The Self and Toleration in

Indian Traditions

Ashwani Peetush

I would argue that toleration is one of the cornerstones for a just
social order in any pluralistic society. Yet, the ideal of toleration is
usually thought to originate from within, and most often justified
from a European historical and philosophical context. It is thought
to be a response to societal conflict and the Wars of Religion in the
West, which is then exported to the rest of the world, by colonialism
(ironically), or globalization. The West, once again, calls upon itself
to teach the rest of the world how to be more ethical. I think that
this not only plays into the hands of cultural and ethical relativists,
but that this picture is far from accurate; it ignores rich indigenous
sources for toleration that already exist and have existed in India
for millennia. In this chapter, I explore three central and predomi-
nant ideas in India as providing justification for distinctly Indian
forms of toleration. I examine how toleration, and indeed, more
strongly, respect for difference and pluralism, emerge through three
influential Indian self-understandings: the theory of anekintavida
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or non-absolutism; the concept of dtman or self; and the idea of
pratityasamutapdda or interconnectedness.

In contrast to various Euro-Western legal and political ideals that
may have little resonance, I think indigenous sources offer a far more
promising alternate ground upon which to build an overlapping
convergence on basic human rights in India. Of course, how such
ideals are justified, articulated, and practiced may be varied, and this
is desirable. Values, norms, and legal practices that resonate with
people’s self-understandings and traditions have a better hope of
success than those that are externally imposed. As Jacques Maritain
(1948) argued and Rawls later developed: what is crucial in a global
convergence on human rights norms is to arrive at an agreement on
basic ethical standards, such as freedom from discrimination, civil
and political freedom, equality before the law, assuring the basic
necessities of life such as food, shelter, clothing, and education for
all, without the insistence that these can only be justified from a
Euro-Western metaphysical, philosophical, or legal framework. As
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (1955), Gadamer (Pantham 1992), and
James Tully (1995) contend: the purpose of such convergence is
not uniformity in diversity, but rather, unity in diversity. Perhaps
the lessons that one can draw from the Indian context might be
helpful to the neo-colonial bent of mind that continues to thrive
in the West.

Indeed, I would argue that simply because a community is not
organized around Euro-Western liberal legal and economic prin-
ciples, or articulate these in the language and discourse of individual
rights and private property, or because a community may be orga-
nized around more substantive views of the good life, does not mean
that it does not have ethical standards against various abuses such
as rape, torture, genocide, and slavery. It does not mean that such
communities do not have ethical ideals such as care and compassion,
trust, respect, justice, and fairness. In addition, it does not mean that
such societies do not have respect for the life, integrity, and basic
well-being of their members. Europeans did not invent morality or
justice (to which the history of European Imperialism, colonialism,
fascism, slavery, and current forms of Western neo-liberalism bear
testimony). Difference does not necessarily entail opposition; to be
non-liberal does not mean to be anti-liberal.
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Now, I recognize that texts and traditions are internally diverse
and contested; they speak with a multiplicity of voices and are
formed by histories of conflict and struggle between the powerful
and the oppressed. As such, I would argue that there are and can be
no ‘raw’ uninterpreted texts or traditions, free from the histories of
such power struggles. We are, thus, always in a position of having
to interpret and reinterpret, to invent and reinvent, to construct a
coherent account that puts texts and traditions in their best possible
light, given what we have come to learn about ourselves. As such,
my aim here is not to recover the ‘original intentions or ‘original
meanings’ of the various authors and texts I examine. I am suspicious
of those who make such claims, as interpretation is deeply implicated
in a web of teleology. However, my development is not purely anew,
of course; I would contend that it has historical and philosophical
precedence. Where my interpretation does diverge from tradition
and constructs justification anew, I find nothing to lament. My view
is that traditions do in fact change and must in the face of arguments
about basic equality and justice. Indeed, as responsible citizens of the
world, we must be agents of such change. If certain ideas and prac-
tices do not stand up to what we know about the integrity of sentient
beings, then they must be contested and, ultimately, dropped, no
matter how sacred. This is as it should be; in the face of oppression
and domination, we must dream and build better worlds.

Let me also point out that I am in no way arguing that India
has a perfect or ideal history of tolerance or anything of this nature.
My task here is to seek, and if need be, explicitly construct, sources
for toleration and other basic values from within various Indian
traditions. But, moreover, I should point out that various contradic-
tory values and practices always exist in large and complex societies.
Indeed, Locke himself justified the theft of indigenous land on a
liberal basis because natives did not have a notion of private property
and representative government, and Mill justified the colonization
of India because Indians did not understand the key value of indi-
vidual autonomy. Neo-liberals continue to interpret liberalism in a
manner that leads to some of the grossest economic inequalities in
history, despite Rawlsian liberals who insist that individual freedom
is meaningless without certain basic social and economic conditions.
If it is legitimate for Westerners to debate, reconstruct, and reimagine



208 Human Rights

the nature of liberalism and human rights, why should not the same
freedom be afforded to other traditions? To ask this is not to deny
the critical importance of human rights and freedom in the name
of some abstract ethical relativism or “Western Imperialism’ or paro-
chialism as the West would charge; it is to demand the freedom that
Westerners repeatedly arrogate for themselves. Nor is it the demand
for some kind of exceptionalism accountable only to itself, as some
Western nations repeatedly claim for their countries. The demand
is for a seat at the table, to which formerly colonized nations surely
have a right and something for which they have paid in full—on
all fronts.

Toleration: From Enduring to Respecting the Other

Let me start with the idea of toleration in the context of religious and
cultural diversity. Tolerance is regarded as an ethical virtue; it requires
choosing to restrain ourselves from hindering that with which we
do not agree. As a political value, toleration requires adopting such
a virtue at a societal or national level towards those with whom we
diverge regarding their self-understandings, institutions, and beliefs.
Minimally, toleration is a species of endurance: I make the choice
to put up with and endure you, your people, and your beliefs.
The reasons for why I may do so are varied, culturally, historically,
and conceptually. It may be a concern for your individual autonomy
and the importance of freedom of conscience. It may be for peda-
gogical reasons, knowing that belief is difficult to coerce. It may arise
from a form of compassion, or a form of epistemic humility, as well
as scepticism about what we can know about the world.

Toleration exists on a continuum; it resides between a modus
vivendi on the one side and recognition and respect on the other end.
Enduring differences may be the result of a kind of modus vivendi
(Rawls 1999); a form of stability that is sustained by a balance of
power. I leave you alone, I put up with and endure you, your people,
your beliefs, out of pragmatic necessity; this is because you have
equal power and are a potential threat to my well-being, as I am to
yours. This fits particularly well with a Hobbesian contractual view
of moral and political relations; the potential threat that others repre-
sent gives rise to mutual agreement on basic legal and political rules
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of interaction and the limits of individual and collective freedom, as
well as the limits of tolerance. The toleration that emerges out of such
practicality is rather tenuous; it is grounded in self-interest and lasts
as long as there is a balance of power. It is not genuinely an ethical
form of toleration, as I do not interfere only because I lack the power
to overthrow you.

At the other end of the continuum exist more robust forms of
toleration that are tied to recognition and respect of differences, of
plurality, as legitimate forms of being in the world. No one perspec-
tive embodies all that is valuable and worthy of pursuit in life. Such
forms of toleration are also, at times, connected with a sense of
epistemic humility. That is, an acknowledgement that what we can
come to know is often limited and that our self-understandings may
not be the only legitimate perspectives. Even though your practices
may not be in accord with my own, I do not interfere with you not
simply because I respect your autonomy, but because your practices
and understandings may be as legitimate as my own. This opens the
door for dialogue and the attempt to understand the other.

These more robust forms of tolerance would suggest that we
provide an environment that is hospitable not only to individual
differences, but collective differences as well, so that these are not
suffocated by poverty and prejudice. Along these lines, drawing on
First Nations traditions, James Tully (1995) remarks that the weaving
together of different threads brings about the strength of a cloth. For
these forms of toleration, as recognition and respect, understanding
and respecting difference and diversity is not simply for its own sake,
but because difference and diversity represents the horizon, breadth
and richness, and potential of the human spirit. This potential is
understood pluralistically.

Before we turn to such forms of toleration in the Indian tradi-
tion, I should point out that toleration does not imply that we value
or tolerate everything. What we value requires a critical engage-
ment with the other; this is a project in which we learn not simply
about others, but ourselves also. And it may be that even after the
best effort at understanding, we may not consider particular practices
to be of value, and sometimes we may think that they are blatantly
unjust. We have a framework for such judgments: although human
beings and cultures are different in numerous ways, we also share
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much in common. As Amartya Sen (2009) and Martha Nussbaum
(2000), as well as many others, argue, we share basic needs, such
as food, shelter, nurturance, love, the opportunity for social engage-
ment, play, and meaningful work. Certain kinds of actions and
practices can threaten the most basic of such needs.

The Manifold Nature of Reality and Tolerance:
Anekantavada and Ahimsa

The acknowledgement of the legitimacy and value of differing self-
understandings other than our own has deep historical and con-
ceptual roots in the concept of @himsi or non-violence, and the idea
of anekantavida or the manifold nature of reality as developed by
the Jaina school. I would argue that it is difficult to overestimate the
value of these ideas. They continue to permeate Indian landscapes
and constellations of thought and practice; indeed, they structure
many of the various self-understandings from Asoka to Gandhi to
the lives of present-day villagers in India.

How does one deal with competing claims when it comes to com-
prehensive questions about meaning and purpose, and the nature of
the self and its relation to the divine? One response is to show why
others are wrong and why we are right; this is the approach that many
people take, especially when it comes to philosophical and religious
claims. The anekantavada theory is entirely different: it attempts to
show that various competing claims may only appear contradictory;
such claims need to take into account the nayas or perspectives of
the person making such claims.

This particular theory grows out of an overarching ethical com-
mitment to ahimsa, which is thought to be fundamental to enlight-
enment for the Jaina school. The emphasis on the value of ahimsa
greatly influenced both the Upanisadic and Buddhist traditions,
although their metaphysical justifications for non-violence differ.
Jaina ontology divides the world into two basic categories, of which
there may be innumerable manifestations: the jiva (self) and ajiva
(matter); the essence of jiva is perception, knowledge, bliss, and
energy, and ajiva includes the mind, the senses, and speech. The basic
ontological division is thus between consciousness/sentience on the
one hand and matter on the other. The nature of the self is bliss



@

The Self and Toleration in Indian Traditions 211

and omniscience, yet it is enmeshed in matter (as gold in ore). The
aim of existence is to free the self from this bondage; the greatest
hindrance to this aim is causing violence, in all its forms. The perfec-
tion of the self lies in the pursuit of knowledge and ethical virtue, of
which non-violence is the highest form. Violence, however, is not
limited to action that physically harms other living beings, but also
consists of thought and intention, and applies to the entire realm
of one’s existence and attitude, including how one intellectually
approaches the differing viewpoints of others.

Indeed, since on the Jaina view, reality is thought to be composed
of an innumerable/infinite number of modifications of jivas and
ajivas, each with an innumerable number of qualities and modifica-
tions, knowledge of such a reality is almost always limited and par-
tial. As Mallisena argues in his celebrated work of logic entitled the
Syddviadamanjari (a thirteenth century commentary on the famous
work of Jaina philosopher Hemachandra), ‘[S]tandpoints are infi-
nite because of an entity’s infinite modifications and because of the
standpoint-view of the speaker’s meanings which are satisfied by one
modification, and so the elders say: “As many are the ways of speak-
ing about a thing, so many are the statements of the standpoint-
method.” (Mallisena 1979: 268)’.

Mallisena thus argues that the truth of a particular claim must thus be
indexed to substance/subject, time, space, mode/quality (Mallisena
1979: 264). Hence, the Jainas emphasized the idea of anekantavada
or the thesis of not-one-sidedness. On this view, truth claims must
be qualified by perspective, by the term syir or conditionally. The
resulting doctrine of syddvida or conditional predication takes into
consideration the multisided and multidimensional nature of reality.
Thus, instead of asserting that x is y, on this account, it is thought
that one could only assert that from such a perspective, x is y, or that,
conditionally, x is y. This is to take into consideration the multisided
and multidimensional nature of reality.

The Jaina approach to divergent views about the nature of exis-
tence provided a model of thinking about differences that fostered
a sense of mutual tolerance and respect among various schools in
ancient India. Certainly, it was grounded in a sense of epistemic
humility, although, at the same time not being a form of relativism,
as reality exists as a unitary whole, yet it is multisided. One must thus
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approach other perspectives not necessarily as false, but as, perhaps,
only partially true—let me point out that, significantly, the same
attitude is adopted towards one’s own view. Therefore, differences
may not necessarily be seen as opposing or contradictory or wrong
(or inherently evil, needing to be destroyed or colonized), but simply
a description of reality from another, equally legitimate, although
incomplete, perspective—which could be said to be true of one’s
own point of view. As Siddhasena Divakara (fifth century) argues
in his Sanmati Tarka (1973), ‘1.28...A man who holds the view of
the cumulative character of truth (Anekantajna) never says that a

particular view is right or that a particular view is wrong. (quoted in
Sanghavi and Doshi, 2000: 23)’.

for, ‘1.23...every naya [aspect, standpoint] in its own sphere is right,
but if all of them arrogate to themselves the whole truth and disregard
the views of rival nayas then they do not attain the status of a right
view. (quoted in Sanghavi and Doshi 2000: 23)’.

as, ‘1.25...if all the nayas arrange themselves in a proper way
and supplement to each other, then alone they are worthy of being
termed as “the whole truth” or the right view in its entirety. But in this
case they merge their individuality in the collective whole. (quoted
in Sanghavi and Doshi 2000: 20)’.

Thus, one ought not to immediately condemn others’ views, but try
and see these for what they may have to offer. In fact, the Jainas
attempted to synthesize the Advaitan view that reality is monistic
pure consciousness with the Buddhist ideas that reality is constantly
in flux. The Jaina affirmed that things, qua their substance/essence,
or svabhdva, are unchanging, yet, their forms or modes are constantly
in flux (Divakara, 1973: 269-71).! Hegel, much later, would develop
a similar intuition whereby the synthesis of thesis and antithesis give
rise to a higher or more complete truth.

The theory of anekantavada had an enormous impact on Indian
self-understandings. Indeed, Gandhi was not only influenced by an
Advaitic reading of the Upanisads, but he was also strongly influ-
enced by the Jaina interpretation of the principle of ahimsa and the
theory of anekantavada.

I am an Advaitist and yet | can support Duvaitism (dualism). The
world is changing every moment, and is therefore unreal, it has no
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permanent existence. But though it is constantly changing, it has
something about it which persists and it is therefore to that extent
real. I have therefore no objection to calling it real and unreal, and
thus being called an Anekantavadi or a Syadvadi.... It has been my
experience that I am always true from my point of view, and am often
wrong from the point of view of my critics. I know that we are both
right from our respective points of view. And this knowledge saves me
from attributing motives to my opponents or critics.... I very much
like this doctrine of the manyness [sic] of reality. It is this doctrine
that has taught me to judge a Musalman [Muslim] from his stand-
point and a Christian from his. Formerly I used to resent the igno-
rance of my opponents. Today I love them because I am gifted with
the eye to see myself as others see me and vice versa. 1 want to take the
whole world in the embrace of my love. My anekantavad is the result

of the twin doctrine of Sazya and Ahimsa. (Gandhi 1981: 30).

The theory of anekantavada continues to mould popular ideas of
how to understand differences and tolerance to this day in India.
This can be seen, for example, in how the theory is made accessible
by the ancient Jain metaphor used to discuss various pursuits of
truth: and andhgajanydyah or that of a group of blind men attempt-
ing to determine what an elephant is from their various perspectives.
The fellow closest to the elephant’s feet declares that an elephant is
like a pillar, the one who strokes its ears argues that an elephant is like
a fan, the person who grasps its tusk deems the elephant to be like a
pipe, the one who strokes its trunk believes it to be tree-like, the
one who caresses its belly argues that the elephant is like a wall, and
the man who squeezes its tail thinks the elephant is like a rope. The
descriptions the blind men provide are, of course, partially true but
incomplete. Yet, they take their partial knowledge as the absolute
truth and become engaged in a heated debate over the essence of the
elephant. They take their partial knowledge as a description of
the whole, which they are unfortunately unable to see. As such, they
are unable to recognize or appreciate, much less even tolerate, each
other’s view. Although this story has its origins with the Jainas, both
the Upanisadic and Buddhist schools, and later the Sufi schools, have
their own versions.

Thus, I would argue that the theory of anekantavada gives rise to a
particularly strong form of tolerance based on the ethical consideration
of ahimsa or non-violence as applied to differences. The other is not
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someone to be overcome and beat down with argument, or worse,
converted or slaughtered by the sword; the other is someone with
whom we need to be fully and actively engaged. In addition, the
ethical justification for tolerance here is grounded both at the level of
epistemology and metaphysics. This is a particularly strong form of
tolerance interpreted as giving due consideration to the other since
it is based on the axiom that the other’s view may indeed be correct,
given her perspective. As such, it requires us to place ourselves on
equal footing with that of the other, as, in the end, our views may be
either plain wrong, or, at best, incomplete, as we ourselves occupy a
limited and partial naya on reality as it is. That is, it is not simply that
we have epistemic limits on what we can know to be true, and, thus,
we should refrain from attacking the other, but, that rather, the truth
itself can be plural or innumerable or infinitely modified. This is
something that we must understand if we are to make any progress
in acquiring knowledge.

The Self as other: Atman

The school of Advaita Vedanta and its interpretation of the Upanisadic
concept of self or atman has had an enormous impact on modern
Indian self-understandings. Its metaphysical conception of the self,
drawn from the Upanisadic texts, is different from the Jaina school;
this conception provides a justification for tolerance and respect on
a distinct basis. Let us take a closer look. On the one hand, the self
as jiva, that is, the self of ordinary experience, is unique. It is the
ahamkdara or I-ness (or I-maker). This is the self as a psychophysical
entity, as an individual, a person with a unique history and charac-
teristics, capacities, abilities, likes and dislikes, and needs. The ethic
of enlightenment that goes along with this picture is, in one sense,
staunchly individualistic; the individual is responsible for her own
emancipation, it cannot be granted or given to her, as an act of grace.
It has to be earned through work and merit, or karma, on the basis
of individual effort.

On the other hand, according to the Advaitic or non-dual reading
of the Upanisads, although the self of ordinary experience (the jiva) is
unique, the self at an ontological level, the real self (the atman) is the
same in all things. It is characterized as pure consciousness, as drasta,
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the seer, or siksin, the witness. Atman here is not understood as a
kind of substance or mind that lies behind experience, like a type of
Cartesian soul/ego; rather, atman is the state of seeing, or awareness,
or the presence of consciousness in-itself, individuated. Furthermore,
on the Advaita account of the self; although the self, persons, and the
world are experienced as a multiplicity, they are ultimately grounded
in brahman or the unity and the wholeness of being. Brahman is the
substrate of existence or reality; the manifest world is a partial glimpse
of this enduring wholeness of existence upon which it is founded and
for which it has its source. Brahman thus both transcends and is
immanent in the world (as is the spider to the web).

The goal of existence is the realization of the ultimate identity
of the self and Brahman; moksa or enlightenment is the experience of
the oneness or wholeness of infinite being as the nature of oneself, or
the self as other, and the other as self. It is the inward realization of
something that is there all along, which is pure consciousness. The
theistic conceptions that arise from this view are rather different from
those of Abrahamic religions: God is not distinct from the self, but,
indeed, God is one’s deepest self, as one’s very own nature. As the
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad asserts: ahambrahmasmi, I am Brahman
(1.4.10). That is, it is I that is God; God is not outside us, but is our
higher self, which we share in common. God is not outside of us, not
some external reality who created and judges us, but rather, the most
intimate and best part of ourselves.

Let us see how one might justify various ethical values on this
view: it is not simply out of fear of karmic consequences that one ful-
fils one’s sadharana dharma or duty to uphold universal values such
as daya or compassion or ahimsa, but rather that, on a deeper level,
the self is intimately connected to the other. To harm the other is to
harm the self. As the I$a Upanisad says: ‘he who sees all beings in his
own self and his own self in all beings does not feel revulsion by rea-
son of such a view’ (Radhakrishnan 1953: 572). This is precisely the
reason why there are negative karmic consequences of harm. Indeed,
it is the practice of virtues such as compassion in everyday life, while
stemming from the wholeness and unity of existence that leads to its
ultimate realization. For, in the practice of compassion, not only does
one empathize with the suffering of another, but one experiences that
suffering as one’s own. The boundaries of the individual self become
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more permeable, as one begins to see the self as the other and the
other as self, even though this may start at the level of the jiva or
everyday self, it leads to a recognition of the identity of the same
atman in both the self and the other.

Now, tolerance, especially theistic, has been historically and con-
ceptually grounded in an Advaitic interpretation of the Upanisads
in a number of ways. In one respect, it follows the idea of the self,
qua jiva, or the self of ordinary experience, as being a unique indi-
vidual, with a specific set of needs, likes, and dislikes. The seeker’s
make-up and spiritual needs, her characteristics, or gunas, determine
the marga, or path, from the many available, given what suits her
unique nature. As Ramakrsna (Abhed4nanda 1903), a central fig-
ure in the Bengal and Hindu Renaissance who combined bhakti,
or devotion, with the Advaita school, explains, ‘As one can ascend
to the top of a house by means of a ladder or a bamboo or a stair-
case or a rope, so diverse are the ways and means to approach God,
and every religion in the world shows one of these ways. (quoted in
Abhedinanda 1903: 10)’.

for:

As a mother, in nursing her sick children, gives rice and curry to one,
and sago and arrowroot to another and bread and butter to a third,
so the Lord has laid out different paths for different people suitable
to their natures.... Dispute not. As you rest firmly on our faith and
opinion, allow others the equal liberty to stand by their own faiths
and opinions. (quoted in Abhed4nanda, 1903: 73—4).

Ramakrsna’s chief pupil Vivekananda, a neo-Vedantin, also laid
out the implications of this view by quoting verse seven of the Siva
Mahimnah Stotram in his address to the Parliament of Religions in
Chicago in 1893, ‘As the different streams having their sources in dif-
ferent places all mingle their water in the sea, so, O Lord, the different
paths which men take through different tendencies, various though
they appear, crooked or straight, all lead to Thee. (Vivekananda
1999: 20-1)’.

Thus, individuals cannot be coerced to follow a path that they did
not choose, which is not of their making. This not only violates
their integrity, but will not work, for each has specific needs. As such,
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each should be allowed to work out his/her salvation in his/her own
way, at his/her own pace. This sort of reasoning accounts for wide
acceptance and tolerance of a large variety of divergent doctrinal dif-
ferences and practices among Hindus. It also explains in part why
Hindus do not proselytize and why their conversions are difficult.
It is interesting to note that tolerance here is grounded on a model
similar to the liberal model: respect for individual freedom requires a
tolerance of difference, but this is in a rather different metaphysical
context.

Indeed, religious pluralism and freedom is not simply a theoretical
matter, but plays a vital role in the way that Hinduism is practiced.
It is not only thought to be perfectly legitimate to be a devotee of
Krsna, Vemkatesavara, Rama, mother Kali, or any of the other vari-
ous manifestations, but it is not unusual to find non-Hindu deities,
such as that of Jesus or Mary in Hindu altars. Many Hindus will
pray in a church or at a Sufi shrine without the least bit of hesita-
tion. There are some communities in India that define themselves as
Hindu-Muslims or Muslim-Hindus; members of the Salam Girasia
Rajputs traditionally have both a Hindu and Muslim name for each
person in the community (Parekh 2008).

Apart from such diversity being grounded in the acceptance of
individual differences, tolerance is further grounded on the idea that
various paths lead to the same ultimate destination—the various
streams merge in the same sea. Although methods and practices may
diverge, the end goal is the same. A famous passage in the Rigveda
states that “The wise speak of what is one in many ways’ (ekam sad
vipra bahudha vadantyaghnim yamam matarisvanamahuh) (Rigveda
1.164.46).” In the Bhagavad Gita, Krsna, an Avatara, in discussing
with Arjuna the question of which path is best suited for enlighten-
ment, says: ‘In whichever way men take refuge in me, I love them.
All men, Arjuna, follow my path’ (ye yatha mam prapadyante tams
tathaiva bhajamyaham) (The Bhagavad Gita 4.11). At the time when
the Gita was composed, there was a rich diversity and pluralism
in thought and practice: there were yogic ascetics, Buddhists, Jainas,
brahmanical sacrificers, philosophical dualists, monists, theists,
atheists, and so on (Davis 2008: 371). Krsna proclaims that these
divergent paths are all his and lead to ultimate realization. On this
sort of view, then, the idea that there is only one true path or religion
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is intrinsically flawed. Hence, one must be respectful of others’
understandings and practices.

Historically, despite the rise of religious extremism and Hindu
nationalism post-independence, as Bhikhu Parekh argues, Hindus
have generally shown a great deal of respect and tolerance towards
other religions. At times when Jews were being persecuted by
Christians in Europe or treated unjustly in Muslim countries, they
were welcomed in India. They were given official patronage and
financial support; in the Hindu kingdom of Cochin, they were pro-
vided their own self-governing district. Indeed, Christians arriving
in the fifth century, Muslims in the eighth, and the Zoroastrians in
the tenth, were all embraced with freedom of religious belief (Parekh
2008). But, of course, I am not asserting that the history of India
is, even prior to British colonization, free from sectarian religious
tensions and violence. However, it is less than that found in other
contexts. Moreover, we should note that it is not that Hindus toler-
ate all differences. Often, one hears the slogan ‘unity in diversity’,
as a common theme in contemporary India, both in religion and
politics. That is, perspectives that unconfusedly and unmistakably
infringe on basic ethical values, around which there must be unity,
are not regarded as legitimate and constitute the limits of toleration.

But, for a tradition that has been able to deal with such diversity
for much of its history, how is it that violence grounded in religious
doctrine and practice seems to be on the rise, fuelled by Hindu
nationalism? I think that one of the key things to note here is that
current forms of Hindu nationalist movements developed during and
after British colonialism, where Hinduism became much more of a
reified identity, a political marker, that is strategically pitted against
Muslims, for example, by the British Raj, in an attempt to divide and
conquer. Many Indian political theorists, such as Ashis Nandy and
T.M. Madan argue that such movements have little to do with the
soteriological aspirations of Hinduism at all; rather, they are political
instruments to attain power and privilege.

In his insightful study of Hindutva nationalism, Partha Chatterjee
(1998) shows that current Hindu national movements are rather
odd. What one may think of as theocratic movements are anything
but theocratic. Unlike the older Hindutva conception that developed
around independence, like the Hindu Mahasabha, new movements
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rest on purely political and secular agendas. Apart from a few voices,
Hindutva movements do not seek to ground theocratic institutions
on Vedic injunction; they do not seek religious education, or cen-
sorship of science, or the teaching of evolutionary theory, or any-
thing of the like. Instead they distinguish themselves from Islamic
fundamentalists in this manner; they pride themselves on being the
voice of rationality, secularism, and reason, and attack their opponents
as ‘pseudo-secularists’. Indeed, one wishes that perhaps these nation-
alists were more religious and took to heart some available sources for
tolerance in the Hindu tradition. In short, [ would argue that Nandy
is right here; Hindutva represents the instrumentalization of religion
for the sake of political power.

I should also mention that the Advaitic reading of the Upanisads
has been used not only to ground tolerance, but also to ground basic
notions of equality. Indeed, many contemporary critics, including
Gandhi, argue that the caste system and the oppression of women
with its hierarchical underpinnings are inconsistent with the central
teachings or spirit of Hinduism or Advaita. Indeed, Gandhi’s objec-
tions against the caste system were often based on ideas of equality
grounded in Advaitic notions of atman or on the idea that the same
self exists in all; thus, there can be no inherent superiority or inferior-
ity of one individual or group over another (Government of India
1969: 103-7).

Certainly, the caste system has a long history of being criticized
and contested on various grounds indigenous to Indian traditions.
It is not that somehow British liberals showed Indians the utter
incivility of such a system (as some might have it); in fact, to the
contrary, the British reified the system as it was to their advantage,
not to mention the external ‘caste’ system they imposed on India,
in which they were the superior race, and thus had a natural right
to rule over the inferior Indians (N.B. Dirks 2001). In present day
India, caste discrimination has much the same status as racism against
Blacks in America and the history of slavery; although, discrimina-
tion by caste is deemed unconstitutional and there are stringent laws
against such discrimination, it continues to exist socially despite
affirmative action plans and reserved seats for members of oppressed
castes in government and educational institutions. I contend that the
battle against the caste system in India is making headway, as is the
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battle against racism that Blacks currently experience in America.
I think that arguments grounded in indigenous sources, such as the
Upanisads, are likely to have the strongest impact, as they resonate
with people’s self-understandings.

Interconnectedness as Pratityasamutapada

The third central idea from which toleration emerges is pratitya-
samutapada or dependent origination in various Buddhist perspec-
tives. Although these views share much in common with the Jaina
and the Advaitan and other Upanisadic schools, they also diverge
in important aspects. They emphasize ahimsa and tolerance, but
they frame these notions in the theory of anatman or no-self, and
pratityasamutapada or the theory of interconnectedness. While
Buddhists agree with Advaitans that the self of ordinary experi-
ence (the jiva) is unreal, most think there is nothing that underlies
this experience. On dominant Buddhist interpretations, there is
no atman or pure consciousness, so to speak. The self is merely an
aggregation (skandpas) of physical, mental, perceptual, and volitional
processes, along with the processes of consciousness. There is noth-
ing over and above these processes that we can call a self, as there is
no river over and above the flowing of the water. Indeed, according
to the theory of pratityasamutapada or interconnectedness, nothing
has essence (svabhava) or separate or unique existence. Existence is
marked by a continual process of change that is the result of interac-
tions of various processes. Suffering and violence is a result of cling-
ing on to the delusion of self as separate and permanent. Virtues such
as ahimsa help one to overcome this delusion.

The ever-changing stream we associate with the self is closely
intertwined with the stream of others, given pratityasamutapada
or the interconnected nature of reality. With the realization of this
interconnection, as the Dalai Lama asserts, we begin to understand
that our interests converge in a profound sense:

We begin to see that the universe we inhabit can be understood
in terms of a living organism in which each cell works in balanced
cooperation with every other cell to sustain the whole. If just one
of these cells is harmed, as it is when disease strikes, that balance is
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harmed, and there is danger to the whole.... Such an understanding
of reality also allows us to see that this sharp distinction between self
and others arises largely as a result of conditioning.... Indeed, within
this picture of dependently originated reality, we see that there is no
self-interest completely unrelated to others interests. Due to the fun-
damental interconnectedness which lies at the heart of reality, your
interest is also my interest. Thus my happiness is to a large extent
dependent on yours. From this, it becomes clear that “my” interests
and “your” interests are intimately connected. In a deep sense, they
converge. Because of this, if we wish for our own happiness, we have
to consider others. (The Dalai Lama 1999: 46-9).

Thus, my reason for respecting you, or, at least putting up with or
tolerating your views in the minimal sense and not inflicting harm
on you, or depriving you of the basic means of economic subsis-
tence, is that to harm you is to harm myself in some deep sense.
On the Advaita model, we share this deeper sense of self, while in the
Buddhist picture, even though there is no such same self in common,
the ever-changing stream we associate with the self is intimately tied
to the stream of others, given the web-like nature of reality.

This organic model is in stark contrast to the liberal contractualist
view in which ethical and political norms arise on the basis of separa-
tion of self from other. On the contractual picture, it is because you
present a threat to me that I agree to contract with you and give up
some of my freedom, as long as you do the same, whereas on the
organic model, the other is seen as intimately connected, and thus
her interests are not separate from one’s own. Nevertheless, I think
that both approaches can converge on some of the same basic norms.
Of course, there will be differences. For example, the self of Indian
theorizing is not limited to the human being, but, includes animals
and the environment. There is no reason to assume, a priori, that
when there are divergences, it is somehow the liberal contractualist
who is always in the right. Perhaps, it is the West that has something
to learn from India here.

Indeed, I would argue that one of the earliest articulations of poli-
tical toleration emerges from the principle of ahimsa or non-violence
interpreted as a political principle, in contrast to merely an individual
ethical virtue. This is first developed by the Indian Buddhist emperor
Asdoka (269-32 BC), and later by Gandhi. This is one of the first
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appearances—if not the first—of the idea of political toleration as
such. As early as the third century BC, Asoka’s edicts declared respect
for all perspectives, philosophies, and religions as an implication and
requirement of the principle of ahimsa. Here the idea of non-injury is
explicitly related to the positive aspect of respecting, recognizing, and
honouring others’ dharma or philosophy/religion at a political level:

King Priyadarshi honors men of all faiths, members of religious
orders and laymen alike, with gifts and various marks of esteem. Yet
he does not value either gifts or honors as much as growth in the
qualities essential to religion in men of all faiths. This growth may
take many forms, but its root is in guarding one’s speech to avoid
extolling one’s own faith and disparaging the faith of others improp-
erly or, when the occasion is appropriate, immoderately. The faiths
of others all deserve to be honored for different reasons. By honoring
them, one exalts one’s own faith and at the same time performs a
service to the faith of others. By acting otherwise, one injures his own
faith and also does disservice to the faith of others. But if a man extols
his own faith and disparages another because of devotion to his own
and because he wants to glorify it, he seriously injures his own faith.
Therefore concord alone is commendable, for through concord, men
may learn and respect the conception of Dharma accepted by others.
King Priyadarshi desires men of all faiths to know each other’s doc-
trines and to acquire sound doctrines. Those who are attached to their
particular faiths should be told that King Priyadarshi does not value
gifts or honors as much as growth in the qualities essential to religion
in men of all faiths. Many officials are assigned to tasks bearing this
purpose—the officers in charge of spreading the Dharma, the super-
intendents of women in the Royal household, the inspectors of cattle
and pasture lands, and other officials. The objective of these measures
is the promotion of each man’s particular faith and the glorification of
Dharma. (Rock Edict XII; Nikam and McKeon 1959: 51-2).

Now, one of the interesting things to note here is that political
toleration, recognition, and respect for various philosophical and
religious doctrines and practices arises from principles internal to these
Buddhist traditions, not despite them. This is radically different,
both conceptually and historically, from how political toleration
and the related notion of secularism emerged in Europe. As the
quintessential political ideal, toleration grows out of the bloodshed
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of the Reformation and the Thirty Years Wars (1618-48). It emerges
from religious factions within Christianity and its inability to cope
with internal differences as a result, in part, of claims to absolute
truth. The birth of political neutrality and the separation of Church
and state, secularism, and indeed liberalism itself, have roots in this
bloody conflict. But this is not the case here. Asoka realizes the
importance of tolerance as it is intrinsic to Buddhist practice. Indeed,
it is after his conquest of Kalinga and the horrors of war, for which he
himself was responsible, that Asoka constructs a political interpreta-
tion of ahimsa; he expands the principle from a personal virtue to
a political virtue. Toleration emerges as a result of ideas central to
dominant philosophical and religious doctrines and practices, not as
an antidote to them.

What this means is that one needs to be careful when one attempts
to graft Western forms of toleration to the Indian context, which
may lack relevant similarities. As Nandy (2004) points out, to pre-
sume to teach tolerance through secularism to Indian villagers is not
only indicative of Western arrogance, it misses something crucial.
Not only does it smack of a grave historical irony, it ignores rich and
diverse sources that have existed and continue to exist in Indian self-
understandings. These are most likely to succeed, as they resonate
most with people’s senses of self. And while secularism is an absolute
necessity in the Indian context, particularly due to the kinds of rei-
fied and dangerous communal identities that continue to exist post-
independence, one needs to investigate which forms of secularism
will have the most favourable outcome. As Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan,
a philosopher and former President of the Republic of India, argues:

When India is said to be a secular state, it does not mean we reject the
reality of an unseen spirit of the relevance of religion to life or that
we exalt irreligion. It does not mean that secularism itself becomes
a positive religion or that the state assumes divine prerogatives.
Though faith in the Supreme is the basic principle of the Indian tra-
dition, the Indian State will not identify itself with or be controlled
by any particular religion. We hold that no one religion should be
accorded special privileges in national life or international relations
for that would be a violation of the basic principles of democracy
and contrary to the best interests of religion and government.... No
group of citizens shall arrogate to itself rights and privileges which it
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denies to others. No person should suffer any form of disability or
discrimination because of his religion but all alike should be free to
share the fullest degree in the common life. This is the basic principle
involved in the separation of Church and State. The religious impar-
tiality of the Indian state is not to be confused with secularism or
atheism. Secularism as here defined is in accordance with the ancient
religious traditions of India. It tries to build up a fellowship of believ-
ers, not by subordinating individual qualities to the group mind but
by bringing them into harmony with each other. The dynamic fel-
lowship is based on the principle of diversity in unity which alone has
the quality of creativeness. (Radhakrishnan 1955: 202).

On the Indian model of secularism and state neutrality, impartiality
is interpreted as equal or an even-handed treatment respect of all reli-
gions; the state does not favour one over the other but recognizes the
importance of religion in the life of each citizen. Rajeev Bhargava has
explored these ideas in detail in his various works (Bhargava 2010).
This model of secularism is unlike the case of France (and Quebec),
where secularism has been interpreted as a complete wall of separa-
tion model, where religion ought to play no part in the political or
the public sphere of life (thus, for example, forbidding the bijab in
public schools on such a basis and throwing children off soccer teams
because of their turbans). On the Indian version then, religious belief
is accepted as something that may be a constitutive part of the lives of
citizens, and the manifestations of such an identity are accepted as a
part of the public sphere. As Radhakrishnan argued, such a model of
secularism, and, indeed, respect for diversity and pluralism, is rooted
in and emerges from the ancient historical, conceptual, and political
self-understandings and traditions of India, three of which I have
explored here.

The problems that India faces, such as gender inequality, casteism,
ableism, religious extremism, communal violence, poverty, and pol-
lution, are not unlike the problems faced by other nations around
the globe. India has modernized, liberalized, industrialized, corpora-
tized, and, as such, individuals are open to various standard threats
by the state and numerous neo-liberal multinational corporations.
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Indeed, there is a growing collective global consciousness, a raised
awareness, of the sorts of abuse and exploitation to which the weak
are vulnerable. It would be unwise, to say the least, not to make use
of the economic, legal, and political insights of others. However, one
needs to remember that such solutions need to be articulated and
understood in the vernacular. Importantly, we should take advan-
tage of the freedom to avail ourselves of the distinct rich indigenous
sources and self-understandings that may help to guide and sustain
our futures—a freedom often denied to the colonized imagination.
To the dismay of some Westerners, there is no singular historical and
conceptual trajectory along which modernity and ethical progress
move forward and there is no place where this is more obvious than
in India, where the ancient continues to live alongside the modern.
In building a greater India and a stronger republic, in dreaming
together, we must not only imagine our futures, we must imagine
and reimagine our pasts, weaving threads from the fabric of those
who have dreamed before us.

Notes

1. “There cannot be a thing which is devoid of its modifications of birth
and decay. On the other hand, modifications cannot exist without
an abiding or eternal something—a permanent substance, for birth,
decay and stability (continuance)—these three constitute the character-
istic of a substance of entity’. (Divakara 1973: 269).

2. The full verse is:

indram mitram varunamaghnimahuratho divyah sa suparno gharutman |

ekam sad vipra bahudhi vadantyaghnim yamam matarisvanamahuh ||
(Rigveda 1.164.40).
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