. ' v 

~ 

D. Shastri holds that the term 'Carv~a' wa's not used 
until after the Buddhist periode (op. 'cit., p. 29). v 

For a discussion of the definition, see Mittal, op. cit., 
p. 31, and Darnondaran, op. ci~., p. 96, as weIl as 
Paul Masson-Oursel, Helena 'pe Willman-Grabowska, 
Philippe Stern, Ancient India and Indian Civilisation 1 
(London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner and Co., 1934), 
p. 143. 0 

See the descriptiqns provided by Budaha Prakash, in 
"Materialist Philosophy and Social' Ref.ol t in India in 
th~~ixth Century BC", Kurukshetra University ~serve 
Journal, Vol. 2, No. 1 (1968), pp. 5-9. 

\V" 
Mitta, op. cit., p. 39. 

40) See D. Shastri, op. cit., p~. l2-Ql, ànd Dale Riepe, 
op. ci t., p. 6. 

41) See Mittal, op. cit., p',47. 

42) Swami Prajnanananda, Schools of Indian Philosophical 
.Thought (Calcutta: Firma MUkhtopadhY,ay, 1973), p., 61. 

o , 
43) P.R. Raja, The Philosophical Traditions of India 

(London: Geo. Allen and Unwin, 1971), p. 92. 

One exarnple of ~he orthodox attitude states that the 
man should first buy the woman presents, and "If sile 
,still does not grant him his desire he should beat ' 
her with a stick or his hand an overcome her saying 
with rnanly power and fllory, 'I take away your glory' • 1 

Thus she becomes devoid of glory." {Brih'adaranyaka Up.' 
VI.4.7, in op. cit., p. 323. The LokEyata attitude 
is to he found in D. Sha~tri, _ op. ci t.., p. 28 .. 
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-
45) See Jacobi, op. cit., Vol. 2, p. xxxvii. 

46) Quoted in J. Muir, loc. cit., p. 313. 

~ 
47) , Eve'n those who concentrate" .. upon the exegesLs of 

'materialist philosopht~~end towards thie vi~w. 
See, for example, D. Shastri, op. cit. · 

./ 48) J. MUir'j IDe. cit.. p. 313. f 

49) H.P. Shastri, op. cit., p. 3. 
i 

--
50) B.A. Saleto+e, "Historical Notices of the Lok!yata", 

Annals 'of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Insti tute, 
Baroda, Vol. 23 (1942), pp. 389-92. 

51) Cf. M. R~ngacarya, ed., The Sarvasiddh~ntasarngraha of 
sankarach~rya (Madras: Government Press, 1909), 
Chapter 2, pp. 5-6. 

52),*, E. B. Cow~ll and A. E. GobghJtransla tors, The 
Sarvadarsanasarngraha (London:, Kegan Paul, Trech, 
Trubner, and Co., n.d.), p. 2. 

53) op. cit. pp. 10-11. 

54) 

55) 

. 
56) 

This view is· admi ttedly contrary to much accepted opinion .. 
Ninian Smart, for examplel, writes that "By the middle 
ages ma terialism virtually disappeared from the Indic,m 
scene." See his Doctrine and Argmpent in Ind:i.an 
Philosophy (London: George Allen and qnwin, 1964), p.' 70. , 

~ 

Cowell and Gough, op. qL~~ 
~~~~:::::::> 

Cf. Saletore, lec. cit., p. 3~6~ 

------- ~ ~ 
----" , 

,57) , Damodaran comments on this at op. cit., p. 90. 

58) P. Lal-, ed. Great Sanskrit Plays (New York: New 
Directions Books, ~964), p. 82. 
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" 
59) op. cit:., p. 224. 

60) Arthur Ryder, transI,. The Panchatantra (Chicago: 
Phgenix Books, 1972), pp. 65, 25~, 263, 434-35, 460, 467. 

,-
PART TWO: ARTHASASTRA AND THE ORTHOOOX COOPTATION 

1. Materia1ism in POlitica1,Philosophy 

r 

1) ln the western world this ter~ apparent1y 15 f1rst used 
in 1589, ~n order ,to descri~--the violation of com .. non 
law for the end of 'public uti1i ty'. As a lllOde of 
argument for policJ it orig*nates rnuch earlier,-however. 
See Samuel Hunt~ngton, Political Order id Changing 

2) 

3) 

'Societies-~New Haven~ Yale University Press, 1916). 
p. 102. 

Pandurang Kane, History of Dharmasastra, Six Volumes 
(Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research InE!'titu~e, 1968), 
Vol. '3, p. 10. ') 1 

op. cit., voi'. l, Part l, p. 152. 

4 ) op. ci t ., p. 158. 

5) 

6) 

7) 

• 1 

op. ci t., p. 149. 

M. Win terni tz ,"Kautilya Artha~astra", Calcutta Review , 
Vol. Il, Na. l (April 1924~, p. 1. 

See th~ discussion of B.K. Sarkar in "Hindu Politics 
in Ita1ian", Indian Historical Quarterly, Vol. 2 
(1926), pp. 1~2-!:>6. 
See also S.C. Banerji, Dharmasütras: A Studv in 
Their Oriqin ~nd Development (Calcutta: Punthi Pustak, 
196.~), PP .. , 7-13; also F.O.M. Defrett,' Reliqion, Law 
and the State in India (New York: Free Press, 963) 
pp. 75-97 . 
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Aitreya Brahmana 40.2; quoted in Kane, op. cit., Vol. 3, 
p. 117.' See also Vol. \1, Par,t 1, p. 249, where the 
purohita is described as "half the self of the Kshatriya." 

9) Tucci, op. cit., p. 40. 

) ,,- 7 h"" l' 1 ' 10 Arthasastra I. ; R. S amasastry, trans . Kautl ya s 
Artha~astra (Mysore: Printing and Publishing House, 1967), 
p. 5, tor example. 

Il) Quoted in Kane, op. cit., Vol. 1, Part l, p. 288. 

12) Artha~astra 1.7, op. cit., p.S . 

. 13) Quoted in Kane, op. cit., Vol. 3, p. 48 . 

. 
14) F.W. Thomas, transI Brihaspati Sütra, Le Museon: Révue 

D'Etudes Orienta1es~ Paris, 1916, pp. 149, 154. 

15) Ruben states directly'that "this materialism of 
Brihaspati represénts natural\science." See his Studies 

. -in Ancient Indian Thought, op. ci t., p. 27n5. 

16) Kane, op. cit., Vol. l, Part f' p. 246. 
\ 

17) ArthaS'astra IV. 210, op. cj,.t:, p. 239. 

Eg. Thomas Trautmann, Kautilya and the Artha(âstra: A 
Statistical Investigation of the Authorship and Evolution 
of the Text (Leiden: E.E. Bril1, 1971), ~pp. 21, 32, 68. 
Also see Joseph Needhman, op. cit., Vol. 5, Part 3, p. 
164. . 

1 

\ 
19) CI Ludwig Sternbach, C~naKya..,Raja-NÏti (Madras: Vasanta 

Press, 1963), p. 4. 

" ' 

20) See K.V. Rangaswami Aiyangar, Indian Carneralism (Madras: 
Vesanta Press, 1949), p. 23. A verse in the 
parasuTamapratapa even recommends the use of alchemy to 
replenish. the treasury. See Kane, op. cit., Va. 3, 
p. 189. 



• 

(244) 

21) Quoted in Kane, op. cit., Vol. 1, Part l, p. 265 • ... 
22) op. ci t. Vo 1. 2, p. 40. 

0\ 

• 

23) See Wal ter Ruben, "Fiqhfing Against\ Despots in Old 
rndian Literature." A~nals of the Bh~ndarkar Oriental 
Research Institute, Baroda, Vo. 48-49 (1969). Ruben 
states here that it was often siNglh Kshatriyas or 
Brahmins who fought despots. This/does not necessarily 
mean t~at the~e individuals coul~ /not be termed /' demons' 
by thelr enemles, however. . 

24) Cultural Herita~e of India, op. cit, p. 476. 

rr: The Arthatâstra of Kautilya 

1) R. Choudhary, Kautilya's Political Ideas and Institutions 
Varanasi, Vidyavikas Press, Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series 
Vol LXXIII, 1971), p. 7. 

2) Wittfogel, op. cit., ego pp. 133, 144, etc. 

3) Eg. èh'oudhary, 012- ci t. , p. 45 ~ 
"-l.\ 

4) See Trautmann, 012· ci t. , p. 176. 

5) Kane, op. cit., Vol. l, Part l, R.. 200. 

6) Trautmann, 012' cit., pp. 174, 187. 

7) Arthasastra I. l, in op. cit., p. 1 

8 ) l . 7; op . ci t ., p. 5 • 

9) Walter 
of the 
Vo. 37 

J 
f 
1 

Ruben, "The Beginning of Epie Sam~hya", Annals 
Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, Baroda, 
(1957), p. 182. i 
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10) M.V. Krishna Rao, Studies in Kautilya (Delhi: Munshirarn 
Manoharlal, 1958), p. 45. 

'/ 
Il) Shamasastry, op. ci t • '\ p.S. 

12) I. 7; op. cit., p. 6. 

13) Max Weber, The Religion of India, op. cit., p. 1~6~'-~, 

~4) R. Choudhary/ op. cit, p. 49. 

15) Angelo Maria Pizzagalli, Carvaka, Nastika e Loka~âtika: 
'Contributo alla storia deI materialismo nell'Ind~a antica 

(Pisa), p. 65, quoted in B.K. Sarkar, "Hindu Politics in 
Italian", loc. cit., Vol. l, p. 550. 

16) V.P. Varrna, Studies in Hindu Political Thought and Its 
Metaphysica1 Foundations (DelHi: Motila1 Banarsidass, 
1974), p. 65. 

17) E.H. Johnson, ,"Two Studies in the Arthas~stra of Kauti1ya", 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, (1929), p. 79. 

18) V.P. Varma, "Theology and Ethics in Kautilyan Political 
Thought", Journal of the Bihar and Orissa Research 
Society, Vol. 41, (1955), p. 579. 

19) See the discuss~on of R. Choudhary, op. cit., pp. 259-60. 

20) Charles Drekmeier, Kingship and Community in Early India 
(Stanford:. university Press, 1962), p. 190. 

21) K.V. Rangaswami Aiyangar, op. cit., p. 45. 

! 
\ . 

22) See R. B-asak, Sorne Aspects of Kautilya' s Politica1 
Thinking (Bur.dwan: University Press, 1967), p. 47. 

23) See Choudhary, op. cit., p. 259 • 
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24) Whether the mat\rialist social cri tics ever formulated 
an alternative form of political economy or not is a moot 
point. We do know, however, that such criticisms were 
pr~sent. A valuable example is in the Srimadbhagavata 
VII. 1~.5, where Narada (who if he is the same individual~ 
was strongly influenced by artha~stra but remains 
orthodox in the Naradadharmasâstra which we possess) says 
to Yudhisthira: "men have a right to ownership of only 
as much as is enough to fill their bellies, and whoever 
aspires for more than that is a thief deserving of 
punishment. " See ~. Shamasastr i, ,_ "Economical Philosophy 
of the Ancient Indians", Annals of tHe Bhandarkar Orient~l 
Research Institu~e, Baroda, Vol. 12 (1930), pp. 27-28. 

\ 

III.Empiricist Materialism and the Origins of State and 
Classes 

1 
1) Thomas Trautman, °E· cit. , p. 54n3. 

\ 
2 ). P. LaI, op. cit. , pp. 235-36. 

e' 

3) Sternbach, op. cit, ,p. 6. 

4 ) Richard Sennett, The Fall of Public Man: On the Social 
Psychology of CaEitalism (New YorK: Vintage Books, 
l 9 7 8), p. 3 4' • 

5) Quoted in Rane, 0E. cit., Vol. l, Part l, p. 159 

6) See Sennet, op. cit, p. ,3. 

IV. Hedonism, later Tantra, and the Fate of Arthasastra 

1) 

2) 

3) 

D. Shastri, The Cultural Heritage of India, 0E. cit., 
p. 485. 

'. , -

See Rane, op. cit., Vol. l, Part l, p;-. 182. 

/ 
~ir Richard Burtoni TransI .• The Kârnasutra of Vatsyayana 
(New York: E.P. Du~on and Co., 1964), p. 65 . 
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4} 'Quoted in H.B. Gowen, A History of Indian Literature 
(New York; D. Appleton and Co., 1931), p. 191.1 

5} M. Krishnamachriar, History of Classicai Sanskrit 
Literature (Delhi: Motila1 Banarsidass, 1970)~ p. 889 • 

6) Kamasutra,~. cit., pp. 69~72. 

7} G,owen,~. cit., p. 151. 

.,.. 
8} See J. Gonda, Visnuisrn and Sivaisrn: A. Cornparison (London: 

Ath10he Press, 1970), p. 93. 

9} 
, 

N.N. Bhattacharya, Ancient Indian Ritua1s and Their 
Social c,bntents (London: Curzon Press, 1975), p. 134. . . 

lO} J.N.~/Farquhar, An Outline of the Religious Literature of .,.~ .. 
India (Delhi: Motilai Banarsidass, 1967), p. 200. 

f 

Il) M. Krishnamachariar, ~.·cit., p. 78. 

12) LOk?yata, ~. sit., pp. 270-300 
\ 

13) Gowen, ~ cit., p. 462. 

14) ~. cit., p. 460. 

15) Farquhar, ~. ~., p. 143. 

16} W.D.O'F1aherty, Asceticism and Eroticism in the Mytho1ogy of 
Siva (Oxford: University Press, 1973), p. '317. 

17) Georg BGh1er, transI. The Laws of Manu (New York; 
Dover' Books, 1969), p. cxiv., 

18}/II~ 6.11; ~. si!., pp 30-31 

l' 
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-
19} Eg. Yaj rt'avalk::::a II.21, Narada 1.29; see Kane, ~. cit. , 

Vol, l, Part l, p. 152, and Vol. 3, pp • 868-71. 
• 

./ 

20} ~. ~., Vol. 3, p. 240. 

2l} See, for instance, D,N, Ghoshal, "The Relation of the 
Dharma Concept to the Social and Political Order in 
Brahmanical Canonical Thought", Journal of the Bihar 
and Orissa Research Society, Vol. 3B (1952), pô 201. 
Al,so see Charles"Drekmeier, ~. cit., p. 222.' 

22} R.K. Gupta, 
(Allahabad: 

Political Thought in the Smriti Literature 
Leader Press, 1952~, p. 61. 

\ 
23) Quoted in K.V. Rangaswami lüyangar, ~. cit., p. 36. '" 

1 
'J 

24) ~. cit •. r p. 30. 

25) See R.K. Gupta, ~. cit., p. 65. 

26) See, for example, Coomaraswarqy and Ni vedi ta,' ~. ci t. , 
p. 217. 

27) Thus Siva advises that no Brahmin is re4uired at his 
sacrifices. ~. cit., p: 2B9. 

28) Needham, ~. cit., Vol. 2, p. 405, 

29) See the comments of M.N. Roy in this regarG/,- at ~. cit., 
p. Ill. 

'30) See Damodaran, ~. cit.,p. IB3. 

, \ ~ 

31) Coomaraswamy and Nivedita, ~, cit., p. 240. 
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/1. The 'Asiatic Mode of Production' 
~ ---

Our intention in this thesis has been the dissectio~ 

~and representation of both the form and content ~'ftheory 

and historical basis) of Marx's concept of t1):e 'Asiatic 

Mode of Production'. In so doing we have sought to 
• 

asses~ t~e valid~ty of this model in term~ of modern 
.~ 

knowledg~,of the evolution of Indian history, within the 

framework of analysis first suggested by Marx and termed 

by him the' 'materialist conception of history·. In 
1) 

utilising this method"we have also tried to determipe 

several aspects of the effects of social history upon 
.,. 

the development and presentation of philosophical reflec~-

ions. 

Marx's an~ytica1 method provides, is mutandis, -"=...:..=...,.....= 
for a more comprehens~ve and humane "of history, 

in particular because its use makes possible avoidance ~ 
of the distorti ve partiali ty of analyses whfch ei ther 1 . ,-
ignore or are support ive of the general continuation of 

exploitation. In this sense of science Marx's anal y tic 
o<l) 

method can be indubitably superior to 'the vast majority 

of anal y tic paradigms offered in the contemporary world. ~ . 
Ît becomes 'mythological' only when t·his is drastically 

" , mis~derstood, but nonetheless this error in comprehen-

sion forms in many ways the dividing line between what 

fJ 

) 

is useful in Marx's work, and whé;lt mainly--const-itute~ ___ l_ 

excess historical baggage, ~o be jettisoAed as a waste 

of. ava±lable fuel. 
... 

Because a means of analysis can claim greater~b.BJect-· 
/, 

" 

,~ 

, .. .\ 
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i vi ty through an enhanced freedom from the bia·s of class" 

does not Mean ~hat it should implicitly share as strongly 

the ideological advantages of the falsification pr~cedure 

in' natural experimentation. T·his is the point of dep~t

ure of the social from the natural scie~ce\sc!?, an~ ,pence 

( the beginning of the
ll 

domain of ficti tious tr1th-claims , 

within the Marxlst ~radition. Because of t~e political 
• • JO • ~ authority of Marx~sm ~n\the mqdern world, there ~s as . -

grave, if not a worse, dangerCin this tende~cy of omni-
t 

pcience as ,in its manifestation in the modern variant of 
v 

behavioralism to which Marxism often finds itself in 

opposition. 

For'this reason we have deemphasised any rig&d 
~ ,; 

causal conclusions in this work, preferring the sequential . . 
treatment of materials in the historical assess~~nt which f - , . ~ 

, 0 

has been presented here. But'disavowal of an exclusive 

agency of origination reinforced by tconèl~sivet logic 
1 . -.-

- "should not be interpreted here as a rêjection of either 
/ '-

a primordial or a strongly derivative influence of ècon-

orny ~pon both the structure and process of social life. 

One d~es not, gener8.lly accept .,_ methodology wi thout being 
" . persuaded of its.fundamental veracity, al~hOU~h corrobor-

ation is at issue in the examination of every empirical 
,r' , 

case. While we have been critical here of both Marx and 

Engels angimany of their subsequent adherents, this stili 
~ Jt.,h"t. ,. 

rema~ns within the -ûndèrstanding that Marx provides the 

Most incisiveopasis of explanation of those aspects of 

social life that we have examined here. 
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In what sense, then, does the·materialist method 
o 

demonstrate an explanatory capacity here? It is diff-

ic~lt to resist finding at least a ~artial conspiracy , 
. , 

among thé Brahmins, as a caste.an~ class, in their 

in maintaining their o~ privileges at tbe expense of the 
"-

majori ty: "This is at besta a simplistic hypothesis, how-

,ever. In its worst sense it ,obscures the very basic 

fact that_men and women very frequently act in ways~ ~d 

for reasons, completely unknown to them. -

No matter how deep and naked the suffering i~licted, 
o 

the exploiter is nev~r d~rectly at fault unless an altern- 0 

ative is made consciously possible and then offered as 
- \ . 

such., ,This is why Marx neve~ confused (and therefore 

mistreated) individual members of the bourgeois owners 

oi thenmeans of production, with their activities as actors 
, 1 

on behalf of thit class. Much c~~tion is necessary tha~ 

an overzealous displacement of cat~~ories not be extended 
'_ tJ " ~ 

: to the creation of individual hat~eds ~o ae'ep that they 

can only impede, rather than facilitate, the process of 

human liberation. 
• 0 

In ~erms of the category under discussion, we noted 

'~n, the first .chapter tpe existence of4se~~ral major prob

lems common ~o many Marxis~s who have consid~red the 
\ 
l , 

, • AMP' •• :'The, most profound of these is the att~mpt te innov-
o 

·ate theoretic.ally at the direct expense of historical . " 

'inyèstlgation. The root of this problem, we believe, 
. , 

liès in ~~e tendency to treat the writlngs of Marx, Engels, 
c 

• and a nUIQ.ber of their succeS'sors, as ,repei ved doctrines 
a t":: '" 

\ , 

f -~ 

\ , 

\ " 

\ 
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\ 
ready for instantaneous application. This is clearly 

in complete ~ntradiction to thé historical relativism 

used wlth devastating clarity in Marx's own analyses. 

In the secohd phapter here we thus tried to indicate 

the basis ~or a chronology of 'the evolution of the history , , 

underlying the 'AMP', since it quickly became clear that 
• 

the entirety of Indian history prior to the British Qould 

not be included wi thin i ts parameters. , Concurrently we , 

examined some o~ the accepted'aspects of the theory of 

the 'AMP' in order to assess the degree of their coincid-

ence with the results of modern research. We found a 
" 

number o~ inaQcurate and hence thoroughly misleading 
. 

characteristics in the theory. The chronology of the 

development of .the vill~g~Ocommunity has been frequently 

misunderstood, and still requires much further examinàtion. 

The relation of caste to cl~ss is nowhere,as simple as 

is often supposed, and we have only been able ta touch 

upon some of the many compl~x issue~;aised bY'~hiS ques

tion. Among these,' the evolution of property relations 

l ,) 

_and the categorisation of the ~rigins and extent of private 

prQperty in relation to, commvnal, ~amily, and state 
, t, 

property control and ownership, constitutes the central 
) 

o 

problematic. 

How do these considerations ~!ect tne general 'cat

egory of· the 'AMP'? " The, ~uli v~idityl' of the con~ept has 
\ p.~ 0 ' 

~ot,., been1 o~ distinctive s~gnifica.l]oe to _ our researches , . 
here. yet it is true that India ~ormed the ground for 

-
Marx's generic conception of Asian societies, and it is 

\, 

• 

, ( , 

I, 
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thus possible to offer some comments in this regard. 

We have noted that Marx may have contemplated.the replace-

ment of the 'AMP' by the more historical 'archaic mode',

Possibly this was an attempt to distinguish between 'prim-' , 

itive c ommuni sm , and the ~AMP', the l~ck of specificity 

between which we have seen to be the most underdeveloped 
o 

aspec~ of Marx's analysis. Certainly, as V.G. Kiernan 

points out, Marx tends to use 'Asiatic', or 'oriental' as 

a synonym ~or 'primitive' generally.2 Only long-term 

comparative researches, however, will e1aborate the dis-
\ 

crete and the similar elements in the societies described 

in these terms. To what extent_has our exposition of the 

history behind the 'AMP' concept' indicated sorne of the 

problems of this typolo~? 

The role of the state remains obscure, and constit-
~ . ~ 

, utes probably the single weakest area in Marxist analyses 

generally. Despit~ the more complex theorieê of~ered by 

Morgan and 'others in Marx's lifetime, and since surpassed 

by many modern anthropologists and othei~, reductionism " 

remains frequent. In particular the relation of state 
, 

power to localised political authorïty and of both to 

agencies of social control ~as been grossly o~ersimplified 
, 

and therefore greatly misunderstood. 

Two stereotypeô - the '.q.espotical and omnipotent 

state' and the 'state as military camp' were examined. 
... 1 

Both tend' to underestimate,the legitimative r~le of pol-

itical institutions, with a'corresponding misplacemên-t 

of, and overemphasis upon, the nature of the repressive 

, 
• , 

" 
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functions. In particular, the position of the state as 

~ agent of clais alliance and manipulation has been 
, 

fairly cons~stently ignored, largely because of its 

extreme reification in the liberal theory of 'plur~list 

~olifics'. What an analysisf~~s± provide here is the 
-

ability to distinguish betw~en periods of relative homo-

ge;'ei ty' wi thin the ruling ciass 1 and conjunctures in 

which contraqictions exist eit~er between various fractions 
/ 

internal to this class, or between several classes or 

_ p6rtions thereof' s~eking the rul~ng position in a gi ven 
" 

society\ In the Indian 'case the 'despotism' of the 

.poli tical form was balanced by tribal custom, caste reg-
~ /r~ -

, f 

ulations, 6renidharma (corporative law), and past dharma-
~-sastra usage • 

. 
The' strength sp~cific to the centralised 

. forces, however, varies (as we hav~ seen) from o~e period 

to the next. In-the general sense of a capacity and dem-
~ \ " 

onstrated willingness to kill large populations rather 

than exacting tribùte, however, the modern state is infin

~tely mo(;e 'despotic' than anything to be encountered in 

ancient fndian history. 

- In all of this, ferhaps the greatest single weakness 

in Marxist studi~ India and similar societies is the 

laèk of' a solid relationship between native historians 

and European and' no.rth American methodologists. (The' 
. ~ 

reverse is true' to a lesser extent since'we are speaking 
, ," 

of the histor~ of the' Third World and not of Europe). 

Each group has an enormous amount about which to inform 

---the other, yet the linkages are ten]lous and often seem-

\ 

1 
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ingry not expressed in theoretical developments. Overall, 

however, it seems that Indian historians are more familiar 

with the materialist method than European theorists of 

the 'AMP' ~e conversant in Indian ,(or any other Asian) 

history. In this sense a great deal of credit is due ta 

modern Indian historians who accornpany, their historièal 

inve~tigations with self-conscious methodological reflect-

ions. 

The question of the relation of agr~cultural prod-

ucti'on and commodity exchange to the rise and decline of 

commercé and trade is perhaps the most difficult problem 

considered here. In this matter there are very few con-

clusions,. only indications of appropriate models of anal

ysis and directions for historical examinatio~~ Exchange 

does in sorne periods appear to have altered the product

ive structure of the villages (cf. infra, pp. ))-)4, 55). 

In addition, the general stagnation of.lndian life after 

c. 500 AD (one o~ the defining characteristics,of the 

original • AMI") would appear to be less a function of 

the dominant mode of production (relatively self-suffic-

ient agriculture) than to the inability of a centràlised a 

state ~o maintain and extend its power at the expense 

of rhat of other sodial forces. Why this did not oceur 

is a complex question beyond our purposes here. In the 

predominance of the relations of production over the 

specifie form of production, however, the d'ecline of 

external trade is crucial, since this reduces the status 
, 

of the urban centres to one of greater dependency, and 
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circumventq the further possible use of mercantile capital 
-

in urban industry. Hence in this case the mode of prod-

uction allowed sufficient latitude for several forms of 
" relations of production, which we attempted to sclhematise 

~. 

\ 

in Figure Two {infra, pp. 59-60 r. In the most direct 

sense, it can be argued, it is the predominance of caste 

relations of production which virtually guarantees the 

relative stagnation of Indian life, through the mutual 

exclusivity of its hierarchy. This is based, however, on 
, D 

the failure of other forms of the division of labour to 

become predominant in this context, such that the combin-

ation of industrial enterprises and the continuation of 

both stats and social support for increased economic act-

ivity might have taken place. 

Hence political conditions and the determination of 

production 'in the last instance' must be more carefully 

examined in terms of their mutual influences. Where the 

forces of production are not owned, but are subject to 

disposal through political control, this question is less 

clear. ,Here the relation of the political form to the 

maintenance of the social order 'is of especial import

'ance, since, it is precisely the sqcial forces which under

mined the interventionary aspects introduced in the early 
" 

Mauryan state, that led to what was earlier referred to 1 

as the potential 'pred~minance df tfadition' in early 

~India (infra, p. 58). 
\ 

What, then, is the ~elationship of the specificity 

of early Ind~an social formations to Marx's method3 as 
\ 

\ 

1 
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a whole? Is i t true that "Marx beli ttled the pri,mary 

character of exchange in human society" in inferring the 

transferral of the overdetermination by production in 

capitalism to the prehistory of the industrial revolution?4 

Is the concept of a 'Mode of Production' in the larger 

sense ~ence an 'ethnological reduction' in this case, 

such that 

"capitalist society does not illuminate primitive 
societies •• starting with the economic,and prod
uction as the determinate instance, other types of 
organisation are only illuminated in terms of,this ~ 
model and not in terms of their specificity or even, . 
as we have seen in the case of primitive societies, 
in their irreducibili ty to production. If (5). 

In treating of this argument we should,first emp?as

ise again that Marx's ~oncern with precapitalist·societies 
, ' 

\ 

was predominantly an attempt to demonst~ate the historicity 

of capl talism. n The inner logib and empirical growth of 1 

suCh formations occupied only a very narrow range of 

hié concentration. This admission in itself indicates 

\ that Marx could not possibly have explored the implications 

of the application of his own method to societies much 

earlier than his own. Thus this procedure begins in an , 

atmosphere of very considerab~e doubt. 

Our concerne however, is not abstractly with 'prim

~tive societies' in general but with early India in part-.. 
icular. Was it a 'primitive society'? The period of our 

discussion is largely one in which the extension of class 

society (introduced in post-Harappan India by the Aryan 

conquest and its enslavement of the native population) 

to the m~jority of social groups occurs. Caste as an 
'-

/ 
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, institution stands midway between tribe and class, and is 
"-

the mode o~ assimilation of the former to the latter. . .' 

Af-;ter the decline of i ts slave basis ca,ste' becomes a 

system of considerable complexity. Both the state struc-

ture and the marke.t system o~ econo'lnic interchange also 

achieve periods of peak influence-and strength. But the 
, -

majority. of the populace throughout this period were 

engaged in self-sufficient ~griculture, itself rather 

an advanced,form of h~man society, subject to a tribut

ary relationship to regional overlords. 

In terms of agricultural pro~uction we/may distingui~h 

five periods: 1 

(1) the nomadic 'hunting and gathering' stage,- in 
which settlements by the Aryans and the! conquered 
peoples were rare, and consistent cultÏvation' 
both \Phazard and abnormal; __ ~---

(4) 

the period of the rise-o~ sedentary farming within 
small communities still generally cQnstituted on 
a tribal basis; 1 l, 

l '-\. 

the Mauryan era, when state develop6ent.o! prod
uction reached its greatest extent/ both thro~gh 
the dispersion of new techniques (eg. the iron 
plough) and through the deliberate organisatipn 
o~ the relations of production, especial!y on 
state lands and in new settlements; ... 

, 

the 'exchange' period, where national and inter
national commerce develop their strongest connec
tions with rural commodity (and indirectly agri
cultural) production, with a correspondi~g decline 
in state intervention; 

the stage of the predominance of the villake~system 
proper, when trade (now maiDIy régional) had little 
impact upon the s9cial and productive system. 
Here tributary obligations are divided between the 
politiQal forces above, and the mutualNdemands 
of a reciprocal but hierarchi~al division of 
labour within the caste system of the villages • 

In this last stage,' in particular, the means of,social 
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control in both political and social forms do not rest 

especially on the control over the land, the most fund

amental element of the natural s~de of the productive 

proce~s. Land revenue was not ground rent~ but a tax 

upon the crops produced, in other words upon the use-

values of the land. Rence control over people (who are 

also means and forces of produëtÎon in their economic 

roles) was the decisive question, which is why the most 

frequent form of revoIt was the simple abandonment of 
. 

a given region, since land was plentiful-enough to 'per-

mit su ch migration. Rence the pressures of population 

growth are central to the transmutation of a poli tical 
'.. 

into an economic relation. Unlike modern capitalist 

production, here we'have demonstrated what Meillassoux 

terms a priori ty of relations between people 'Over r~lat

ions to things. 6 Control over land was in other words 

less important than the right to extract a proportion 

of the produce of the population. 

Renee, whereas in the modern era demographic imper-
~ 

atives suffice to translate economic ownership into pol-

itical power fairly easily, this was not the case in early 

India, nor prbbablY in many similar precapitalist soc

ieties. Within the village economies market exchange 

(aside from the surrender of surplus to the local polit-

ical authori ty) was comparati vely rare. A hierarch'ical 

reciprocity 'rooted in the dharma~astras was the standard 

mod'e of èconomic interchange. Jakubowski wri tes of this 
1 

admixture of roles that 

\. 
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"Class reiationshi:gd':~, first appear in a clear 
form in this ca . alist context, w~ereas previously 
they had been oncealed as estates, castes, and 
other social groupings which grew and consolid
ated as a r ult of legal and state privileges. 
Since basic, verifiable economic states of fact 
still do no exist in~ clear form in these earlier 
f9rms of prpduction, they cannot always be exactly 
'expressed't ~n legal or·religious categories; 
rather, the\latter are intertwined wi th them. Il (7) 

" "-------. 
Heré without a d&ubt, the, relations of production 

~, 

substantially fnhibited the growth of the forces of prod~ 
~ 

uction, techniq'Ue most especial'ly.8 The relations of 

production - here caste and political d~pendency - play 

an overdeterminant role upon all other aspects of social 

and economic life, including the principal mode of prod-
'-

uction, s~Èsistence agriculture, once other prevailing 

forces have exhausted themselves or bee~deliberately 

curtailed in the str.uggle of the various contending classes 

and portions thereof. 

I~ there any 'last instance' in this case? In the 

common Marxist lexicon the term 'mode of production' 

includes both forces and relations of production, and it 

would be possible to ascribe predominance to the caste 

system of productive regulation, and hence transfer this 
'-.: . 

tp the larger 'mode of production', and thus claim sorne 

form of 'ultimate economic determinism', This would be 

an apologetic exercise in spurious logic, however. But~ 
. 

it is precisely this problem in relation to primitive 

societies that leads many modern Marxist theorists to 

emphasise that the concep~ Qf a mode of production in 

its empirical application is "structured by the dominance 

of the relations of production,,9, which means that no 
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mode of production would retain its character without 

its specifie 'strueturing' system of class relations: 

the hierarchy of domination. 

It is elear- that we are not dealing w,i th a predom

inantly tribàl society where kinship forms the basis of 
1 

economic relations. While caste as we k10W it now is ' 

largely a medieval phenomenon rooted in the evolution 

of the village system itself, its bases lay in th& earlier 

elaboration of a society more directly confronted by 

class and economlc determination, in the towns and cities 

of the Mauryan empire, and in the Brahmanical successes 
~ 

'thereafter. 

If, as we believe is the case, the evolution of caste 
1 _ 

is grounded principally in the soc~al ,power of the Brahmins 

and their class allies, then in] ~~~t sense may this be 

described as an economic phenome on? Certainly we know 

,economic: the widespread inf uence of the heterodox rel

igions was contingent primarftly upon tUe immense donations 

ema~ating from the merchan!classes. But the Brahmi~s as 
, 1 

weIl continued to recei v,' finan'cial sUPPo'rt from the state 
1 

and from other sectors of society. As a class their wealth 
1 

/ 
in lands and commodit~és, when added to their virtual 

;' intelleptual mon0Pol:/ and their unmatched social prestige, 
1 

< 1. 
consti tuted a viabl~' basis for continued social power. 

1 

When Puéyami tra seized the Mauryan throne he doubtless 

had these resources upon which to draw. The establishment 

of Brahmanical Rolitical power in various dynasties then 
" " 

, , 

1 
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cemented the power of the social c+ass and guaranteed 
l 

'" - 1 the continuation of the system of varnasrarnadharrna. 

An increa~e in the econornic power of the merchant 

classes might have offset these political victories. The 

guilds, however, were unable to combine as political forces, 

and ofte~ in any case had Brahrnin investors and high offic

iaIs within their administrative hierarchies. The decline , 

of trade led directly to the ecli'pse of Buddhism, and 

thereafter social custorns becarne increasingly Brahrnanical 

in character. In this way, the evolution of caste has a 
,,' 

mOre directlr economic basis - grounded in political suc-

cesses wh{ch' however alrnost never occur without a consid-

erable econornic backing - than rnerely its original estab

lish~ent according to the simple classification of the 

later Vedic division of labour. 

~he Mauryan state, arnong all those in early India, 

was probably the moèt ~ecular (Kautilya and the bureaucracy) 
" n, " 

and heterodox (Asoka's Buddhisrn). Its class basis was 

however extrernely narrowi the bureaucracy,and army were 

cross-cut with considerable fissures of divided interest. 

, ~ 

The other religions either allied thernselves w~th the 

cause of the rnerchants~ resented the authoritarianism of . 
. " . the state, or, as in ,Asoka's case, CO~d not play a central 

political and military~role in the support ,Of even a very 

highly sympathetic state • 

In the period prior to the fi'lth s~age outlined above 
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f 

thè 'relation of people to ~hings' was hence of cardinal 

rportance. ~ The success of the Brahmin ideology was con

tingent upon t~e rescriution of various structural contra

dictions (the internal dialectic as weIl as an external 

impetus, foreign trade) in-iavour of the absolute predom-
. 

inance of the system of 'village agriculture. The basis 

of Brahmin control was then not merely the legal system 

but hereditary possession ad infinitum of' local tributary. 

obligations. Although caste is thus a form of transition 

between tribe and class, this mode of production is not 
o 

'transitional' except in~ the sense in which all such fqrms 

are ever-changing; Any resqlutio,n of the problem of the 

larger category of the 'AMP' will have to proceed from 

th~s consideration. 

For our analysis o~ th~ relation of social change to 
.0 

.., 
economic power, then~it can be said that capitalism 

provide) insights of tremen~ous importance. Through the 

examipation of the rise" of the modern world-system one, can 

see that the interdependence of foreign and domestic trade, 

usury, political conquest, technological inventiop, and 
1 

class consciousness created'a particular system through 

various uniq'ue and timely combinations. Had sorne occurred 

earlier, later, or not at all"we might sti~l be planting 

voegetables on the village, common under the watchful eye 
, 

of lord and cleric. Alternately, As~an, African, or Latin 

American mUftinationals might be 'developing' the primitive 

and 'innately retardèd' regions of northern Europe and 

America. ,An enormous number of routes are possible in, 

\.: 
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social developmen~, and it must be emphasised that the 
\ " 

condi'tions of th'e present are of profound <. signifîcance 
, 

in comprehending the particular courses of specifie reg-
i' 

ions. 

There is yet another meaning of the 'AMP' in Marx's 

work, to which we have devoted little attention because 

it relates more closely to the underlying unit Y of ethics 

and method in Marx's system. India functions in many 

:ways as the basis of Marx's historical anthropology. In 

its redaction of aIl prior renditions of history, the 
/ 

" materialis't conception presents several axiol~gies of" 

progress in its theory of normative possibilities. 

HumankinŒ for Marx ggn move from an-animal-like (but 
~, 

'vegetative') existence"largely determined by natural 
/ 

necessity, to a condition of freedom in historic~l (self-
1; , 

conscious) choice, upon the basis of the free time made 
1 

available to all by technological achievements. 

lndia meant one entire extreme for Marx 1 it was the 

original predominantly rural and naturally-determined 

sqciety, and despi te the 'satisfying, 'agreeable bonds' 

of its collective communality, its social relations stood 

in direct opposition to the form of in~eraction which 

Marx envisioned for the future,)which might be termed 

1'1' c 

'communal individuality'. In this sense ,the differences \, 

between 'primitive communism' and 'communism', as ~x saw 

them, are even greater than their formaY similarities.' 

Herce India for Marx is not only the analytical opposite' 
-", l 

of the totalistic determination by the ~arket of ~ocial . , 

, 1 
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relations under capitalism. It is also in many senses 
(.; 

the ·moral and philosophiçal antithesis of socialism in 

its predominant,e~ression of rural'superstition, degrad-
., ,". 0 "'. • 0 , 1 

ation~, and ignorance, in short, in its mere adumbration 
." c ..... J. 

of human creative poten~ial. 

" 

II ... Philosophies énd 'Modes of Product-ion 

In the third chapter we attempted tO'extend our 
Jo 

exam~nation of the modes of production and their surround-.r', 
/ ~'<t, ing socral \ history t~ 'incl ude an overview of several aspects 

. , 
Q ~ 

\ \ 

1, 

~ '-1 I!h • " 

\j of the Indian tradition of philosophical and quotidian 

41 

t 

.... 

mater1alism. 
/ ' 

This.was undertaken with the understanding , . '-

that a socio-ec.onomic formation (which 'encompas es at 
..~ 

least two modes of ,production and functions as the 

'0' nic~~ .ter.m fQr 'soci~ty' in ~xist anq,lyses) canno be 

desc~ibed, and hence analysed, without sôme knowledge of 
'. ' 

its philosophical and iùeological expressions. We have 
, .,' 

" also 'argued that only through such an historically-based 
\. . . . , 

.investig~tion can philosophy and th0se oacademic discipline~ . , 

. Which :l?tqdY, 'i t 'Qe brought tback to lite ~ ,in' the two main 
.., ~ C \ ~ J" 1; ~ L) 

. . .. sèrises ,of the phrase., 0' 9therwise intellectual history , . .' ,~ 1 
1 

o 

," .JT' 

tends te bec~me a scholastic vivisection of language and, 

logic, ingeniqûs, intriguing, and time-ponsuming, but very 
'4 . '. ~, " ~ 

oft~n deyoid ~ social con~ent and hence human purpose, 
0 .. . 

thus' eliminating much l'of the richness and mea,.ning of human 
jI, < e \ 

4., ~xpérience. 

. ,Th,e study of the h~sto~y of materialis"nl was used 
. . 

q ~b~cause, besides its' own inde pendent development, it does 
~ ç 

~lll, ; 

functi<;ln ,in a 0 dialectical j uxtaposi ti,on to the philosophiés 

. l 

r! 1 

1 
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, 
and ideo1:ogi'es whj(ch through the identifibation of vlirn-

, - ' 
asramadharma and the Hindu ,religion helped to retard 

- clas~ mobility ànd s~cial ~mprovement gn masse, Its 
" ~ 

htstory fs the,. chronicle ,- in many ,ways., of the rise of 

the 'AMl?' ,formation, and thé, devolution into lethargy 

of the rnajority of creative social energies, It is'also 

the most misunderstood and deliberately subverted of, 
l, 1 1 .. '" - / ' 

~ ~ , 

In~ia's philosophies, for the fairly obviou~ reasons 

It was however expressly n t 1 ur intention ta estab-
, , 

which we have hopefully de~onstr~~ted here. 

lish a mot:locausal 'relationship h r,,l as is usually irnplied .' 

"in the applioation of the p 'base-superstructure' metaphor '. ~ .. 
\ 

In the larger ~ense, rather, "What we look for in histor-

ical facts is .!ess th,eir materi~l being than their human 
l , 

meaning wh~ch, obv.iously, cannat be' know apart from ~heir .. 
~terial b~ing," 1 This holds true ~ven more -substantially 

in philosophical investigati~ns, and here such meaning 

tends ~p be irrevocably lost in ~he reduction of all ide as 

to ide~'logy' (the defense of' class interes.t, or a more 

specifie,political position), and of all 
).... fi 1 ~ 

ideology t6 -a 

~oni~~ly, -t~--__ / " 

specifie relatipR ta economi~ aetivit~. 
'.' 

wi th the designation in cornmon language of a materialist ~ 

a~ one who is €?reedy 

'a view often has --the 

subtle complex~ties 

aehievements of the 

for ,the pos~ession of objects) such 

~is~stro\ effect. in ~enying 'the 

of' human tH ught, of denigrating the, 0 

'.,. , 

intellect, whi~h serves no ~urPdse 
whatsoever, 

The relation of philosophies to modes of production 

is a p~culiarly perp~ejÙng one. In termf? of the ef:(ects 

" 
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of natural science upon normative theorising, an artic

ulation of the !laws' of human conduct on this basis can \ 

" develop no furthei: than the level of technological expl~" 

ation at a given poin~ permits. There is also a cross

over effect here in terms of the structure, degree of 

,sophistication, and m~thod of presentation of arguments 
'J 

in philosophy. This is readily demonstrated througlt an' 
1 • 

, ' 

examination of the influeqce of mathematics upon the evol-
, . 

ution of philos'ophy thrpughout the ancient world. There 

are additional correspondences between intellectual and 

economic activity in ter~s of,th~ type of production that 

is predominant, r,!3. mercantile vs. agrarian, and in terms 1 
\ 

of the class which Qccupies a determinant position either 

in ,society generally or in intellectual activities in 

~ particufar. Even fractions withirr a class may view the 

. world_ip radically dissimilar ways, as a result of the 

juxtaposition of elements,of a past rulin~order with those 

.~ 

..,0 

, 
of an ascendant bloc. 'Ontological, epistemological, and 

ax~ological positions' vary greatly, for instance, in the , . 

coincidental rule of fractions of an agrarian ancien régime 

with thosé of a mercantilist, indus trial , or financial 

oligarchy with which powe~ is shared. Hence the general 
,J 

relâtionship being ponsidered here is of immense complexi ty • - \ 

. '. In one sense of the content of ph1losophy, however, 

there can be a correlation to social conditions generally, 

but.not to the mode of prod~ctio~ ~pecifically. Because 

of the interven~ng factor of human emotional response, 

overall basic reactions to social movement are finite and , 
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relatively easily categorised into such dualities as 

affirmation and denial, contemplation and acti vi ty-, 

sublimation and sensuality, equality and hierarchy. 

Structural ~terations which bring fortune and happiness 

'to one gro~p usually mean catacl~m and depression to 

anothér. When a social body of sufficient size and 

resources shares t~se common characteristics, and <has 

the abili ty to express i ts collective sta te--- of conscious

ness, sorne form of philosophical reflection usually arises 

thèrefrom. ' ' --,,\ 

We have seen, for example, that out of the crises 

of consçience of-some early Indian thinkers there evolved 

an attitude of world-reriunciation. -- For~ly, :this same 

. response was present (and continues) among many o~ the 
• 

young (or the pensive) in the western industrial countries 
, \ 

in the last several decades. 
<t 

The rapid alteration of the 

wdrld, and the frequent impoverishment of meani'ngful human 
" 

relations in the face of the inherent irrationality of 

the productive process, underly both of these theoretical 

reactions despi'te the historicai distance between them. 

Yet th~ ec\o'nomic and socialfmilieu which' gave rise to 

them are in many ways as different as we can imagine . 

Sorne, no doubt', would impute a cyclically recurrent 

histor~cal behavior in this process, and in this forrnal 
1 • ' 

, sense this is mos~ appropriate, for it demons~rates to 
_ 1 0", 

. the highest degree the similarity of desires and shared . 
,beliefs about the possible ends of human association held 

by virtuall~-all peoples. Yet this notion of perpetual 
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déjà ~ lies itself at the root of the social phenomenon 

of alienated ~ithdrawali What is common to both epochs 

is a cri sis of values in which an absolute is sought as 

a 'savior t from the deep dilemmas of ~thical ~elativism -

the senss-that aIl moral judgments are either equally 

right or wrong or equally susceptible to instrumental 

manipulation in the pejorative sense. The latter form 
,-

of 'rationality' we have discussed as the theoretical 
\, 

subs~ructure of indiVi1ual app~opriation. of wealth at 

the levels of both economics and poli tics. 

This absol ut~ t however t as Lukacs has wri tten, "is 

nothing but the fixation of thought, it is the projection 

into myth. of the intellectual failure to understand real

i ty concretely as ~ historical process. ~,2 - It is also, 

one might add, a primitiv~ expression of the genuine 

interdepenÇlence Qf all aspects of social and natutal life, 

but reduced exclusively to its unitary description in 

defiance of the manifold diversity and individuality which 

occurs throughout nature and society. At the core of the 

attitude of-renunciation is a resignatlon ta the eternal

ity of orthodox modes of interaction at the social lev~l. 

Thus a more 'meaningful' eternity is sought as a path of 

escape from the suff~cating weight of the first forme 

Yet in both ~cient India and,the modern world a 

dialectiç 'between the critique of orthoxy and its defenJe 

is "pres~nt. In both ages 

"The materialist is not concerned with absolute 
reassn but with happiness (including its despised 
form, pleasure), and not so mucn with so-called ,. 

(' '. 



-- ,,-

• 

(271 ) 

inner happiness, which all-too-often allows itself 

\
to be complacent about outer misery, but with an 
objective condition, in which curtailed subjectiv

, i ty cornes inrto i ts own again." (J) 

Hence, since it is possible to make such judgments, 

th t t . . :d# d' th' one can say a asce 1CS are m1sgu1 e 1n e1r condem-
, 

nation of desire and 'attachment'. These must be 'properly 

channelled' (from whence emerges the grave dangers and 

responsibilities of those who are the educators), but 

they, are life-forces which th~ majority could never eyen 

begin to eliminate anyway. In their functions as moral 

codes thenoeforth, these ideas merely dictate what it is 

that Should not be desired. What is rather required are 

positive social values which can guide the relativised 
4 anomie of our own ~ge. 

In their own fashion th& Indian materialists attempted 

to provide such a counterculture. Although their invest

igations into nature and ~heir cultivation o~ pleasure 
1 _ 

are important, a more imme~iate contribution is p~~vided 

in their 'discovery' of the cardinal bond-o! economy and 

polity. In the recognition of poli~ica1 economy, as it 

is now ealled, and'despite its obvious misappropriatïon, 
\ . 

we find th~, root~Jof mueh of modern social "analysis •. This 

. branch of knowledge developed first, and further than else-
" 

where for many centuries, in lndia, and i t represents'· in 

a sense her contribution to the global storehouse of 

intellectual re~ources which are the common'heritage of 

mankind. 

In termsuof the method utilis~d in our examination 



-. 

(272 ) 

of Indian ~hilosophy, we find that much more than- merely 

th~ underlying history of materialism is demonstrated in 

a synchronised exposition of social conditions. The social 

basis of Indian idealism ,(t~ing this term in a descriptive 
\ 

sense and not as an epithet of abuse and contempt) is as 
, 

wel~ manifested through insights into the formation of 

_~he villàge economic system. From the early warfare bet-' 

ween the gods and demons onwards, the majority of social 
l ' , 

history èame to be reflected through the activities of 

the deities. AlI of the autochthonous mental and physical 

objects of worship were eventually incorporated into the 
- / ' 

Brahmanical pantheon, with fuany underg9ing a form of palin-

genesis i~ the,ir new Hinduised roles. 
" 

Marx believed that he recognised the personage of 

the 'Oriental despote' in the 'overarching unit y , 'presented 

in certain of the fundamental tenets of the Hlndu religion. 

This correspondence, however, is somewhat misplacedc as 

an omnipotent force the Judaeo-Christian God is a far 

closer representative of correlatively ruthless and arbit

rary terrestrial rulers. The gods of India's pantheon are 
-

so diverse as to be rarely susceptible to a supreme comman-

der, alth<?ugh sorne of ,the;medieval cuIts (such as that of 

" Siva) had b~gun to achieve this imputed ascen~ancy in a 

more widespread area. 

Variations' in religious form throughout India,- in 
" 

fact, rather"''tend more tb conform to, what we now know of 
~ 

the isolation and 'self-governing' aspects of the village 

system 'than to what Marx and his çontemporaries saw as the 
( 

, " 

, '. 



, , 

• 

(273 ) 

idealised approximation of the powers oT the centralised 
1 

monarchy. Local custom and usage èoexisted J' and were 

often more important than, more,general social laws, an~ 

this is à1so the case with the hierarëhy of deities in 

any specifie locale.· Where the idea of unit Y occurs most 

strongly, it is in the context of intellectûal traditions 
o 

which were, for the most part, wholly removed from the 

lives of the vast majority. The idea of may~ the world 

as an illusion cre~ted by desire - is a seminal illustrat

ion of this, as we have seen. This vieW lay at the basis 

of Vedantic ~hought, but had, we' would argue, a negligible 

impact at the level of everyday life. Yet it is as an 

idea both. historicaily and logically synchronised with 
, 

\ the rise of the ,village system. 

Other notions of unit Y in Indian philosophy share à 

similar degree of correspondence wi th the soci~.l structure,' 

The theory df time in the Yugas was not only a1reaction 

to the incèption of class society, bu~ was furthermore 

quite d~liberately adjusted to meet the Brahmanical need 

of engaging in nonpriestly occupations without the usual 

subsequent loss of status. The operations of karma were 

defined specifically to further the.varnasramadharma sys-, 
tem, on the basis of the principle that it was ,better 

virtually to fail. ,- at the occupation Qf ,one 1 s ~aste than \ 
\ 

to seek to emulate (and thence possibly displace).the 

actions o~ the ,higher castes. 
\'" . 

After the demise of the materialist politieal trad-

ition, religious mythology and history became so intertwined 

. 
~. " 

1 
1 
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as to render extremely difficul t, as we have' seen, )j;he 

accurate exegesis of the ancient perio'ld. The ('light

skinned male gods of the conquerors.shired their heavenly 

abode uneasily with the darker (krisna rneans 'black'; Kali 

is the 'dark goddess') deities of the Dravidians. In the 
~ \ ' 

nether regions awaited the demons of material~sm/and 

social cri ticism, and as Ion Banu has wri tten, "the 

POliticisatior.! of the transcendant had as a consequence 

the 't~anscendentaiisation' of poli tical protest,,5, and 

rnany further conflicts rooted in social conditions were 

henceforth expressed in the rnetaphors of religious adher-

ence. 

From the presentation of aspects of the evolution of 

ma~erialist thought, it was possible to substantially 

deny the myth of the predominance of spiritualism through

out Indian history at every level of philosoph~c- expres

sion. This myth is the intellectual counterpart of the 

notion of stagnation in Indian economic and social life. 

Both del~ions are rooted historicallYI mysticism achieves 

an unprecedented peak during the most decentralised and 
1 

isolated years of the Indian middle ages. Much further 
1 

demystiflcation remains' to be done both in India and out-

side of the region, but the first to set out to accomplish 
,.. t, . , 

this, who in earlier t~rnes fought for a better world, and 

whose 

wall, 

ative 

, . 

victories, thus, great and small, are our own as' 

were t~cient deniers of the Vedas, and the exploit
- il 

social ,system aided by their doctrines. 6 
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III. Concluding Remarks 

It is now almost three centuries since European 

tràvellers began to inform their peers of the weal th, 

delights, and mysteries of the Indian subcontinent. 
1 

T;rere have been many results of the impact of the two 

cultural tradi~ions upon each other. As soon as the ... 
European powers were able to do so, they began a fierce 

competitive struggle for the products and markets of 

India, eventually using the technique of mass.capitalist 
c • 

production to destroy. much of ner own industry. With 
, 

the British came the gradual disintegration, ,still ongoing, 

of the protofeudal forms of land tenure, followed by the 

construction ofla new ruling class of landowne~s,\ manu

facturers, and financier~. 
': <- 'i<-

l ( .. ' 

As any visitor wlth a limited knowledge of history 

and a disinclination te' reduce the country to those ~,seek

\jng control over their senses' can see, capitalism has 

~ot been generous to the Indian people as a whole. Usury 

has left scores of millions in a position of hereditary 

debt-slavery. Many more mil~ions live barely at;the sub

sistence ,level (for an Indian), perched precariously onoa 

narrow tightrope between life and death, waiting to be 

hurled into the abyss by the wrath of an angry landlord, 
f 

the caprice of an irregular mon$oon, or by nature's great-
1 

est wonder" .. the birth .of a child. 
é 

The problems of modern India are enormous, and wi11 

not be simply solved even if~the most humane, bloodless 

revolution were to oceur tomorrow with the full hid and 

Il 

l, 

/ 
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support ,of sympathetic nations around the world. It 

would be inadViSà~O use ~he term 'inevitable' for 
1 -

any future event: the barous prospect of nuclear 

holocaust removes this ide a (for the first time in this 

sense) from our h'istorical ~ocabulary, ev en in terms' of 

the survival of the human race. Barring this incr~asingly 

likely prospect, hawever ~ and despi t'e the impoverishment, 

factionalism, and other weakn~sses of the Indian socialist 

movement, it is not difficult to feel that the Indian 

people will someday be managing themselves and their indus

tri~s in a cooperative, rational, and humane fashion. No 

doubt many generations will be reguired for the reedycatio~ 

of individuals into nonexploitative habits, for deep pat
(" 

ience is required"in su ch matt~rs if bloodshed is to be ' 
t, 

avoided.' " 
When this time comes, however, and during the prep-

./ 

1 

aration of the intervening years, the exegesis of ancient 

life will reveal patt .. erns of mutual support, o-f a lack of 
, 

1 

antagonism between social groups, and of th~ criticism of 

the degradation of the ~an being. In both her material 

and'her intellectual history India can provide a rich 

tradition upon which to base' the construction of the future 
~ 

and its social relations. There are two steps in this 
) 

process: the Understanding 6f the evolution of, the pres-

ent, and the use of aspects of the philosophie trad\t~ons ...... . . 
A • . .

~-

of the' past as a vehicle, a series of, metaphors" for the 

cOhscious transformation of the present into the future • 
, 

In two senses Max Weber was completely wrong in his view 

~'( -, .' 
'. .. 



that "Th~re is li ttle or nothing that ancient history 

can teach us about our own social problems ... 1 Fi.;rst+y, 

the daily-habits of hundreds of millions - perhaps.half 
- j • 

- - """-........ -...,,-, ___ 1 .,.,.. ~ ... ~ 

a billion - are/more:strongly dictatéd by ~he customs of 
. ' 

the anterior social formation than by the strictly modern 

aspects of capitalisrn. In mass communication,~mass educ-
, 

ation, social movement" ~nhanced production of virtually . , 

eve~y~hing imaginable, good and bad - and of. the imagin

ation . i tself - India ffLll,s far short of the eapi talist 

, ideal. type. Secondly (sinee to be fair Weber was spe~-
\' ,q. 

- ing of early t~entieth century Europe), the problems of . ({ 

the- wor~~.~eeome in~reasinglY mut~al as, technology cdntin-

uously snrinks the barriers of region, ethnieity, and 
\. 

nationality. 

Not o'nly is the anatorn}' of the presen~ the key to 

the pas~, allowing us to see what might have happened 

because the various a1tern~tives are clearer by hindsigh~. 

The past,', too, is a vital link to the present and future, 

in detèrmining the broad spectrum of possible ac.tions, 
o 

. , 

and in fighting thé old forms Ofodo~ination, Or\the~r 

replacements in a ne#; guise. Mueh of this past still 

remains immersed in ~ythOlO~ and propaganda, the clarif

ication of which yet requires mul1itudes .of patient senol

ars. The conscious di'stortion and falsification of history 

.r.. ' " "f h" t . belongs more strongly to"the Ind1an pract1ce 0 ~s or10-. ' 

'\ 
grap~y than to perhaps any other culture rooted in the 

ancient world. It can only be hoped that ~~ose of power 

in the future will not relativ~stically find this an 

1 
--------~---------- \ 
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equally convenient political tool. For, when al1-1.s said 

and done \. only the truth in i ts richest ciari ty can serve 

the cause of the liberation of the dominated and hungrY. 
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FOOTNOTES' 

1. The 'Asiatiq Mode of Production' 

l') Engels wrote tha·t he and Marx "regarded the" botirg- ) \ ,t 

eoise onl~ as a/class, and hàrdly ever involved our~ 
s~lves in conflicts with individual b'ourge1ois." 
lSelected Cor~'éEpondence, op. cit., p'. 427). 

• J l 

'2) ,~V .G.' Ki.~rnan': Mar~is'm ,and" 'Impsrialism o (Londonl Edward 
Arnold, 1-974), :p., :L69. ,'" ~ 

3) 
1" \' ~ (J,' .' 4"~~ '-.J'" .l r 

,~ ~ " ." . 
Lukacs' 'famous dicttûn othat Il orthodoxy refers exclus- . 
ively tO.,method:' i~ misleading, since (see, infra, 
p. 11 fn4) Marx can be described ~s having, a method 
of revolutionary activity, a method of philosdphical 
deduction, and a me~hod of historical analysis. Here·' 
we are referring-exclusively to the third of these. 
See History and,Class Consciousness (Londo~1 M~rlin 
Press, 1971 ~ i P'," 1 of th~ essây ",What is Orthodox 

0, 

Marxism?" ."' . 
~ 

4) ,Raymond Firth, ':The Sceptical Anthropologist? Social 
.. fthroPOlOgy and Marxist Views on So,ciety", in M. Bloch, 

d. 'Marxist -Analyses and Social Anthropology (Lo'ndon r -
laby Press~' 1975), p. 34. , ' 

5) Jeai-I.Baudrillard, op. cit. ~ /p~ 86. 

6) t Claude Meillassoux, lOG. ci t.,' p. 99-:. 

7) Franz J~kUbowski, Ideolo and Su erstructure in Histor.-
ical Materialism (Londonl ''Allison and·Bqsqy, 197 ,1;>. 10,6. 

'" 

aL See K,. C. R9ycp.owdhury, "Marx' s Asiatic Mode of Prod
uction and the EV61 ution dt the Indian E90nomy·',-
The Indian Economic JEUrnal," Vol-. 22, No. 1 (July
September 1974)" p. J • 

À , , 

, 
9) :See, for instance;oHindess and Hirst, op.'cit., p. 9. 

II. Philo~~phies and Mo~es of Pro~uctiJJ 
1:) 

0- .....-

L~cien Goldmann~ The ,Human Sciences and Philosophy 
(London l, Jonath~ Cape, 01959), p. 31. Marx ,also wri~es 
~~ . 
~ 1 

~.' In" order to examine the conneotion between s'piri tuaI . 
production and mater!al proauction it is above aIl ~ 

,necessary to g~asp the latter its~lf not as a general 
category but in definiteohistorical forme Thus for 
example,\different kinds of sPhritua~·p~oduction·c~r
respond t~ the capitalist'mode ~f ~reduction an~ to . 
th~ mode of Pfoduçtion of the Middle Ages," ff mat
erlal produc'taon 1 tself lB no't,>conceived ln "1 ts 

" specifiq historoicR1:-'~' it is impossible to under;:, , 

-
~ 
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• 
Î • 

--- --.--,----....l\r--/ _~ __ , / 
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stand what is specif,ic in the spiritual production 
corresponding to i t, and the reciprocal influence.' 
of one on the ot1')er." (Theories of Surplus-Valùé, 

Vol.· 1, op. cit., p. 285). 
" . ' 

01 

2) __ .Geoz:g Lukacs, op. ci t., p. 187. 

4) 

-
Heinz Maus, 'Ma~erialismust, in Zur KlArung der Beg-~ 
riffe, ed. H. Burgmtiller, MUnchen, 1947, ,p. 6J; 
quoted in.Albert Schmidt, ~he Concent of Nature in 
Marx (London. New Left Bo'oks, 19741, p. 40. 

Is it possible to judge the moral level of develop
ment of a civilisation? Marx apparently thought so, 
but the criteria given are not what might be expected, 
ego the level of surplus-value extracted, etc. Twice 
(to my knowledge) in his,life Marx makes statements 
in this regard, and in both instances (separated by 
nearly a quarter of a century) it is the relationship 
of man to woman which is the sole criterion offered, 

ù 

(from the relationship of man to woman) "one can there
fore judge man' s, who'le 'level of development." (The 
Economie and Philoso hic Manuscr' ts of 1844, MECW 
Vo~. J, p. 29 -----

"Social Progress can be measured exactly by the socià1 
posi tion of the fair sex. Il (Letters to Dr. Kugelmann 

from Karl Marx, London. Martin Lawrence, n.d., p. 83 
-Lett~r of, 12/12/1868) • . 

5) Ion Banu, "La Formation Sociale 'Asia\t;ique' Dans La 
Perspective de la Philosophie Orientale Antique", in 
Jean Suret-Canale, ed. Sur Le Mode de Production 
Asiatigue (Paris: C.E.R.M., Editions Soqialeso, 1974), 
p. )06. 

6) l am ,paraRhrasing Helmut Fleischer here; see his 
'Marxism ~d History (New Yorka Harper and Row, 197J), 
p. '71. 

III. Concludi 

1) ~ Weber, of Ancient Civilis-
a t ions, ..;:o.p;..::.-.:::~ 

" 
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