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			Preface

			Philosophical traditions have inundated the Indian cultural soil so profusely through the millenia that it can be said without any hesitation that none can really aspire to understand India today without an adequate insight into the multiple facets of the history of Indian thought.

			A careful reading of the fourteen essays in this book, it is hoped, would lead to a deeper appreciation of the profundity of Indian philosophical thinking on a range of topics and clarify some of the persistent confusions that are there in some quarters about the Indian conceptual world.

			Records show that the importance of philosophical reflection as a cognitive enterprise was recognized in India from a very early time. In this connection, note that the ancient traditions of India — the Upaniṣadic, the Jaina and the Buddhist1—taught Ātmavāda, Anekāntavāda and Anātmavāda, respectively. It is noteworthy that each of these three traditions is a matrix of systems and knows of internal divergences that gave rise to diverse schools of philosophy. However, it is significant that despite their differences, the schools within any given tradition — Upaniṣadic, Jaina or Buddhist — remain steadfastly loyal to the fundamental tenets of their own traditions.

			Generally speaking, Indic traditions — despite their internal variations — hold in common notions of dharma, karma, punarjanma along with the thesis of anādi saṁsāra. All these are significant for their respective understanding of ethics and their longing for mokṣa/Freedom. However, there are notable differences in their metaphysical, epistemological and logical discourses that led to fascinating debates and illuminating discussions. All these make the Indian conceptual world to be an incredibly rich treasurehouse of ideas.

			Although it is not possible to go into details here, it is worth noticing that pursuit of knowledge has been seen to be of paramount importance in the Indic context, not simply for the reason that “knowledge is power” but much more because it is held that knowledge alone can lead to Ultimate Freedom — diversely expressed in Sanskrit as mukti/mokṣa, kaivalya, nirvāṇa. These core ideas and attitudes are conspicuously pan-Indian. Thus, just to give one example, the Upaniṣadic tradition has from very early times made a distinction between two categories of knowledge — para- and apara-vidyā. The former denotes higher knowledge that leads to freedom whereas the latter includes all possible sciences: astronomy, mathematics, grammar, etymology so on and so forth. Again, one remarkable feature in the quest for Freedom is that the Indic traditions strongly recommend views that resist exclusivism. From time immemorial, the Upaniṣadic tradition, for example, has insisted on the idea that the “Real is one; the sages call it by different names”. The idea that there are many paths that can lead to that ultimate goal and any claim of exclusivity on behalf of any single tradition is a folly is commonplace in India. Similar insights can be obtained from the Jaina and Buddhist traditions as well. Hence, Indian soil has always cherished religious pluralism and has hosted adherents from all religious traditions of the world, including those who have been persecuted elsewhere.

			This book, consisting of fourteen essays, deals with topics that are of central importance for an authentic understanding of the Indian culture where philosophical traditions play a conspicuously major role. Indeed, some of the themes discussed here have been topics for philosophical investigations across cultures and therefore these essays make the reader aware of the distinctive characteristics of Indian thought.

			Based on arduous and painstaking research, sincere scholarship and rigorous critical thinking, attempt has been made here to familiarize the readers with the kind of queries (jijñāsā) that the Indian philosophers have struggled with over the centuries and how they arrived at definitive readings after prolonged reflections and debates. Evidently, in some cases there is obvious unanimity, while in other cases there are significant differences among the schools of Indian philosophy. All these have led to contending conceptual models with regard to a range of themes and sub-themes. It is exemplary that the deep existential concerns of some of these views do retain their full philosophical relevance to this day when the battle of ideas concerning such ultimate questions and concerns as those pertaining to the themes of time and consciousness still continues.

			A few of these essays were made available to readers in an earlier collection, which is no longer in print. Moreover, this present collection contains several essays that were not part of any earlier compilation. Six of the fourteen essays included in this volume focus on various aspects of the central themes of time and consciousness, three deal with the ideas of kleśa (affliction), abhyāsa (habit) and karuṇā (compassion). Two of the remaining five, highlight the theme of religious diversity and the need for an authentic encounter of religions of the world, the other two are concerned with the question of values and rights of women as depicted in standard ancient discourse and the last, which is the first essay of this book, deals with the theme of core cultural self-image of India.

			In today’s India one encounters not only a keen aspiration for modernity and change, but also an intense awareness about the importance of India’s ancient intellectual traditions that have nourished India’s self-understanding through the ages. It is hoped that the essays here will help in the direction of a proper appraisal of Indian thought in our time.

			

			
				
					1		Sikhism also stems from the Indian cultural soil but this tradition emerged in a much later phase of history and is not discussed in the essays of this volume.	
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			1

			Is There a Core Cultural

			Self-image of India?

			In the face of the tumultuous changes that are taking place in India as elsewhere, the challenge before us is twofold: to recognize fully the specific kind of conceptual struggle at various levels of our collective life that we must engage in as well as to invent and implement institutional mechanisms that can adequately address the demands of our time. A fresh assessment of any given situation and a resolve to gear the changes in a definite direction almost always go hand in hand with re-construing the self and the other, especially by re-imagining the self not in sheer abstraction but in relation to the other on a collective front.

			The topic of India has now become very trendy and every month we find new books turning up in the market, frequently describing India as a rising superpower, economically as an emerging giant, militarily as gradually getting on par with any advanced nuclear nation, etc. It is not surprising then that the new images of India that are being projected cannot but have bearing on the subtle and critical question about how we are to view ourselves and define our identity today in an intercultural context. Granting these images of prosperity, of political strength and the power of self-defence their due place of importance, especially when viewed in the light of India’s recent historical past, a major task before us seems to be able to envision the way all these images can be made subservient to and in harmony with what has been India’s own distinct self-image over the centuries. It is precisely in this context, the question that may arise is whether there is really a core cultural image of India cherished in the Indian cultural soil itself (i.e. self-image), which must still be deemed as worth perpetuating. Apparently that has been largely the view not only of lots of significant insiders but also of many coming from outside the geopolitical boundary of India. Indeed, there seems to be a self-image that we Indians have inherited from time immemorial and which has persisted through the vicissitudes of history even when other contending images have vied with each other to take its place. This image of Śāśvata Bhārat (eternal India), I will argue, is not an expression of any political prudence, not simply an accidental or a later national construal, nor is it crafted by any skilful statesmanship or diplomatic manoeuvre. In brief, this self-image cannot be said to be due to any kind of expediency. If this is to be at all labelled in any way, I am inclined to suggest that it is born of a meta-philosophical insight. Yet, its tantalizing presence seems to have repeatedly persuaded the Indian mind to pay homage to it and to seek to work it out meticulously in every sphere — societal, religious and political alike. As I will cite examples in support of this reading in course of this short chapter, referring to persons and epochs, let this not be taken as an easy way of simply throwing a few big names but as documentation for watching carefully how that profound self-understanding has been historically at work. Indeed, today, it calls for a greater awareness on our part to seize it in its fullness even on a purely conceptual plane to refresh our collective memories with a view to figuring out how best we could make use of this resource as we go about doing each our bit in this multi-ethnic, multi-religious, multilingual place that India is. Or, should we go even further and say that the ramification of this image is so deep that we can extend it to the entire globe for reflection?

			Given the complexities of the contemporary situation, it is surely no facile task to seek to capture its deep significance with the view to nurture it on the collective plane, intending to translate the idea into action. However, that is not a good enough reason to shirk away from that responsibility and regard the task as dispensable. On the contrary, as we struggle to carve out a path through a chaotic and difficult global scenario, it seems more and more that the power of this image has by no means lost its relevance not only for the sake of building a stronger India but also because of the potentialities it has for promoting a more vigorous and flourishing human interrelationship wherever diversity ­in its many facades reigns. In what consists its power and why we must invent the institutional mechanisms to channelize its influence are some of the interconnected questions that we need to seek answers for by repeatedly engaging ourselves in open public conversations. It is noteworthy that more than anything else, this is a message that primarily seeks to bring about an attitudinal change towards the way we perceive ourselves as well as all those whom we call “others”, by resisting such interpretations of diversity as the ones that are proposed by the proponents of any form of radical cultural relativism.

			Perhaps it can be argued that the self-image of a culture is itself a cultural construal even when we may never know the story of its making as it surely is so in this specific case. As it happens, we can at best go back to the documents belonging to a hoary past that recorded it as it were in an aphoristic style — as cited below — but which has nevertheless reverberated throughout this culture. In the unfolding of her cultural history, India as the land that stands for this meta-philosophical insight has known several articulations that are variously expressed in her diverse thought traditions. It is these oft-cited ancient articulations that hold the innermost self-image of a culture. Take, for example, the statement that is perhaps most often recapitulated: ekam sat viprāḥ bahudhā vadanti (Reality is one, the wise call it by different names). Many philosophies have been raised over the centuries to interpret the content, the insight encapsulated in this statement within the Indian conceptual world itself: Why is it “One” that is said to underlie all differences? If it is One, why then can it be expressed in various ways and is not simply to be repeated in a unique, monolithic fashion? Again, why are those — who call it by different names, instead of urging that it must always be called by the same name — said to be the wise, the learned? As one takes time to go through the story of reflections on each of these questions, one begins to perceive the constituent elements that are ingrained in the composition of that self-image and the impact it has on the culture as a whole. Obviously, I cannot attempt a summary of all these philosophical deliberations here. However, it may be briefly emphasized that among the attempts to explore the idea of Reality as one, there emerged a conspicuous understanding of “oneness” which in sophisticated philosophical jargon has been articulated as non-duality (Advaita).1 Those acquainted with the philosophy of Advaita know that there are elaborate explanations of why it is said that no duality can be predicted of that Reality and why it is ultimately to be described as inexpressible, at best can be spoken of only in negative terms (netimukhe). Reflections show that this is not based on empirical observation, it is a transcendental notion.

			This is why I am describing India’s self-image as being born of a meta-philosophical insight. This has great impact on the construal of the conception of identity — be that religious, national, etc. as cautiously advocated by some of the best minds of this tradition. Moreover, this self-perception provides conceptual support for the raison d’être of diversity in an astounding way, demonstrating emphatically why diversity cannot be viewed merely as a passing phase but is to be seen as integral to the empirical world, as something which is here to stay rightfully.

			The interesting question then is, what is the task of philosophy with regard to these readings and how is that philosophical understanding supposed to actually impact a society? Records show that philosophy can only render the meta-philosophical insight transparent and tell us why any expression of that inexpressible non-duality must identify itself as being one among many such possible expressions. This is obligatory as well on the part of the tradition, which is bearer of this insight. Even as we think of this expression in terms of a tradition — cultural, national, religious, etc. — it remains equally mandatory on the part of that tradition to look upon itself as one among many.

			Having said that, let us ask what is implied in that reading? All are free to follow the trajectory of their own respective tradition and conceive of their own identity accordingly. This leaves plenty of space for debates and differences but no room for monopoly or of any claim of exclusivity that often entails a depiction of the “other” tradition as false.

			Given that some of the broad features of the Advaitic theoretical discourse are quite familiar to a significant number of people, its practical import does not seem to be always adequately appreciated and analysed. It grants that while every tradition has a right to have a distinct space, it is binding on its part to perceive itself as one among many such traditions and grant others the same. In other words, this is an attitude that not only validates diversity but also teaches us to respect it. Evidently, what Advaita is in theory, ahiṁsā is in practice.

			Indeed, the subtle consequences of this reading in various contexts have not merely been exposed and amplified in the theoretical discourse, its actual impact — even if not entirely in its full-fledged form — can also be perceived in the unfolding of the cultural life of India. The fact that the Indian cultural soil has been particularly receptive of this view can seen in the very presence of the members of virtually all different religious traditions in India including those which have originated elsewhere. Its openness to the otherness of the other becomes also evident in offering home to the adherents of those traditions in her own cultural soil who have been severely persecuted in their own original homelands and resisted assimilation. Think of the presence of the Parsis — Zoroastrians — who have made India home since long and more recently that of the Tibetans — Buddhists. Thus, it is not a call for absorption into the mainstream tradition but rather openness to diversity that is demonstrated in these cases. It shows that religious or cultural pluralism is not simply supported by an abstract Advaitic discourse or is cherished merely as a theoretical idea but is a view that has greatly influenced attitudes and actual practice of the people. Indeed this is the core image of India — both historically and conceptually. Note in this connection that this is also why secularism in India could be understood in terms of sarvadharma samabhāva.2

			However, as we all know, the continued success of such an enterprise in actual practice depends on all the diverse groups who have made their home in this cultural soil and to the extent that this self-image becomes their own as well. One can also think of extending this idea to a global multi-religious context and imagine the far-reaching consequences this will have when implemented. An open public discourse is needed for capturing the subtleties entailed in this self-image in order to overcome the fear of a loss of identity and perceive in it instead the best collective defence for the cause of diversity.

			Basically this is an attitude that has not merely provided a mark of cultural identity or a specific image to India, it also enables us to recognize the counter-image that we must shun. We need to gradually explore in what sense this self-image has not only influenced socioreligious thinking but has also provided political visions and inspired social commitments as exemplified in the lives and actions of some of the greatest Indians and why it remains urgent to deal with that legacy today. From a perusal of relevant documents, it truly seems that no matter how notions of patriotism, nationalism in specific epochs were actually shaped differently, loyalty to this self-understanding was hardly betrayed by any of them.

			However, prior to going deeper into this question in the Indian context, let us briefly take note of the way the basic outlooks come to play a crucial role in shaping the responses to diversity that eventually find expression in societal action planning or even in foreign policy-making enterprises. For this, let me refer to that all too well-known essay entittled, “The Clash of Civilization and the Remaking of World Order,” by Samuel Huntington. He observes that despite their differences, a German and an Italian village can be brought under a common European civilizational paradigm but:

			Arabs, Chinese and Westerners . . . are not part of any broader cultural entity . . . they constitute civilizations. . . . For the relevant future, there will be no universal civilization, but instead a world of different civilizations. 

			While examining closely this perception, one cannot help but notice that there is a sense of conceptual vacuum, the absence of an alternative philosophical standpoint that could have prompted a different way of looking at the global scenario where divergences and diversity do not necessarily provoke an attitude of antagonism towards the otherness of the other, even that there is no need to conceive of an “universal civilization”, especially if by that is meant a point where diversities get underplayed or dissolved.

			To me, this only shows how badly we need cross-cultural conversation, be that for noticing the overlaps inspite of differences or for appreciating the fact that diversity is not only inevitable but is in many ways a formidable resource. Obviously, there seems to be an attitudinal bias somewhere that only an alternative philosophical approach can correct.

			Today while sharing a technological civilization, we are crisscrossing the globe within a short span of time, messages are being conveyed within a matter of seconds and we are frequently hearing political slogans with regard to our “living in an interdependent world” or in a “global village”. Nevertheless, this can hardly be said to match that inspiring insight which originated so early in the cultural landscape of India as expressed in the idea of vasudhaiva kuṭumbakam (the whole world is a family). Given that the idea of globe as a common marketplace is now in vogue and also embedded in the very notion of globalization, this does not provoke any imagery of a supportive structure as that of a family.

			Once again, in the projection of the core self-image of India, there is no preaching of annulment of particularities or specificities of cultural expressions since there is an insistence here to look upon oneself as one among many. What is remarkable is that it is in fact possible to derive regulative principles from such insights for a world, which is vitiated by conflicts and violence in the name of differences. Thus, although there is much to be worked out with regard to how this self-image can be made relevant in specific contexts, there is nevertheless historical evidence showing that this philosophy can actually nurture and promote certain values (such as ahiṁsā) that are central not only to social ethics but are also equally applicable even in the context of political struggle. Powerful slogans such as “Hate the system, do not hate the people” as coined by Mahatma Gandhi during the struggle for India’s independence is an exemplification of such a change of strategy based on these values.

			Nowadays when conflicts emerge in any multi-ethnic, multi-religious and multilingual context even within a national scene, the question of where to lay our ultimate allegiance arises. Surely, a philosophical outlook is needed in order to guide us in such situations at various levels of exchanges and interactions, especially in countries that are plural in multifarious ways. Those who like to pay attention to the theoretical side of the value-oriented controversies will enjoy a report of such a debate that arose in the context of the United States. Already in 1994 a much-read and discussed paper published in the New York Times, the distinguished American philosopher Richard Rorty was urging the Americans, especially the American Left, not to disdain patriotism as a value and indeed to give central importance to “the emotion of national pride” and “a sense of shared national identity”. He argued that the Americans couldn’t even criticize themselves unless they also “rejoice” in defining themselves in terms of their national identity. Rorty said so because he thought that the primary alternative to a politics based on patriotism and national identity will be what he calls a “politics of difference”. By politics of difference is meant the kind of politics, which is based on internal divisions among America’s ethnic, racial, religious and other subgroups. In the Indian context, one will need to add “caste” to that list. The proponents of nationalism do not practically seem to make any concessions to cosmopolitanism in politics or in education, they argue that loyalty to one’s own nationhood is to be regarded as ultimate and that is the only way out.

			Martha Nussbaum, the well-known American philosopher, objected to Rorty’s view saying that he “nowhere considers the possibility of a more international basis for political emotion and concern”. For her, a politics based on a shared national identity actually ignores what all of us transnationally share as both rational and mutually dependent human beings. She seeks to strengthen her stand drawing support from the writings of Rabindranath Tagore and refers to his famous novel The Home and the World.3

			I agree with Nussbaum when she writes:

			Tagore sees deeply when he sees that at bottom nationalism and ethnocentric particularism are not alien to one another, but akin — that to give support to nationalist sentiments subverts, ultimately, even the values that hold a nation together, because it substitutes a colourful idol for the substantive universal values of justice and right.

			In this connection, it is also worth remembering that the notion of nationhood in the Indian context has already been for quite some time a matter for deliberations, specifically with regard to the ways it is different from the nineteenth-century European idea of a nation state. It has been debated whether it is more appropriate to describe India as a civilizational state rather than a nation state while drawing various implications there from. However, leaving aside these debates for the moment, what is most fascinating is to observe how again and again — even in those charged chaotic scenarios of the very difficult and gruesome days of the struggle for Independence — some of the greatest minds of India reflect, whether always consciously or not, their profound allegiance to that self-image.

			Take, for example, how Swami Vivekananda, claimed by many to be the father of Indian nationalism, was conceiving nationalism as an idea deeply rooted in some form of internationalism already at the end of the nineteenth century. While taking intense pride in India’s cultural legacy at a time of great humiliation and considering it to be his task to remind the Indians that India has her own mission, he utters without any hesitation:

			Every nation has a national purpose of its own. Either in obedience to the Law of nature, or by virtue of the superior genius of the great ones, the social manners and customs of every nation are being moulded into shape, so as to bring that purpose to fruition.4

			He even talked already at that time about emancipation from national egoism while attaining “Swaraj”.

			However, it is crucially important to keep in mind that to have the conceptual resource is not the same as having it fully worked out or as actually achieving it. Far from it. This is precisely why Swami Vivekananda tried hard to make his fellow countrymen perceive that it is not enough to hail Advaita Vedānta only as an abstract philosophical discourse, his mission became to propagate what he called Practical Vedānta. We find him insisting upon programmes for social service, particularly by taking into account the situation of those who are oppressed and marginalized.

			Indeed, it is simply enthralling to look back and recall those days prior to Independence and take note of the hurdles even in the conceptualization process with regard to the subtle differences among the concepts of patriotism, nationalism, anti-imperialism and internationalism. It is not possible to go into the details here but let me refer to just one interesting example. Speaking of the time when the struggle for Independence was in process, Tagore — the composer of our national song — said in one of his addresses to the students in Shantiniketan that during those days:

			Our imaginations were filled with high-sounding words like Mother India. But we never really knew where to look for her. Patriotism was not more than a borrowed emotion, it was an addiction to an important idea. We acknowledged Mother India in her ancient glory. We failed to take account of her present miseries.5

			Similarly, while construing many of the new glorious images of India (as a superpower, etc.) today, we fail to recognize that the majority of Indians are not a part of that success story.

			In brief, it is tempting to observe that there is no crisis of self-image in India, no dearth of conceptual resource in dealing with the various challenges of the present situation. The task, however, is to take cognizance of the depth of this resource and apply it more forcefully in support of the formation of a better-functioning, pluralistic society and especially in order to bring about changes in those specific areas of our national life where India is not quite “shining”. A serious effort in this direction will also make transparent what India must really seek to achieve when relating herself to the assembly of nations.

			Thus, it seems that the meta-philosophical guiding principle which lies at the core of the Indian culture is perhaps worth emulating today also for the sake of a deeper understanding of the self and the other — a topic much discussed among academicians. Generally speaking, the concern for recognizing the “otherness” of the other in the theoretical discourse appears more to be for the sake of distinguishing the self from the other, since that is conceptually helpful for expressing a distinct self-image. However, in the projection of the core self-image of India, the presence of the other is significant not merely as a point of contrast, but also for the sake of perceiving oneself as one among many along with the insistence that the other is expected to do the same. It is noteworthy that although this philosophical reading has been much explored in the context of the presence of plurality of religions in India, not adequate attempt has yet been made to ensue a discourse dealing with social, political and other cultural matters in the same spirit.

			During the past two Cross-Cultural Conversation (CCC) conferences,6 we did focus on the idea of human solidarity in connection with the notion of pluralism as a normative concept. It became increasingly transparent in the process of deliberation that pluralism is not tantamount to simply allowing diversity to surface but requires to be supported by a mechanism that promotes a sense for human solidarity. Otherwise, there is always the danger of falling into the trap of an extreme form of cultural relativism. The theoreticians who propound this latter view claim that no true communication is possible among the various contending groups since these are incommensurable. In some cases, the main concern seems to be how to contain this diversity in order to ensure the eventual dominance of the one with which these theoreticians identify. In both cases, the ideology of pluralism becomes a farce. These are all counter-images to what the core image of India stands for. We need to highlight the values that are embedded in this self-understanding, both for the sake of theory and practice.

			At present when there is finally a general acknowledgement of the increasing importance of India in the international context, it is disconcerting to find in some of the published material unusual concerns about how to catch up with the “Dragon” or how to simulate “Uncle Sam” rather than how to preserve this civilizational paradigm that the Indians under the leadership of some of the greatest minds struggled hard to protect from all intrusions of counter-images, even while the geographical boundaries of India changed dramatically before their eyes. No doubt, it would be valuable to discover and fortify similar images if these can be found elsewhere, we could then ponder over how we all might consolidate our energy into translating and implementing such ideas into the practical sphere of our collective lives.

			The global scenario today is one where we are all seeking to create a partnership that has multiple dimensions. Attempts to forge new relationships in the domain of knowledge-sharing, economy and politics and on various other fronts are going on at an unusual speed. While engaged in this venture, it is worth repeating once again that construal of a self-image just as much as the process of articulations of one’s self-understanding — no matter in which context — do reflect the way one perceives and interprets the otherness of the other, overtly or covertly. These are intimately interlinked. Interesting to recall here is the observation made by Wilhelm Halbfass, a German Indologist-­cum-philosopher, that India has played a crucial role in the process of conceptualization of Europe’s self-understanding particularly over the past several centuries. He emphasized that the manner in which Europe has “questioned and defined itself” was significantly influenced by the way India has been viewed and imagined to be as a point of contrast and comparison.

			However, it is quite amazing to see how with change of socio-political attitudes this interplay between the self and the other takes on diverse forms in different phases of history. Indeed, Tagore himself wrote about the crisis of identity in those days of social turmoil in Bengal, mentioning the sense of ambivalence that led to the swinging from finding everything indigenous to be distasteful to the passionate celebration of one’s own heritage. Later he expressed his own view on this matter in unambiguous terms in a letter to C.F. Andrews: “I believe in the true meeting of the East and the West” and of “India’s obligation to offer to others the hospitality of her best culture and India’s right to accept from others their best.”

			Today, the encounter situation among various nations is quite different from what it has been even during the past century. It is evident that the days of overt claims of superiority of any single nation — as standing above all others (uber alles) or as being able to “rule the waves” — are over. Nevertheless, it is perhaps too soon to hope for cooperative leadership of the kind in the international sphere shunning unanimously any possible situation that leads to despicable polarities of winners and losers, exploiters and exploited. More consolidated effort is needed in the global context for such a state of affairs to become reality.

			However, even if it might sound rather unrealistic today, human history does show in fact that change can happen in the social scene when what has been in the past the status quo becomes simply unthinkable. Recall that already in 1943, that is, shortly after the atrocious Bengal famine of 1942, Sri Aurobindo observed that there was a time when it was taken for granted that the world would be divided among the rulers and the ruled but that the scene has begun to shift. He writes: 

			The right of all to liberty, both individuals and nations, the immorality of conquest and empire . . . are new values, an evolutionary movement; this is a new dharma which has only begun slowly and initially to influence practice. . . .7

			He then expresses a warning and a hope:

			Subject nations naturally accept the new dharma and severely criticize the old imperialisms; it is to be hoped that they will practise what they now preach when they themselves become strong and rich and powerful. But the best will be if a new world-order evolves, even at first stumblingly or incompletely, which will make the old things impossible — a difficult task, but not absolutely impossible.8

			In short, it seems that the interaction between the ground realities and the cultural aspiration of different epochs mutually keep shaping the images of the self and the other. A close study of such reciprocal influences in the different phrases of history in different cultural soils could indeed be fascinating.

			Let me conclude this essay with the hope that India would stick to her core self-image and that whoever governs India now or in the future would strive to keep it alive. After all, this is a self-image that inspires actions for bridging the gap between the self and the other, not for the sake of homogenization but for promoting an attitude that validates the presence of the “other”. As we keep groping to find authentic backing for pluralism and struggle to implement such insights through institutional mechanism, our success will determine India’s place in the world assembly of nations. Perhaps some thoughts in this vein inspired Nicholas Roerich to make that startling remark: “If India were India, She could lead the World”.	

			

			
				
					1		One can find elaborate explanations and arguments in support of this idea in the key texts of Advaita Vedānta.	

				

				
					2		There are indeed other intricate issues that require elaboration, such as the role of the secular state in a multi-religious society entailing when precisely the norm of non-interference by the state must give way to timely intervention or how to compare this mode of understanding with that found in the treaty of Westphalia, etc.	

				

				
					3		As is known, one of the principal characters of this work actually represents Tagore’s own political stand, expressing a refusal to compromise with loyalty to nationalism as the highest value. This deals with a tragic story of the struggle between cosmopolitanism and the forces of nationalism and ethnocentrism.	

				

				
					4	 	All quotations of Swami Vivekananda have been taken from Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda, Advaita Ashram.	

				

				
					5		From Uma Dasgupta (ed.), “Rabindranath Tagore and His Contemporary Relevance”, Parabaas.com, India, 2009.	

				

				
					6		I organized these CCC international conferences in New Delhi in 2006 and 2009.	

				

				
					7		Sri Aurobindo, The Complete Works of Sri Aurobindo, vol. 35 letters on Himself and the Ashram, Ashram Press, any edition.

				

				
					8		Ibid.
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