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An Ancient Indian Secular Age? 

 

Rajeev Bhargava 

 

Charles Taylor's 'A Secular Age' is a book about the social imaginary of the North- Atlantic 

and to some extent European modernity. But much of its argument and I believe the reason 

for its success lies in its characterization of what the secular age leaves behind, what no 

longer exists, perhaps what it has lost. It is a feature of Taylor's work that he enables us to 

experience the transition from one kind of life-world to another. Among these lost worlds, 

he discusses 'early religions' which still exist in some parts of the world. This paper must be 

viewed as part of a larger project that hopes to explore the transition in India from its world 

of early religions to a world with a marked resemblance to one inhabited by post-axial 

religions.  

 

A fragment of a larger project, this entire paper is written as an answer to a very narrow 

question. If Charles Taylor is correct about his understanding of what is meant by ‘secular’ 

(which by the way is closer to the modern Indian understanding of secular than to the more 

mainstream western understanding of the term) and if further, he is correct in his 

characterization of the secular age, is it at all conceivable that a secular age existed in 

ancient India-not India, the modern nation state but India the territorial cum civilizational 

unit? Is it plausible to suggest that a secular age existed in ancient India? Such a question I 

would have found preposterous only a few years ago but our current conjuncture appear to 

be full of momentous possibilities for rethinking the history of thought and thus this 

intellectual adventure appears worth undertaking.To take just one example,  suppose that 

the answer, assuming that all thedistinctiveness and specificities of each secular age are 

revealed only by more detailed conceptual and historical studies, is a yes, what profound 

implications might this have for a theory of modernity?  It is taken for granted by virtually 

every western theory that a close link exists between the secular and the modern. But if an 

ancient secular age exists, then the link between secularity and modernity is severed. I am 

not in a position to answer these questions in this paper but equally I must register and 
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indexthe unfolding of a space where one can ask questions such as: what would theories of 

secularities look like if secularity and modernity are uncoupled? 

 

Three more sets of preliminary remarks are in order. First, I am neither a historian of ancient 

India nor a philologist. Given these inadequacies I do not make any substantive claims of my 

own, atleast not directly. However, I cannot deny that the paper has implications for the 

substantive claims made more explicitly by other scholars. I suspect much of what I say 

might wittingly or unwittingly have implications for the claims made by theorists, 

particularly theorists of modernity.  

 

Second, I make uninhibited use of an entire vocabulary that comes from two traditions that 

are believed to constitute the western world; the Judaeo-Christian originating in Palestine 

and the Greco-Roman originating from the area around Mediterranean. I offer two 

justifications why I risk using this vocabulary to describe a state of affairs in ancient India. 

These justifications are required because of the very real and obvious danger of reading into 

ancient India features of the two afore mentioned worlds that are markedly different from 

it. The first reason is methodological. Despite the warning usually provided by good 

historians of thought and hermeuniticians, I feel somewhat less ill at ease about my 

approach because I believethat the connection between word-meaning and context is not 

as strong as some people like to believe. Words travel faster than their meanings.Often 

times, the original meaning of a word gets lost on the way but another meaning from 

roughly the same family, residing in a different, perhaps a new home, is drawn ineluctably 

to the signifier. A suitable but imperfect translation occurs. Shifts, displacements even 

subversions occur but hidden similarities are revealed too and new similarities are born. 

Perhaps a time has come to not overread or overplay differences across time and space. 

Second, moreimportantly, the vocabulary that I deploy is also used extensively by historians 

of the ancient world, including ancient India. I am almost tempted to pin the blame for my 

own inevitable errors onto the historians and philologists on whom I rely. It is their language 

that is found in my essay. Furthermore, the two traditions that provide the resource for the 

vocabulary of the paper are much closer to ancient India than many modernists realize. 

Egypt, Palestine, Mesopotamia, Persia, India and China constituted an inter communicating 
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global universe and had more in common in the period that interests me than what the 

modern west shares with the two traditions from which it is believed to have originated. 

 

Third, the project to which this paper belongs must not be conflated with the more 

normative intellectual undertaking with which I am also associated. In some of my previous 

and current work I have delved into ancient Indian past to explore the conceptual resources 

for a normative political response to religious diversity and conflict. I have frequently used 

the term political secularism for the cluster of this particular normative vocabulary used by 

modern Indians the precursors of which can be found in diverse political figures, separated 

by thousands of years, such as Asoka, Akbar and Nehru.
1
 – in short, I have been attempting 

to outline the rudimentary history of conceptual, value-laden elements from which political 

secularism has been fashioned and re-fashioned in India. It needs to be clarified that the 

project of the present paper is only remotely connected, if at all, to this other more 

normative project of political secularism and its history. 

 

 

II 

 

The India of early religions was not monolithic. There were varieties of religious experience 

in ancient India. Multiple Indian secularities also were available. The sheer diversity of 

ethical perspectives is breathtaking. Perhaps this was the case in other similar places too. 

Whatever the case, a question that arises is: Why, when the option between 'belief' and 

'unbelief' was available in ancient India, is it inappropriate to speak of an ancient secular 

age? After all, the title of the book itself admits the possibility of other secular ages. The 

book is not called 'The Secular Age'.  It is tempting at this stage to simply assume a 

constitutive link between secularity and modernity. The book is entitled A Secular Age 

because there are other contemporary secular ages, perhaps a Chinese, a Latin American, a 

North African, an Indian- multiple modern secular ages similar to multiple modernities. I 

                                                           
1
See AmartyaSen, The Arguementative Indian, Penguin Adult, 2006. 
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think this would be a mistake and I believe Taylor does not assume this. His point is more 

subtle.  

 

However, Taylor's question needs modification before it can be explored any further. The 

phrase 'an option between belief and unbelief ' is a profoundly Christian and perhaps even 

post-Enlightenment formulation. It possesses an Enlightenment flavour because of a 

predisposition to intellectualize ordinary beliefs and practices by elites of the time. The term 

'belief' is itself a pointer in this direction. From connoting 'to hold dear', 'to love' (a link still 

found in the German 'beleiben' by virtue of its link with leiben (love)'), 'to give allegiance or 

be loyal to what is highly valued', it began to mean a state of mind that may be true or false. 

More importantly, the identification of religious perspective as a system, primarily of belief, 

presupposes an exceptionally prominent place of doctrine typical of Christianity. Other 

religious perspectives such as Islam and Judaism have typically bestowed much greater 

significance to law than to doctrinal belief. Still others, like Indian soteriologies, talk of the 

ends of life and the pivotal nature of certain practices but hardly ever to systematic 

intellectual doctrine.
2
 

 

Early Religion: Rig Vedic India  

 

Early religion, Taylor tells us was embedded in three different senses. First, human agency 

was embedded in society. Second, society was embedded in the Cosmos and finally, the 

Cosmos incorporated the divine.
3
It is hard to disagree with Taylor. Each of these is true of 

Rig Vedic religion. First, for an individual to view himself or act outside the social matrix was 

inconceivable. For the Rig Vedics (henceforth referred to merely as Vedics), an individual 

was the social role he inherited. The Brahmin or the Kshatriya was nothing but a Brahmin or 

a Kshatriya. To use these terms somewhat anachronistically, their social identity was their 

personal identity. A second sense in which agency was socially embedded had to do with 

the primary religious act, ritual sacrifice. No sacrifice could be performed by any agent all by 

himself. The sacrifice was offered by the Kshatriya, the primary householder, but it had to 

                                                           
2
W. C Smith, Modern Culture from a Comparative Perspective, SUNY Press, Albany, 1997.p? 

3
Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, The Belknap Press of Harward University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London, 

England, 2007, p 152. 
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be executed by the Brahmin, who alone had the knowhow and thereby the authority to do 

so. Ritual sacrifice was then jointly performed by the two social agents, each complementing 

the other: one caused the ritual to be performed, the yajaman and therefore was the 

primary recipient of the benefits accruing from it and the other actually performed it, for 

which he received a gift/fee (dakshina). And why did the yajaman perform it? For the sake 

of society?As its protector and benefactor? Not really. The routine wishes of a Vedic 

householder, to be fulfilled by the performance of the sacrifice, were ' sons, rain, cattle, 

superiority within his clan and tribe, living for the proverbial 100 years, and then finding his 

way to heaven'
4
. In short what Vedic men hoped to achieve through sacrifice were very 

much goods of this- worldly human flourishing.
5
 There is little supra-mundane about their 

ambition. This is underlined by the fact that life in heaven was a further continuation of a 

pleasant life on earth.
6
The idea of the sanyasi is still not conceived.

7
 Nor is the normative 

idea born that one should strive to escape life in this world.
8
 Indeed, in the Rig Veda, 

Gombrich tells us, ‘man is born and dies only once.’
9
 There is no rebirth. Evenamratva 

(immortality) in some passages of the Rig Veda appears to be nothing but the continuation 

of a long life on earth. 
10

Would it be wrong then to say that ritual sacrifice was the nodal 

point through which transactions occurred between socially constituted men? Was this too 

a moral order (like the modern moral order) constructed for mutual benefit, for the 

reciprocal exchange of goods and services? This would not be entirely correct, for there 

were also others who benefitted secondarily or indirectly from the yajna- for the sacrifice 

also sustained the entire social and cosmic order (Rta).
11

 Since everyone benefitted, albeit 

differentially, from it, one could say that it was performed on behalf of and for the sake of 

all, for the entire society. Perhaps this alone made the act sacred and lent it the religiosity it 

would not otherwise possess.  

 

                                                           
4
S. W. Jamison and  M. Witzel, Vedic Hinduism, Unpublished text, 1992, p38. 

5
 B. Nakamura claims that in doing so the 'Brahmins became strongly this-worldly. 'SeeHajime Nakamura, A comparative 

History of Ideas, MotilalBanarsidass Publishers Private Limited, Delhi, 1992, p 38. 
6
Richard Gombrich, Theravada Buddhism: A Social history from ancient Benares to modern Colombo, Routledge&Kegan 

Paul, London and New York, 1988 p 30. Also see Nakamura, p 39. 
7
S. W. Jamison and  M. Witzel, Vedic Hinduism, Unpublished text, 1992,p 47. 

8
S. W. Jamison and  M. Witzel, Vedic Hinduism, Unpublished text, 1992,p76. 

9
Richard Gombrich, Theravada Buddhism: A Social history from ancient Benares to modern Colombo, Routledge&Kegan 

Paul, London and New York, 1988,p30. 
10

On this see Brian Black, The Character of the Self in Ancient India, SUNY press, Albany, 2007, p11. 
11

S. W. Jamison and M. Witzel, Vedic Hinduism, Unpublished text, 1992, p67. 
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Even this Durkheimian account does not get it right, however. The impression it creates that 

men associated with one another for the sake of mutual benefit and largely for ordinary 

human flourishing, though not incorrect, misses out on two crucial points. First, there were 

two more clearly specified participants in the ritual act which we have failed thus far to 

mention: ancestors and gods. Second, the Vedic world of here and now was nevertheless 

thoroughly enchanted. In short, sociology of ritual sacrifice will simply not do. We need 

rather a Cosmo-sociology. Relations between men were thoroughly implicated with and 

mediated by relations of men to their ancestors and gods.
12

 These latter were the other 

participants in rituals for gods and were invited to the sacrifice too. Except for Agni and 

Soma, all remained invisible. Yet a formal meal was offered to all these worthy dignitaries. A 

ceremonial offering of food (including animals) was made to fire was made so that Agni 

could carry it to other gods who ate it as smoke and aroma (medha). The leftovers were the 

more immediate and reciprocal gift of gods to the yajaman. The food offerings made to the 

Brahmin, in addition to his dakshina, were meant to go to the ancestors. Somehow the food 

consumed by Brahmins was transmitted to them. Hence the importance of ritual feasts. A 

failure to do so would starve the ancestors and wreck the sacrifice.  Thus, ritual sacrifice 

connected men not only to other men but also to gods and ancestors who lived either in 

heaven or somewhere between heaven and earth. As Taylor rightly puts it, society is 

embedded in the cosmos and the cosmos incorporates the divine (gods). 
13

 

 

Thus reciprocity and mutual benefit were certainly key to ritual sacrifice but the system of 

mutual exchange crucially involved gods and ancestors. Gifts, mainly food, were offered to 

gods in order to procure mundane goods and for ultra-mundane, quite instrumental-looking 

reasons- in order to get something in return. The Vedic mantra was: 'Give me, I give you'. Of 

course even in the Rig Vedic period this must not be understood as a simple and true 

exchange or return of favours. The logic of reciprocity implied the principle of different and 

deferred returns. Equivalences were never sought by humans. Reciprocity entailed long 

term relationships in which giving and receiving was never really over. If the sacrifice was 

performed exclusively for self interest and without a sense of genuine gratitude, it was 

                                                           
12

Ibid.,p74. 
13

Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, The Belknap Press of Harward University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London, 

England, 2007, p 26. 
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bound to fail.
14

 Thus it doesn’t appear entirely correct to say that ‘these were not then 

offerings to the almighty out of gratitude.’ Nor were they given out of ‘celebratory 

exuberance'.
15

 They were as Witzel and Jamison admit ' mandated by the reciprocal 

system'.
16

 The thoroughly enchanted world of porous Vedic selves has enough elements to 

keep the secularist and the humanist interested: There is no other world. No rebirth. One is 

born once and one dies only once. The only ends to be sought are this-worldly. There is no 

higher goal of human flourishing.   

 

Much in this early religion then comes close to what Taylor calls exclusive humanism. Three 

features mark his characterization of it. First, there is no other world but this, the only one 

we have. Second, following straight from the first, no human flourishing exists except in this 

world, nothing beyond and higher than flourishing here and now. Finally, it is achieved by 

human agency without help from or grace of God or gods. Exclusive humanism is self-

sufficing. Early Vedic religion appears to meet the first two requirements but not the third. 

For Taylor, enchantment and exclusive humanism simply do not go together. Exclusive 

humanism is possible only for buffered selves. But Vedic selves are completely porous 

through and through.  

 

Or are they? Matters are much too complicated in the Vedic world. In some passages, gods 

are manipulated and not just propitiated by humans, implying a power struggle between 

the two.
17

 In others, sacrifice acquires coercive power to which gods submit. At least some 

of the power of gods is usurped by ritual sacrifice performed by humans. The sacrifice yields 

the desired result regardless of the wishes of gods. As Gombrich says, 'In the early Vedic 

period, when gods were powerful supermen it was up to them to grant or withhold the 

benefits for which the sacrificer asked. Later it did not depend upon divine caprice. Sacrifice 

must work unless badly performed.'
18

 The correct performance of ritual, independent of 

gods, achieves everything desired in this world. This is socially embedded agency that works 

                                                           
14

 For a good discussion of these issues though in a different context see Daniel C. Ullucci, The Christian Rejection of Animal 

Sacrifice, Oxford University Press, 2012,p 26. 
15

S. W. Jamison and M. Witzel, Vedic Hinduism, Unpublished text, 1992,p63. 
16

Ibid., p 65. 
17

S. W. Jamison and M. Witzel, Vedic Hinduism, Unpublished text, 1992, p 60. 
18

Richard Gombrich, Theravada Buddhism: A Social history from ancient Benares to modern Colombo, Routledge&Kegan 

Paul, London and New York, 1988, p33. 
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on its own, without help or hindrance from any other power. This indeed is self-sufficing, 

exclusive humanism as far as I can see in a relatively disenchanted world, for gods and 

spirits are inconsequential even if they exist. (Their existence is compatible with 

disenchantment as long as their role is negligible). The causal efficacy resides in the power 

of skilled men, in this case Brahmins, who by putting into words a significant and non self-

evident truth acquire spiritual force.
19

 In fact, in some other passages, as pointed out by 

Gonda, the formulation of cosmic truth turns Brahmins into gods.
20

If godhood is simply a 

state to be achieved by humans themselves, then any reference to gods expresses super-

humanism which is undoubtedly a form of exclusive humanism. Indeed a continuing 

ambiguity exists in the early Hindu tradition on the referent of 'god'. The Sanskrit word for it 

'deva' is used sometimes for gods and sometimes for men, including kings and Brahmins.
21

 

 

This is not entirely surprising, for Taylor acknowledges the presence of exclusive humanism 

in Greece, represented by Epicureanism, a tradition that admitted gods but found them 

'irrelevant to humans.' 
22

 What was possible in Greece is conceivable in India too. In fact, 

two of the major Indian 'religions' in first millennium before the Common Era, though very 

distant from Epicureanism, do not admit gods in their ontology. The original 'asocial 

Buddhism' (a term used by Greg bailey and Ian Mabbett) certainly took the same view on 

the relevance of gods. 
23

 M. Carrithers makes the same point, 'Neither Socrates nor Buddha 

was much interested in God, gods or the supernatural, but both were passionately 

concerned with the ends and the conduct of human life'.
24

 The Jaina teachings, of greater 

antiquity than the teachings of the Buddha
25

 but  which certainly came to fruition at the 

same time as the Buddha also show little interest in 'God, god and the supernatural'. They 

do, of course, believe in the cycle of rebirth and the impact of a person's karma on the 

possibility of escaping it but liberation is to be achieved exclusively by human agency, in this 

case by complete cessation of all action, by a state of complete motionlessness of both mind 
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S. W. Jamison and M. Witzel, Vedic Hinduism, Unpublished text, 1992, p66. 
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Louis Renou, Religions of Ancient India (Jordan Lectures 1951), TheAnthlone Press, London, 1953, p 120. 
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and body.
26

 This actionlessness is the only answer to the problem of rebirth because on the 

Jaina view all karma, results in demerit and therefore in rebirth. Karma sticks to the soul like 

dirt in objects.
27

 One is born with the demerit of the karma of previous births. The only way 

out of this predicament is self-mortification, massive physical austerities to get rid of bad 

karma of past actions and births and henceforth to cease acting.
28

The only way to break the 

cycle is by attaining a condition of motionlessness and thoughtlessness and move gradually 

and eventually to death.
29

Very different, perhaps even the opposite of Epicureanism but 

exclusively humanist all the same and like other non-Vedic soteriologies, extremely focussed 

on individual karma and responsibility in the extreme.  

 

Something in these accounts throws up the temptation tointroduce here the idea of an 

ancient secular age (parts of the late vedic or early upanishadic period that overlap with a 

disappearing Rig Vedic, an emergent Buddhist and a continuing Jaina perspective) But this is 

a mistake. For Taylor warns that exclusive humanism must not be conflated with the secular 

age.
30

For Taylor, a secular age is characterized by three features only one of which is 

exclusive humanism. The other two are: (a) the availability of a seriously meaningful option 

between belief and unbelief. (in the Indian case, let us say, belief in gods, an enchanted 

world, a conception of human flourishing beyond here and now and denial of gods or their 

relevance, a conception of human flourishing with no reference to anything beyond here 

and now and a belief in the self-sufficiency of human agency).  Finally (b), the availability of 

this option not just to a few people (elites' theory) but to a large mass of people. The 

options must be widely available if not to all, to a vast majority of people in society. It is 

hard to tell how this condition can be met in any non-modern or ancient society. Yet 

scholars have used reason and imagination to propose a view on how ordinary people lived 

their religious lives. For instance, Louis Renou claims that in Jainism the lay community 

always played an important part in the administration of its religion and in the cult. For him 
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Ibid., p 132. 
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 As Renou puts it ‘Karman is a real substance, a sort of poison that infects the soul and renders it liable to be invaded by 

the other substances, space and time.’ Ibid.,p 132 
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 ‘The procedure is to destroy former karman and ward off the approach of new karman; this is accomplished by ascertism 

and the other methods of purification, both ritual and mental.’ Ibid., p132. 
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the richness of extra-Canonical literature, and its variety of genres testifies to the fact that 

what is known as Jainism is sustained not only by monks and nuns but by male and female 

lay followers.
31

 However, this points to the social role of lay persons in the overall life of 

their religion. There is no phenomenology here. Indeed, historians of the ancient world have 

wrestled with this troubling issue for eternity. The textual accounts invariably provide the 

perspective of those who knew how to compose and write, typically the elite cultural 

producers. For the period before printing and mass literacy, the reconstruction of the 

phenomenology of the life of ordinary people is extraordinarily difficult. Taylor’s third 

condition rules out virtually any assessment of the secularity of the ancient world. How in 

earlier eras could a specific set of conditions of belief, a wholly new context or background 

that shapes any experience of belief or unbelief, be available, more or less identically, to 

large sections of people in large societies? Although very little hard evidence exists to test 

whether or not such conditions were widely available in ancient India, it seems 

preposterous to suggest that a particular social imaginary associated with the modern west 

could also be present in ancient India. However, this also makes a secular age, by definition, 

available to technologically advanced societies with a large infrastructure of diffusion and 

dissemination. I therefore propose that an age maybe characterized as secular if (a) in 

addition to some form of exclusive humanism, other philosophical and religious 

perspectives exist. (b) This diversity is accompanied by a condition that allows for viewing 

these different outlooks as meaningful options and (c) there is freedom of movement across 

them. A person could move from one to another or simultaneously partake of many, 

indeed, in principle participate in all of them.  

 

Does such an age exist in ancient India? It’s quite clear, since atleast the early Rig Vedic 

period continuing well into our own times, that large sections of Indian people have 

practiced some form of ritual sacrifice and committed themselves to the existence of 

multiple gods and goddesses. From the later Rig Vedic period there has, from time to time, 

also been a discourse of some form of inclusive monotheism, for example, prayer to 

Ishwara. However, in the entire first millennium before the Common Era, possibly earlier 

and quite certainly later, the Indic world has also witnessed three varieties of exclusive 
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humanisms in roughly the sense outlined above. First, regardless of the existence and 

propitiation of gods, the correct performance of the ritual act by a specially qualified group 

of people can result in both the achievement of all the goods crucial to human flourishing 

and to maintain the entire cosmic order. Second, atleast on one interpretation, for the Jain 

view, the ultimate end of human life, the complete cessation of thought and action can be 

achieved by self-sufficing, austere and disciplined human action. Finally, a third view 

prevalent among the Buddhists that the ultimate goal of human flourishing can well be 

achieved by following the middle path, i.e. acting in a way that is neither self-indulgent nor 

excessively austere and one that gives atleast equal weight to self-related ethic as it does to 

other related morality. Each of these outlooks satisfies the conditions of exclusive 

humanism. 

 

It is hard to tell whether exclusive humanism was restricted to a small group of Brahmans 

and Shramanas. But both the teachings of Buddha and Jaina were available to non-

Brahmans and non-kshatriyas especially to vis (ordinary people). Indeed, there was free 

movement of Brahmans and kshatriyas from one outlook to another. Recall that Exclusive 

humanists do not have to deny the existence of gods. They presuppose the self-sufficiency 

of their own acts and find gods irrelevant to achieving their main goals. Some Vedic 

Brahmans were quite certainly exclusive humanists in this sense but like the epicureans who 

must have been small in numbers these Brahmanic exclusive humanists must be a tiny 

minority. However, the same cannot be said of the Jainas and the Buddhists. In my view, 

they too are exclusive humanists and their number might have increased quite rapidly in the 

first millennium BCE. The more important point however is not how large the group of 

exclusive humanists was in ancient India (a similar problem might well arise for the modern 

west today. Relative to others, exclusive humanists may well be a tiny group), but the real 

point is that it was significant and coexisted with those for whom gods were unquestionably 

present and relevant and furthermore, that there was free movement from one outlook to 

another. It is these two conditions that compel me to entertain the possibility of an ancient 

secular age in India. The possibility of multiple options does not entail that there was 

anything like what Taylor calls ‘Nova effect’ in ancient India. Nor that any form of exclusive 

humanism was widely pervasive and dominant but nor is there any reason to believe, from 

whatever thin evidence that is available, that the availability of the option of moving from 
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some outlooks to others was not part of the background condition of very large number of 

people who communicated with one another. I hope to have made my point clear despite 

the difficulties of prevalence of exclusive humanism in the ancient period, I am trying to 

make a case that different forms of exclusive humanisms (Vedic Brahmanical, Buddhists, 

Jainas and philosophical traditions of Charvaka) existed in India. All but one of them rejected 

ritual sacrifice as central to their world view. And the one for which ritual sacrifice was 

pivotal, does not appear to think of gods as relevant. I must confess to muddling my way 

through two slightly different criteria that define a secular age. The first is Taylor’s own, set 

out on page..of A secular Age. The second set of criteria appears to drop the acceptance of 

exclusive humanism by the masses in order to concentrate more fully on the varieties of 

exclusive humanisms and on mobility conditions of criteria 1.
32

 It seems to me that Indic 

peoples invested far more in an exclusive humanist world view than even the Greeks. This 

appears to be true of the period of my focus, i.e. the first millennium BCE. I wouldn’t 

venture to make this claim for later periods.
33

 

 

I turn now to what I hope would be a richer discussion of mobility conditions. What in India 

were the broader contexts within which religions/ secularities were chosen, entered into, 

exited from? How could people cohabit amidst such diversity? What did it mean to have an 

option or choice between rival world views? What did it mean to choose a religion? and to 

exit one? 

 

I begin this discussion by Richard Gombrich’s characterization of Religion in India.
34

 

According to him, “religion” might refer to Marga, a path, providing an answer to the 

question: ‘what must I do to be saved’. In short, religion might be a soteriology, a meaning 

endowing perspective specifying ultimate goals which gives individual life its point and 

direction, especially when confronted with the certainty of death. Equally, it refers to those 

embedded beliefs and practices which structure the social life and normative expectations 

of individuals, particularly in relations to one another. Rituals, rites of passage, rules of 

                                                           
32 For drawing my attention to two sets of criteria I must thank Charles Taylor, personal communication dated 6th January, 
2013. 
33Ón the distincton between inclusive and exclusive monotheism,J.Assmann, Of Gods and Gods, The University of 
Wisconsin Press, Wisconsin,2008, p 13. 
34Richard Gombrich, Theravada Buddhism: A Social history from ancient Benares to modern Colombo, Routledge&Kegan 
Paul, London and New York, 1988, pp 25-26. 
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hygiene and traditional norms can also be subsumed under this conception of religion. 

Richard Gombrich calls it communal religion. 

 

This distinction is important because it enables us to see how it is possible in India and more 

generally in Asia for many individuals to belong to two or more religions, for they can be 

attached at once to one of the many soteriologies (religion 1) and to a quite different set of 

communal practices (religion 2). They could continue to follow the set of practices they 

participated in before the new attachment. Hinduism has over time spawned many 

soteriologies but with minor regional variations has tended to keep a stable set of 

communal practices. These communal religious elements have sometimes been so 

entrenched that even conversion to other religions, those which claim to perform both, 

soteriological and communal, functions has not unsettled them. Thus, many Muslims and 

Christians for long continued with 'communal' aspects of Hinduism, despite a change in their 

soteriology. Many Buddhists believe in gods but claim that this has nothing to do with and 

therefore is not inconsistent with their religion (soteriology).  Gods, for them, have much to 

do with their this-worldly concerns and but have no bearing on their pursuit of Nibbana. 

This also allows a ruler to respect all ‘faiths’, Since one might without contradiction follow 

the soteriological beliefs of one religion and the communal practices of another, one must 

respect both and so must the ruler who himself may follow one or many ‘religions’. It is 

clear that one should not view Hinduism and Buddhism as two mutually exclusive religions. 

To do so would be to utterly distort both.  

 

What are the conditions of the possibility of moving easily from one religion (soteriology) to 

another? Three immediately come to mind. First, the religion in question must not impose 

heavy costs or forbid movement across religions. It should contain conceptual resources of 

ideological freedom rather than unfreedom. This is primarily a cognitive but also an 

emotional matter. Second, closely related to 1, it must not possess an internal institutional 

structure with enormous social power. This is matter of social organization, of loose or tight 

internal social relations, of openness and flexibility within. Third, it must not provide direct 

legitimation to political power, not become too closely aligned to it.  Neither political rule 

nor political violence must be sanctioned by religion. This is an issue of the relationship 

between religion and political power, a matter of toleration or political secularity. I shall call 
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these the theological, the social and the political conditions of free movement across 

religions.  

 

The Theological Condition 

 

The theological condition (the term is my own) can be discerned in the writings of several 

scholars, and in particular in the writings of Jan Assmann.
35

 Several quite distinct ways of 

meeting this condition exist. First, the implicit or explicit theology of a religion must allow 

for translation of gods
36

. In virtually all cultures of classical antiquity, each god performed a 

function based on his cosmic competence. Thus, there are gods of love, war, knowledge, 

craftsmanship. Likewise, each god embodied an entity of potentially cosmic significance. 

Hence, gods of fire, rain, earth, time, sun, moon, sea or primal gods who create, destroy, 

preserve and so on. The god of love in one culture could then also acquire the name of the 

god of love from another culture. This way differences continue to be viewed as irreducible 

and yet translatable.
37

 One might even call this feature of translatability, a theology of 

recognition- the gods of each culture are recognized within the background of a common 

semantic universe. Eventually, this theological mode of coping with diversity can be 

enlarged to include soteriologies that do not depend on gods. One can deploy the more 

general term 'ethic of self-realization' that includes both god-dependent and god-free ethics 

pertaining to humans and even non-human selves. Each of these ethics can be treated as a 

way of being or relating to the ultimate, in whichever way the latter is defined or 

understood. Certainly, this inclusive monotheism or perhaps globalism of ethics permits 

easy movement across religions. If the different names refer to the same god or the same 

god has different cultural backgrounds, then why create too much fuss about leaving one 

and embracing another? Indeed, why not embrace both?  

 

A second strategy widely practised in ancient Egypt involves the collocation of two or three 

gods leading to hyphenated cosmic deities such as Amun-Re.
38

 The two, Re and Amun, 
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Assmann tells us, do not merge. They retain their individuality, quite like in the mode of 

translation. But here each becomes a crucial aspect of the other. Thus Re becomes the 

cosmic aspect of Amun and Amun becomes the local and cultic aspect of Re. Each aspect 

complements the other, without subsumption or domination.  

 

Finally, a strategy even more common in all ancient cultures involves ontological 

subordination of one god to another god.
39

Thus one god becomes the supreme deity of 

which all other are gods are manifestations, as Ram and Krishna become avatars of Vishnu. 

Or we might have a pantheon of equal gods with very diverse primal functions and others 

are but his manifestations or relations.  

 

Each of these strategies meets the theological condition of free movement across different 

cultures and religions. Freedom of conversion would not be the appropriate term here. 

Conversion implies one's permanent departure from the worship of one god to the exclusive 

worship of another. But this goes against the very point of these strategies of translation, 

hyphenation and hierarchical assimilation. For here there can be a free movement back and 

forth and indeed the simultaneous commitment to all. This is true both when unity is 

explicitly claimed (inclusive monotheism) or when it is merely implied as in polytheism.  

 

The contrast to the above mentioned strategies is provided by perspectives that block 

translation. Translation becomes impossible if you show the irreducible non-equivalence of 

the terms sought to be translated, if two terms simply cannot refer to the same entity. So, 

here we confront two irreducibly different entities. If the worlds centred on the two entities 

are incompatibly different, then one can either live in one or in the other, not in both. Such 

blockages can occur in the natural course of things, without being intended. But on its own, 

what follows from this is structured irrevocable plurality. A very different multi-theistic 

universe without conversation, a world peopled by groups that are internally intimate but 

fundamentally and irreconcilably estranged from one another. But the blockage in question 

is grounded in a set of reasons that provide the motive for why it must proceed. The reason 

is that there is this one god who is the 'real thing', the true god and all other gods are false. 

                                                           
39
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Therefore any act of translation is fundamentally impossible, even though it can be 

imagined under some kind of hallucinatory delusion. Since it can be imagined and we can, in 

the false belief of the possibility of translation, be tempted by the idea that all gods are the 

same, the act of translation must be expressly forbidden. Hence, the command: there is only 

one true or real GOD and thou shall not worship other (false or unreal) gods. This is not 

inclusive but exclusive monotheism (Assmann), grounded in what Assmann calls the 'mosaic 

distinction', the distinction between true and false in religion.
40

There are no compromises 

when this distinction becomes part of lived experience. Quite possibly, the distinction 

between those who follow true religion and believers in false religion (them and us) can 

slide easily under some circumstances into a radical difference between friend and enemy. 

(The enemy outside (infidel) and the enemy within (heretic)). 

 

This idea can be easily misunderstood to be anti-Semitic, the product of a terrible 

essentialization.
41

 I do not think this is fair. The fact is that such a distinction exists, has 

developed from somewhere, in some context, and has been politically deployed by church 

and state both. It was activated during the crusades. It was deployed during the crusades 

and in the Reformation- as Taylor shows graphically
42

 and deployed extensively in the wars 

of religion,
43

 in the 
44

ethnic cleansings in Europe that resulted in the expulsion of Jews and 

Muslims from several regions
45

and is in play even in contemporary non-violent evangelical 

movements. It is imperative that we understand and explain it, that we trace its genealogy, 

if only to better surmount some of its difficulties. At any rate, since it is part of the explicit 

theology of some religions, the mosaic distinction must be viewed as a conceptual resource 

that can be drawn upon when believers of these religions are motivated to do so. It is not 

permanently central to any of the monotheistic religions. Indeed, no living religion can be 

radically monotheistic in this way. It can even travel to other cultures and play a 

transformative albeit negative role as is illustrated by the development of what following 

Assmann can be called 'Mosaic Hinduism'. But this does not detract from the fact that 
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whether or not it can be deployed depends on the many factors, social, historical, cultural, 

political. 

 

The mosaic distinction, perhaps an unfortunate term for a very real and important 

distinction, does not meet the theological condition of free movement across religions. In 

fact, it actively destroys it. If you believe and live by this distinction, then you will hold on to 

your true religion with all your strength and fight against all other religions with all your 

might. The choice to move out or to live comfortably with others is ruled out under these 

conditions. The Mosaic distinction was unavailable to anyone in Ancient India. This partly, 

but only partly explains why different sateriologies could comfortably coexist. There were 

however some elements that drew Vedic Brahmanism into orthopraxy. (Discussion of the 

correct way of performing rituals and the exclusion of some who by birth are ineligible to 

participate in them. There were different sources of intolerance within Ancient Indian 

religions.) 

 

The Social Condition 

 

This brings me to the second, social condition. Cantwell Smith has a very interesting 

discussion of how modern religions were formed. A glimpse of the portrait he draws might 

go somewhat like this. If you view the formation of religion as a process, you might find that 

in the beginning there is a teacher, often a dissenter from an existing outlook, who begins to 

attract a set of followers. These loyalists are attracted by his teachings and his example, and 

begin to see themselves first as wandering followers of a certain set of teachings and then 

as community. But this may or may not happen. When such a community becomes large, it 

acquires an institutional structure. Such institutionalized, rule-bound communities might be 

called a church. This too is not inevitable and therefore may or may not happen. This 

happens more or less side by side with the formulation of an intellectual doctrine. So we 

now have a well demarcated community distinguished from others by its founder, his 

teachings, reflected in a scripture, possessing an organizational structure and an explicit 

theology. At the completion of this process, one might say that we have the birth of religion 

proper. Now clearly much depends on how much the Buddhist sangha resembles a church 

and when Buddhist teachings become ‘Buddhism”, a religion.  
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Now, one of my tentative proposals here is that the formation of a church’’ places 

enormous restrictions on freedom of movement across margas or faiths and that such 

‘churches’ did not exist in ancient India. The sangha appears to have come closest to a 

church but is not the same thing. It is as Gombrich points out, ‘a body of men who meet 

regularly and in their face to face relations have some of the qualities of the 

family.
46

Furthermore, the function of the sangha is to help its members lead a disciplined 

life to achieve goals prescribed by Buddhas. Members are not gate keepers scrupulously 

watching whether reappear not to follow les of entry or exit are observed but rather follow 

each other’s example to lead disciplined lives within the order. Moreover, as Cantwell Smith 

points out, Buddhism is a missionary religion but ‘Buddhist missionaries, in all their 

compassionate zeal as they moved across all of Asia, did not expect that those who listened 

and responded to their message should abandon what other religious involvements they 

had. The result has been that from Ceylon to Japan whose whom Westerners call 

“Buddhists’ are in almost every case simultaneously participants in at least one other 

religious complex” It follows that some of the key steps after the formation of margis may 

not have been taken in the ancient period. Even Buddhist sanghas were different from 

churches and did not place social restrictions on the free movement of margis.  

 

 

The Political Condition
47

 

 

A third condition is the absence of political restrictions on religious and philosophical 

dissent, formation of opposing alternatives to mainstream faiths and philosophies or on 

movement from one philosophical/religious outlook to another. This condition seems to be 

frequently present in ancient India. A glorious illustration is to be found in the edicts of 

Asoka, the builder of a large empire in 3
rd

 century BCE.  

                                                           
46

R.Gombrich, op. cit., p.90. 

47
W.Cantwell Smith, op. cit., pp 29-30.  



19 

 

 

Two Asokan edicts are particularly relevant for our purpose. The 7th edict begins with "The 

beloved of the gods wishes that "all Pasandas
i
 must dwell everywhere, in every part of his 

kingdom'.
ii
This seems like a simple, quite inconsequential statement but in fact it articulates 

a normatively defensible response to religious coexistence and freedom.
48

 To begin with 

many outlooks in that period were deeply opposed to one another. Vedic Brahmanism 

centred around animal sacrifice in order to propitiate the gods and get their assistance to 

secure this-worldly goods was still pervasive. This was deeply offensive to the jainas who 

rejected a this-worldly soteriology and believed in the principle of ahimsa. The teachings of 

the Buddha disagreed deeply both with the indulgences of Vedic Brahmanism as well as 

with the radical ascetism of the jainas. Buddha introduced an other-related ethics that was 

as concerned with self fulfilment as with right conduct towards others, especially the poor, 

the needy and the vulnerable. This morality encompassed all living beings –not only humans 

but animals too.  It required enormous political courage and imagination to build an 

inclusive polity where different religious groups could coexist and publicly debate their 

differences.  After all, a number of morally dubious responses were also conceivable- 

extermination, expulsion or back to back neighbourliness rather than face to face discussion 

 

In edict XII, we find a discussion of the basis of such coexistence. For Asoka, Dhamma 

constitutes the all-important common ground, the essentials, of all pasandasand the 

fundamental content of dhamma, its core principle vacaguti, variously interpreted as 

restraint on speech or control on tongue. We do not have much evidence of the verbal 

battles and the agonistic energies that were expressed in these vitriolic tongue lashings. But 

the edicts imply that verbal wars in that period were intense and brutal. They simply had to 

be reined in. But what kind of speech must be curbed? Edict XII says that speech that 

without reason disparages other pasandas must be restrained. Speech critical of others may 

be freely enunciated only if we have good reasons to do so. However, even when we have 

good reasons to be critical, one may do so only on appropriate occasions and even when the 

occasion is appropriate, one must never be immoderate. Critique should never belittle or 
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humiliate others. Thus, there is a multi-layered, ever deepening restraint on one's verbal 

speech against others. Let us call it other-related self-restraint. However, the edicts do not 

stop at this. They go on to say that one must not extols one's ownpasanada without good 

reason. Undue praise of one's own pasanda is as morally objectionable as unmerited 

criticism of the faith of others. Moreover, the edicts add that even when there is good 

reason to praise one's own pasanda, it too should be done only on appropriate occasions 

and even on those occasions, never immoderately. Undue or excessive self-glorification is 

also a way to make others feel small.  For Asoka, blaming other pasandas out of devotion to 

one's own pasandas and unreflective, uncritical, effulgent self-praise can only damage one's 

pasanda. By offending and thereby estranging others, it undermines one's capacity for 

mutual interaction and possible influence. Thus, there must equally be multi-textured, ever 

deepening restraint for oneself. Let this be self-related self-restraint. 

 

Elsewhere, in the 7
th

 edict, Asoka emphasizes the need not only for self-restraint, samyama 

but also bhaavshuddhi, again a self-oriented act. Bhaavshuddhi is frequently interpreted as 

self-purification, purity of mind. However, this term is ambiguous between self-purification 

within an ethic of individual self-realization or one that at least includes cleansing one's self 

of ill-will towards others. My own view is that in the context of the relevant edicts, the 

moral feeling of good will towards others or at least an absence of ill will towards others 

must be a constitutive feature of what is meant by bhaavshuddhi. Self-restraint and self-

purification are not just matters of etiquette or prudence. They have moral significance.  

 

Given all this, and in order to advance mutual understanding and mutual appreciation, it is 

better, the edict says, to have samovaya, concourse. An assembly of pasandas where they 

can hear one another out, communicate with one another. They may then become 

bahushruta, i.e. one who listens to all, the perfect listener, and open-minded. This way they 

will not only have atmapasandavraddhi, the growth in the self-understanding of one's own 

pasanda but also the growth of the essentials of all. The edicts here imply that the ethical 

self-understanding of pasandas is not static but constantly evolving and such growth is 

crucially dependent on mutual communication and dialogue with one another. Blaming 

others without good reason immoderately disrupts this process and, apart from damaging 

dhamma, diminishes mutual growth.  
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The edicts add that no matter how generous you are with gifts and how sincere your 

devotion to rituals, if you lack samyama, bhaavshuddhi and the quality of bahushruta, then 

all the liberality in the world is in vain. Conversely, one who is unable to offer gifts but 

possess the aforementioned virtues lives a dhammic life. Thus, one whose speech 

disrespects no one, who has no ill will towards others and who does no violence to living 

beings is truly dharmic. Dharma is realized not by sacrifice but by right speech and conduct.  

 

The more general point that I wish to convey through this discussion is that no single 

philosophia legitimated a political rule and therefore that the distance between state power 

and religion/philosophy was always maintained. I believe this point is of a piece with 

Sheldon Pollock’s view that nothing compels us to believe that “legitimation, or its higher 

form, ideology..have anything like the salience in non capitalist non modernity that scholars 

have attributed to them.”
49

In conjunction with other conditions, a continuing tradition of 

refusal to use any religious outlook for political legitimation helped both religious diversity 

and accommodation as well as freedom of movement from one religion to another.  

 

I suspect that one might speak of a post- pagan, secular age in the modern west because the 

availability of these conditions has re-emerged in the 'west' in recent times. In the western 

world, modernity marked the formation of its first ‘secular age'. This has happened because 

first, the ties between religions and states have weakened. Exclusive humanism in Western 

Europe and the North Atlantic does not directly legitimate political rule. Second, the church 

has lost the vast social power it once possessed. The emergence of exclusive humanism and 

the prestige of its initial and continuing association with modern science helped undermine 

the church. Finally, although no doctrinal changes have occurred to dissolve what Assmann 

calls the 'mosaic distinction', its significance has been considerably weakened.   

 

Let me return to a discussion of India. It is obviously not my contention that there is an 

identity or continuity between the ancients and the moderns because a secular age figured 
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in both worlds. But some possible, tentative conclusions, needing more investigation, might 

be drawn from the essay. First, there might have been many a complex of movements 

leading to diverse secular ages spread across several centuries and across many regions. We 

must both explore these different secularities and unearth the different movements which 

engendered and shaped them. Second, each of these was distinct and different from others 

but there is no prima facie ground to lump sum under the rubric ‘primitive’ and view others 

as developed. Even a more sophisticated cognitive and moral evaluation cannot assume a 

naïve progressivism. That judgement will vary from feature to feature and will be context 

dependent. Third, despite all the differences, there are ways in which these might be similar 

and these similarities might turn out to be as illuminating as all the differences.  Here I draw 

inspiration from a remark of Bernard Williams in Shame and Necessity. Williams refers not 

to similarities due more or less to biologically based need nor to unconscious similarities but 

to unacknowledged similarities concerning concepts that we continue to use in interpreting 

our own and other people’s feelings and actions and to which for cultural and historical 

reasons – and in the case of post-colonial societies such as India, political reasons, we have 

become blind. Most Indians believe that when they participate in traditions they call 

‘secular’, they could not but take part in modern, western patterns of thought and practice. 

It would be intellectually exciting to find that in some respects such participation might take 

us to traditions of an entirely different set of ancestors that had some vague relation to us 

but whom we had dismissed as too exotic and remote. Perhaps, this might give reasons to 

treat peoples of Ancient India as our cultural ancestors in quite the same way that 

Europeans so uninhibitedly view Greeks as theirs.  This after all has implications even for 

how we view Hinduism. 

 

My own sense of where in India we currently are hazy and somewhat chaotic- a huge and 

important difference from Taylor's own masterly grasp of modern social imaginary. But it is 

obvious that a better sense of the transition to contemporary social imaginary - and not 

merely an idea of what it is - depends upon what this is a transition from. My hunch is that 

what modern 'western' worlds appear to have left behind- the ancient, the medieval, the 

early modern- is still around in India, not in the same form or extent but recognizably so. 

Despite massive changes and against the wisdom literature of history and social science, 

continuities between the old and the new appear to abound in India. E.R. Dodds, one of the 
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great scholars of Ancient Greece lamented the difficulty of retrieving the beliefs and feelings 

of person’s long dead most of whom had left no evidence or record of what they thought 

and felt. However, he also noticed the remarkable continuity between accounts of ancient 

Greek rituals and anthropological descriptions of current Greek rituals. The continuities in 

India might be many more. To take just one example, the core marriage ritual of going 

around the fire is unchanged for three millennia. Both Witzel and Pollock note the how 

recitation of Vedic hymns in parts of India are virtual tape recordings of past recitals. 

Sometime one wonders whether our lack of grasp of many ancient phenomena in India is 

due less to their prolonged absence and more to their continuing presence. They still lie so 

close to us that we barely notice them!  

 

 An intellectual experiment might help demonstrate this point. The following paragraph is 

written in the present tense. But were I to change it to the past tense, it would ring as true 

for a period 3000 years earlier! 

 

"Indians are unusually this-worldly. Their religious life inclines them to turn towards not 

away from the world, to be at home rather than in exile.  It also secretes proclivities to 

accept rather than change the world. They take the business of living in this world very 

seriously, as also their duties as a householder to produce and reproduce life, practices 

without which societies die.  To procure this worldly goods, their own action-karma-is 

crucial but equally or more significant is help from various gods. Gods could either directly 

facilitate the outcome or block the obstructive machinations of evil spirits and malicious 

humans. They must be beckoned by ritual and prayer to the aid of their devotees and 

appeased on public festivals to secure collective benefits. The world of Indians is largely 

non-transcendent, propelled by the pursuit of this-worldly goods and is wonderfully 

enchanted.  

 

A large number believe in rebirth and hope that they would be reborn as humans. The key 

to long life and rebirth as a human is the performance of correct daily and seasonal rituals. 

Quite possibly, another world beyond this one, the abode of ancestors and gods, exists but a 

belief in radical transcendence does not follow. For most Hindus, moksha is of little 

consequence, a legitimate goal of full time salvation seekers such as sadhus and sanyasis, 
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rare anyway in today's kalyuga. Heaven is a more achievable goal but really the best would 

be to continue living on earth. Hindus, it seems, really can't have enough of life here and 

now. "  
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i This is one of the most difficult terms to translate. Its standard meaning is 'heretic', but clearly Asoka does not 
use it in this sense. The standard translation is 'sect' which is unsatisfactory because of its Christian association. 
There is an imaginative suggestion, now rejected, that it might be linked to prasha, a term in avestha and similar 
to prashna in sanskrit, meaning 'question.' An imaginative translation could then have been a group of 
questioners or enquirers. But there is no strong evidence to support this view. RadhaKumudMookerjee links it to 
Parishad, meaning assembly. But that too is not accepted by everyone. Perhaps, the best translation would be 
'followers of a school of thought or teachings'. I here use it to mean this and will continue to use the prakrit word 
'Pasanda' in the main text.  
ii The identification of King Priya-darshi with Ashoka was confirmed by an inscription discovered in 1837 


