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Foreword 
 

 

Timo Schmitz, Chief Editor 

 

Dear readers, 

 

In this issue Norman Kenneth Swazo will discuss the dilemma of contemporary India struggling 

between democratic development and a Hindu national society. This cleavage, the liberal values 

of equal rights which is essential for a liberal democracy and the traditional order consisting of 

castes which remains intact until today which contradicts this understanding of equality, is a 

highly controversial matter. This is particularly interesting in regards to cultural metaphysics, both 

from a South Asian standpoint and a Western standpoint, since India was a British colony. For 

some who have concerns against the caste system, like sociologist Max Weber and Indian 

intellectual B.R. Ambedkar, it is the cultural metaphysics (represented by the “Hindu scriptures”) 

that upholds ritual membership of caste with its persistent discrimination and inequality. Others, 

like Adam L. Barborich and Asantha U. Attanayake, reject the moral criticism emerging in the 

West, since an adaption of Western ideals on a Non-Western society is rather ideological and thus 

leads to an exclusivism, as they are neither necessary nor universalist values. As such, according 

to this standpoint, moral criticism rather represents Western hegemony and its wish to enforce its 

ideals on other societies.  

We think that Norman Swazo’s paper is an interesting contribution to this discussion and we hope 

that his findings will encourage further scientific research concerning the crossroads which India 

is facing today.   

 

 

Sincerely, 

Timo Schmitz, 2 October 2022 
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In memoriam: Michael Albrecht 
 

Timo Schmitz 

 

 

Michael Albrecht was born in 1940 in Berlin. He studied history and German studies, graduating 

in 1966. Hereafter, he studied philosophy from 1966 to 1971. In 1971, he arrived at Trier 

University, where he received his PhD in 1974. In 1992, he habilitated in philosophy at Trier 

University. In the winter semester of 1996/7, he held a professorship at the University of 

Mannheim. In 1998, Albrecht was appointed adjunct professor at Trier University, where he 

stayed for the rest of his life. Shortly before Christmas 2021, he closed his eyes forever at the age 

of 81.  

Albrecht was known for his intense knowledge concerning Immanuel Kant, Christian Wolff and 

Moses Mendelssohn. He wrote his dissertation on the antinomies in Kant’s Critique of Practical 

Reason, and was a contributor to Mendelssohn’s Complete Works. In 1994, Michael Albrecht 

published the monograph Eklektik. Eine Begriffsgeschichte mit Hinweisen auf die Philosophie- 

und Wissenschaftsgeschichte. Even though he struggled with his health very much in the end, he 

kept teaching at Trier University until his death. Besides being a scientist until his last breath and 

a philosopher by nature, Albrecht was very engaged in local politics.  

I am much honored that I had the chance to be one of his students, as his profound wisdom 

impressed me very much. I will never forget his seminar on Hegel, in which we both held plenty 

of dialogues, not only on Hegel, but also on German Idealism in general, Marxism, Darwinism, 

Judaism and the Bible. I will remember him as a kind and warm-hearted professor who was always 

open-minded in discussing controversial topics and sharing his life wisdom with his students. His 

deep knowledge, understanding, but also his positive character left an unforgettable memory of 

him, and I think that his scientific works will continue to enlighten many generations in the future. 
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Ethics, Cultural Metaphysics, and Ideology in 
“South Asia”: To contest or decontest, that is the 

question… 
 

Norman Kenneth Swazo 

 

 

Contemporary India is governed, as a matter of law, by its constitution, and therefore represents itself as a democracy, 

notwithstanding resurgent ideological visions of “cultural nationalism” emphasizing Hinduism as a national religion, 

i.e., “Hindutva.”  However, India continues to experience the onus of its classical and colonial history, as the caste 

structure of its society remains firmly intact.  Caste is represented to be an expression of both Hindu orthodoxy (correct 

belief) and orthopraxis (correct conduct), both of which arise from the “Hindu scriptures,”  including here the written 

tradition of Vedas and Upanishads (shruti, “what is heard”) and the oral tradition of Bhagavad Gita, Mahabharata, 

and Ramayana (smriti, “what is remembered”).  This tradition provides a “world-image” and a 

“theodicy”/“cosmodicy” (justification of “God”) in concepts of dharma (moral duty), karma (reward and suffering), 

samsara (rebirth), and moksha (liberation from the cycle of rebirth). 

Where egalitarianism is championed in Western cultural metaphysics, communitarianism with a structured 

hierarchy is considered central to a South Asian cultural metaphysics, as represented, e.g., by Hinduism/Brahmanism.  

At issue for some who have been ethically critical of the caste system, such as sociologist Max Weber and Indian 

intellectual B.R. Ambedkar, is the cultural metaphysics (represented by the “Hindu scriptures”) that sustains ritualistic 

adherence to caste, with its persistent discrimination and inequality.  There are others, e.g., Adam L. Barborich and 

Asantha U. Attanayake, who reject moral critique arising in the West, on the grounds that Western ethical theories 

are merely “ideological,” i.e., they advance “Orientalist” or Protestant-Christian perspectives that are in fact only 

historically contingent, thus neither necessary nor universalist, and that (on this view) serve the entirely political 

interests of Western global hegemony. 

Such “ethical” perspectives, it has been argued, are advanced ideologically, thus in a way that seeks to 

“decontest” the basic concepts and meanings central to ethical theories or religious traditions.  Yet, there remains the 

question whether Hinduism/Brahmanism is to be evaluated as an “incoherent” and “ethically irrational” framework 

of beliefs and practices; whether its caste structure is to be judged as a social practice that is horrendous, inexcusable, 

and abysmal in the sense of lacking rational legitimation; and, therefore, should remain contested in contemporary 

moral discourse.  This essay engages this question and argues for continued ethical contestation of the caste structure 

of contemporary Indian society. 
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*** 

 

…ideology is what allows you to know for certain that people who disagree with you must be in the wrong. 

B. Herborth, “Ideology as Decontestation” 

 

Caste discrimination is one of the most serious human rights issues in the world today, adversely affecting 

more than 260 million people globally. The majority of people suffering from caste discrimination are 

Dalits (or ‘outcastes’) living in South Asia. 

European Commission, Caste-Based Discrimination in South Asia 

 

It is not possible to break Caste without annihilating the religious notions on which it, the Caste system, is 

founded. 

 

B. R. Ambedkhar, Annihilation of Caste 

 

A People and their Religion must be judged by social standards based on social ethics.  No other standard 

would have any meaning if religion is held to be a necessary good for the well-being of the people. 

      

B.R. Ambedkar, Annihilation of Caste, “A Reply to the Mahatma” 

 

*** 
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Ethics qua Ideology, East and West, at Issue 

Benjamin Herborth (2020: 35) correctly opined recently that, “different political claims encounter 

one another in an open and indeterminate field of contestation.”  Hence,  “engaging with matters 

of truth, politics and ideology is not merely a conceptual exercise.  It is also, consciously or not, 

an intervention into ongoing processes of self-reflection in societies like ours…” (Herborth, 2020: 

34).   Ideology functions such that it is “always situated, embedded in social struggles, historical 

experiences and political hopes” (Herborth, 2020: 36).  Thus, when engaging in such a self-

reflection, Adam L. Barborich and Asantha U. Attanayake (2017-2019: 117) commented recently 

that, “Western philosophical concepts and cultural metaphysics have seeped into South Asian 

culture along with the spread of the English language.”  In consequence, “These elements may be 

viewed positively or negatively on their own merits, but they must be recognised as being tied to 

globalisation and the ascendancy of the west.”  Accounting for the historical differences in 

religious traditions (e.g., Catholic Christianity dominant in Anglo-European culture,1 but a “far 

more religiously heterogeneous society” in South Asian culture), the authors argue that, “Rather 

than an emphasis on orthodoxy in belief, South Asian culture emphasised orthopraxis in common 

ritual and an ethics centred on hypothetical imperatives and the development of religiously defined 

virtues” (Barborich and Attanayake, 2017-2019: 125). 

In view of the role of the English language used in advancing the interests of what they call 

Western cultural metaphysics, Barborich and Attanayake are concerned that a prominent use of 

the language has the explicit goal to “decontest” Western cultural metaphysics in the field of 

ethics: 

Anglo-European ethics claim a universality that is not readily apparent, let alone self-

evident, in their postulations.  In fact, these ethical theories are usually a simple logical 

outgrowth of Anglo-European cultural metaphysics.  They are distinctly rooted in the 

particular cultural, economic, religious and social traditions of the western world and 

are decontested ideologically within the broader culture.  They are not objectively 

universal, nor are they necessarily an ideal for South Asians to emulate. (Barborich and 

Attanayake, 2017-2019: 127) 

 

                                                           
1 The authors comment (pp. 125-126), “The expansionist and universalist worldview derived from Catholic 

Christianity laid the foundations for the rationalisation of imperial expansion as well as the role of Christian religion 

in a ‘civilising mission’ to convert the heathen.  It was this totalising philosophical, rationalist and religious ethos of 

the west and the accompanying expansion of imperial power that helped bring it to the pre-eminent position it 

maintains today.” 
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One must ask here, of course, what is the function of ideological decontestation when an ethical 

theory or a scheme of “practical rationality” (in contrast to theoretical rationality) is evaluated to 

be neither objectively universal nor representative of an ideal of human conduct to be emulated.  

But, at issue are not merely the ethical theory and the cultural tradition from which a theory 

originates.  Rather, the concern is focused on the tension of contestation and decontestation, 

especially when the latter advances a tradition as one legitimating a hegemony that is, nonetheless, 

questionable—thus, e.g., “Western” hegemony questioned by “South Asian” cultures. 

Such a complaint, however, ignores the fact that the whole of Western philosophy has been a 

history of contestation of ideas—among the ancient Greeks, such as between Plato and Aristotle 

or between Plato and the poets; between the neo-Platonists and the neo-Aristotelians; the quarrel 

between the ancients and the moderns after the medieval and late scholastic syntheses of Greek 

philosophy with Christian theology; and onward into the early and late modern (rationalist versus 

empiricist, Nietzsche contra Plato, Hegel contra Kant, etc.) and contemporary (analytical versus 

continental/phenomenological, etc.) periods of philosophical discourse.  One must also mention 

the twentieth century German philosopher Martin Heidegger’s efforts to “deconstruct” and 

“overcome” the Western tradition of metaphysics in view of a different “retrieval” and 

“repetition” of its “origin”—an origin that was “covered over” at its explicit beginning in the 

philosophy of Plato and Aristotle.  As Heidegger (2016: 61) opined in assessment of the “plight” 

of the twentieth century, “everything completely totters in great confusion and obliviousness.” 

Heidegger’s radical interrogation of Western metaphysics does not privilege this tradition vis-à-

vis that of “the Orient” (including here both East Asia and South Asia).  Instead, his approach can 

be appropriated as indicative of what is reasonably to be done within and for the future of Oriental 

thought, and that includes a radical deconstruction of the received heritage of “Hinduism” and the 

provenance of its cultural metaphysics.2  This is essential in humanity’s struggle for its future, for 

                                                           
2 See here, e.g., Jessica Frazier (2019).  Frazier relates Heidegger’s work on the phenomenology of religious life to 

what she calls the phenomenology of “metaphysical religion” in Chādogya Upanishad 6-8.  She tries “to show how 

specifically philosophical thinking plays what Heidegger would define as a ‘religious’ role in the early Vedāntic 

tradition of Hinduism.”  Frazier (2019: 10) tells us that this text “is one of the oldest distinctly philosophical texts of 

Hinduism, and the earliest roots of the Vedāntic tradition of scholastic theology,” i.e., from the time of “kingdoms in 

North India” and “approximately eighth century BC,” “largely composed by the ‘brahmin’ priestly intelligentsia of 

the period (with some help from society’s emerging nobility and ascetic cultures).”  This is notable for the fact that 

there is a Brahmanic metaphysics, a “brahminical culture” that “became mainly a socio-political ideology that 

borrowed much…from the eastern region in which Buddhism and Jainism had arisen.” Moreover, insofar as this work 

explores “the relation of the soul and the divine,” it remains to be clarified how that relation is expounded vis-à-vis 

any explicit or implicit differentiation of individual human beings (souls) into categories of caste. 
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its “world-formation.”  The need for such deconstruction and contestation was also understood by 

a reputable twentieth century scientist such as Albert Einstein (Howard, 2005), who wrote in 1916 

of the importance of what Don A. Howard (2005) calls “historical-critical conceptual analysis”: 

Concepts that have proven useful in ordering things easily achieve authority over us 

that we forget their earthly origins and accept them as unalterable givens.  Thus they 

come to be stamped as “necessities of thought,” “a priori givens,” etc.  The path of 

scientific progress is often made impassable for a long time by such errors.  Therefore 

it is by no means an idle game if we become practiced in analyzing long-held 

commonplace concepts and showing the circumstances on which their justification and 

usefulness depend, and how they have grown up, individually, out of the givens of 

experience.  Thus their excessive authority will be broken.  They will be removed if 

they cannot be properly legitimated, corrected if their correlation with given things be 

far too superfluous, or replaced if a new system can be established that we prefer for 

whatever reason.  

The point here is that an excessive authority is to be broken with reasonable justification, be it for 

social or scientific progress.  As Heidegger (2016: 66) puts it, by surrendering oneself to the 

“distant injunction” of the origin one places oneself in a “true basic relation to the beginning and 

even the re-beginning of the beginning….” According to the argument presented here, that re-

beginning involves a demythologization of the “Hindu” metaphysical tradition, this as a 

prerequisite to the essential elimination of India’s caste structure.  In the same way Heidegger 

(2016: 66) expected we could “again dare to learn about the Greeks and from them…[so] that in 

the re-beginning we come to struggle against them,” so contemporary Indian scholars can dare to 

learn about and from the Vedic scribes so that in a “Hindu” re-beginning the people of India could 

struggle against that first beginning, i.e., against the dogma of that cultural metaphysics.3  For this 

they must remain in a constancy of attunement to the claim of the new beginning.  Whether it 

proceeds in the direction B.R. Ambedkar pursued, i.e., mass conversion of Hindus, especially the 

Dalits, to Buddhism, remains an open question.  Indeed, as far as Heidegger (2016: 73) is 

concerned, “Precisely in its great beginning, philosophy did not ever have the hegemony we like 

to attribute to it by thinking of the sovereignty of modern science since Descartes.” For him, 

whatever hegemony was ascribed to philosophy, it has been an “empty, unfruitful, merely 

semblant hegemony.”  Thus, the confrontation with “the beginning” of Western philosophy qua 

metaphysics, must proceed along with the confrontation with “the beginning” of the Vedic 

                                                           
3 B.R. Ambedkar (2019: 66), in his writings on the philosophy of Hinduism is clear: “in Hinduism inequality is a 

religious doctrine adopted and conscientiously preached as a sacred dogma.” 
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tradition qua cultural metaphysics.  In this way there may be an answer given to Heidegger’s 

(2016: 74) essential question: “What do we know of ourselves—who are we?  Who is the human 

being?” 

That said, it is important to be mindful, as Sivandam Panneerselvam (2010: 103) put it, that 

“Philosophy implies exercising freedom in and through reflection.  This means that any 

philosophical inquiry must lead to freedom.” Thus, to examine the issue of contestation and 

decontestation of any cultural metaphysics is to exercise freedom in and through reflection with a 

view to the perpetual enhancement of an authentic freedom, both for those who inquire and for 

those who are the objects of philosophical critique. 

The issue of decontestation of interest here arises in view of diverse discourses concerning the 

caste structure of Indian society, India’s encounter with Western modernity, and consideration of 

the possibilities of “sub-altern morality” (the latter meaning those that have been marginalized by 

a dominant (hegemonic) discourse). 4   David L. Gosling (2007: front matter) has reminded that, 

“During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, India experienced an intellectual 

renaissance that owed as much to the influx of new ideas from the West as to traditional religious 

and cultural insights.”   In view of such influences, Debjani Ganguly (2005: xii) believes it 

important to “scrutinize hegemonic knowledge formations…that tell most of us in South Asia that 

the caste system smacks of times past and is ingloriously retrogressive.” But, that scrutiny does 

not mean that calls for eradication of India’s caste system are essentially or merely motivated by 

a Western, modernist—thus presumably hegemonic—frame of thinking, even though Ganguly 

(2005: 9) views “hegemonic articulations of caste as pre-modern, non-secular, il-liberal, un-

democratic—in short, as containing within it all that marks India’s ‘sluggish’ pace towards 

modernity.” 

                                                           
4 For a recent discussion see R.C. Sinha (2017).  For Sinha (2017: Preface), the concept of subaltern morality (Seemant 

Naitikta) is a “cultural” category to be used “in the field of applied ethics,” and “includes caste, color, gender and 

class.” “The subaltern morality makes a distinction between egalitarian morality and subaltern morality.  The 

subaltern denotes marginalised people. It is [a] social concept and concerned with morality of marginalised people.”  

Thus, “Morality of subaltern people who are marginalised is different from the morality of elite class…Out and out 

subaltern morality is relative to social conditions.”  In relation to caste, Sinha says, “The subaltern people are 

disadvantaged and subordinated because of the hierarchical elite communities which operates to benefit the dominant 

elite communities…Norms of society are framed by a group of dominant people.” Following B.R. Ambedkar, Sinha 

(2017: 1) asserts, “Resistance to the elite class and emancipation of subordinate class can be termed as subaltern 

social justice.”  
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Herborth (2020: 46) reminds that, a “Gramscian understanding of hegemony” is understood in 

terms of “the power politics of fabricating consensus,” in which case “Hegemony is achieved, in 

a nutshell, by successfully passing off particular interests as universal.”  To fabricate a consensus 

is to undertake an ideological move that privileges political power and does not manifest a concern 

for apodictic truth, e.g., the veracity (vis-à-vis practical rationality) of a given moral philosophy 

or ethical doctrine.  In the historical setting of South Asia, it is to be understood that colonial 

powers such as the British in India did precisely that, ostensibly to the depreciation and detriment 

of the legitimacy of the South Asian cultural metaphysics expressed in “Indian religion,” 

specifically in modern Hinduism with its historical legitimation of the caste structure of Indian 

society and its associated “ethics.” 

In relation to the diversity of religion in South Asia, Barborich and Attanayake recognize the 

geographic region to have its own cultural metaphysics, even such that “many areas of Anglo-

European ethics are compatible with South Asian culture.”  Yet, they assert, “it is important that 

cross-cultural dialogue delineate the boundaries that are to be used to investigate ethical theories 

within the context of South Asian cultural metaphysics.”  Thus, while they acknowledge the 

possibility and importance of cross-cultural philosophical dialogue, the authors propose that, “The 

goal cannot be to synthesise eastern and western ethical theories in order to find a great ethical 

‘truth’, but instead to situate each ethical tradition firmly within their own respective cultural 

metaphysics to facilitate ‘crossing over’, by way of inter-cultural communication and mutual 

understanding to provide a fresh perspective from which to address particular ethical issues” 

(Barborich and Attanayake, 2017-2019: 127). The concept of ‘cultural metaphysics’ here includes 

“differences in conceptions of the purpose of life, the nature of time, reality and the basis of self 

[to the extent such a conception is granted].” These conceptions for the most part are situated in a 

particular religious worldview—e.g., Christianity for the West, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam 

for South Asia (Barborich and Attanayake, 2017-2019: 129), although in the West secular ethics 

form the content of modern philosophy to a large extent. 

In this respect, South Asian cultural metaphysics expresses itself in what may be called “religious 

pluralism” and a corresponding “ethical pluralism,” systems of ethics linked inextricably to one 

or another metaphysics.  In the case of Hinduism, Balbir Singh Gauchhwal (1966: 143) comments 

that Hindu thinkers conceived “of the transcendent aspect [of reality] as an objective law 

constituting the cosmic world order, and then [represented] it as the counterpart of man’s essential 

selfhood.”  Thus, Gauchhwal (1966: 144-145, emphasis added) continues, Hindu thinkers 

“unanimously” formulated “an objective moral law constituting the eternal moral order of the 
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universe—called rta, dharma, or apūrva…” This unanimity would eventually be disrupted (e.g., 

on the question of belief or disbelief in “God”), but the point is that Hindu thinkers sought “to 

account for reality in terms of an eternal moral order whose laws are absolutely immutable and 

impersonal in their metaphysical aspect, and, so, absolutely unconditional in their application to 

human will in their ethical aspect” (Gauchhwal, 1966: 144-145, italics added).  In short, as far as 

individual human conduct is concerned, “When, therefore, he subjects his will to this moral law 

he obeys no other law than that which is as much the essence of his own self as that of the reality 

conceived…In all that we do or desire it is this moral law, and this alone, that must be the motive 

so as to help us grow in the realization of our unity with what is ultimately real” (Gauchhwal 1966: 

146).  Further, “What the [Bhagavad] Gītā emphatically declares is the fact that, since every man 

is born with a particular station in society, certain obligations, of necessity, devolve upon him, 

the discharging of which in conformity with the law of his higher self is the sine qua non for the 

attainment of the highest good” (Gauchhwal 1966: 148, emphasis added).  The “higher” 

[essential] self, in short, must superintend the “lower” [empirical] self. 

A bona fide inter-cultural philosophical dialogue, as conceived by Barborich and Attanayake, 

would have to acknowledge with reference to both “Western” and “South Asian” perspectives, 

that, “Both of these worldviews are necessarily metaphysical, but also equally rational and 

meaningful in the lives of human beings” (Barborich and Attanayake, 2017-2019: 129).  

Committing to the truth of this proposition has the consequence of limiting any ideological 

“cultural hegemony” that finds its way into the substance of ethical theory. For Barborich and 

Attanayake, that means especially those that have their origin in the Western philosophical 

tradition, those that are advanced as part and parcel of ongoing globalization, and what is 

sometimes denominated the ideology of globalism.  Thus, e.g., Barborich and Attanayake (2017-

2019: 131) argue, “it is clear that Anglo-European ethics privilege the individual more than the 

South Asian approach, which places greater emphasis on community, hierarchy and duties meant 

to create a harmonious social order.” 

Accordingly, “ethics in South Asia are generally communitarian,” the authors argue.  In contrast 

to an egalitarian outlook prominent in the Western ethical tradition, “South Asian cultural 

metaphysics emphasise the interdependent nature of existence over the primacy of the individual 

and do not recognise an inherent equality of individuals.  Instead, individuals are judged by the 

manifestations of their efforts in the cultivation of  ‘ethical’ conduct, in a broad sense of the term 

ethical, especially through ritual and the observance of religious vows in order to promote right 

living in a harmonious society” (Barborich and Attanayake, 2017-2019: 133, italics added).  This 
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observation, of course, is especially present in what is received today as “Hindu tradition,” and 

included in that tradition is the positioning of every individual within the caste structure.  Thus, 

as Suryakant Weghmore (2013: “Introduction”) reminds, the fact is that India’s “democracy” fails 

to promote “democratic civility” because of the sustained exclusionary features of the caste 

structure, especially as is clear from Dalit politics (‘Dalit’ here means “oppressed” and refers to 

those formerly categorized as “Untouchables”): “…Dalit subjects are cautious of caste Hindu 

norms that influence mass democracy and sustain Dalit exclusion.  Dalit politics contributes to 

reconstructing civil society by exposing and challenging its exclusionary character.  It causes a 

stir in the moral order of India’s elite civil society by making public the everyday forms of violence 

and exclusions Dalits face.” David Keane (2007: 1) clarifies that howsoever one views the Dalit 

community’s contribution to Indian politics, the fact is that, “despite substantial national and 

international legal protections, they still suffer from discrimination in the world.”5  

In what follows, the discussion will be concerned not with the whole of South Asian cultural 

metaphysics in all its religious diversity, but only with that part one may distinguish as the Hindu 

tradition in contemporary India.  Referring to Hindu tradition, e.g., Barborich and Attanayake 

(2017-2019: 134, italics added) observe that, “The caste system is an example of a system that 

found its basis in cultural metaphysics that view society as an organic, interdependent whole with 

its historical form existing concretely as a political instrument that has been described as an 

efficient division of labour, a system of checks and balances among the varnas and an instrument 

of social and political stability.”6  Consequently, they argue (2017-2019: 139), given the 

differences in cultural metaphysics, especially contrasting commitments to Western egalitarian or 

South Asian communitarian ethos, when one evaluates claims of violations of human rights (e.g., 

in India, in relation to the caste structure of its society), “it should be the community of South 

Asians operating in the context of their own cultural metaphysics who should decide what 

constitutes a fundamental, legal right.”  That claim is consistent with the Ganguly’s (2005: xii) 

perspective, who argues from her interdisciplinary method, that “caste needs to be read 

phenomenologically as a gamut of everyday living practices and not just ideologically as an 

outdated and oppressive social structure.”  She sees caste as, “a constellation of variegated social 

                                                           
5 Keane (p. 8) reminds that, “Caste-based discrimination, the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 

(CERD) confirmed in a series of Concluding Observations beginning with India’s State Report in 1996, is a form of 

descent-based discrimination and a form of racial discrimination, and falls within the purview of the Convention [on 

the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, ICERD, 1965].” 

6 The authors refer here to M.V. Nadkarni (2003). Keane notes (p. 10) that the Government of India “strongly 

contested” this interpretation of caste, and has continued to do so. 
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practices that are in a constant state of flux and that cannot be completely encapsulated within a 

narrative of nation-building and progress…” (Ganguly, 2005: 11). 

Stated more directly, then, if one concurs with Barborich and Attanayake on the above 

proposition, one would say it is the community of Hindus who should decide what constitutes a 

fundamental, legal right, especially whenever there is complaint from outside that community of 

India of human rights violations occurring within India.  If not, the authors contend, “due to its 

pretensions of universality and its foundations in Anglo-American Protestant culture, [human 

rights doctrine] is often used in a neo-colonial manner and with an undercurrent of patronising 

orientalism when applied to South Asia.”7  On this line of reasoning, however, the authors 

problematically limit the concept of human rights to merely legal rights, the former normally 

identified (in the West) with a natural law tradition (thus “natural” rights) or a declaratory 

tradition8 (thus declarations of customary or humanitarian international law), whereas the latter is 

expounded according to a positivist account of law (thus dependent only on the particular 

construction of laws in the given society).9 

                                                           
7 J. De Roover (2017: 20), contributing to a perspective on the “Western foundations” of the caste system, opines that 

“it is the conception of the caste system held by…Protestant [missionaries]—and not that of the Orientalists—that 

survives today in its basic outlines.  That is, it is the missionaries who propagated the account of the caste system as 

an immoral social structure at the core of the Hindu religion.  It is they who insisted that this system compelled the 

Hindus to act by the most unjust and inhuman principles.  And it is this step that appears to have constituted the 

discourse about the immorality of Indian society.” De Roover (2017: 23) thus offers his hypothesis: “caste emerged 

as an immoral social structure in the European understanding of India, because it came to be seen as a religious 

institution built around a system of laws that provided the core structure of Hinduism and the foundation of the Hindu 

nation.” Hence, De Roover (2017: 29) claims, “the entire structure of today’s dominant conception of ‘the caste 

system’ derives from a Protestant-Christian account, which basically describes caste as an institution of false religion 

that deceptively merges civil laws with religious obligations.”  
8 For a discussion of the natural law tradition, see Joseph Boyle, “Natural Law and International Ethics,” in T. Nardin 

and D.R. Mapel (1992); also see in the same volume, Dorothy V. Jones, “The Declaratory Tradition in Modern 

International Law.”  

9 M.S. Sundaram (1953) and M. Ganeri (2013) have considered Hindu tradition to have its own sense of natural law.  

Sundaram (1953: 72) speaks of “divine law” of the Hindu scriptures as “natural law,” the latter contrasted to “all 

other forms of law” by being “discovered” by men and “eternal and unalterable.”  “Natural Law,” Sundaram opines, 

“has no final written code, no jurisprudence, no jury, no courts, no judges, no precise penalties for offenders, no 

outward rewards for those who conform to it.” Ganeri (2013: 127) writes that, “the natural law tradition holds out the 

possibility of a universality based on the consideration of what norms should follow human nature, which is also able 

to admit a variety of expressions reflecting the diversity of human cultures.”  Ganeri (2017: 127) argues that, 

Hinduism’s legal tradition, “like Western natural law,” is “concerned with the general principles of how human beings 

qua human beings should live and interact.”  
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Clearly, Barborich and Attanayake present a provocative thesis in distinguishing Western and 

South Asian cultural metaphysics, allowing for a cross-cultural dialogue, but rejecting or 

otherwise limiting the authority of Western traditions on the grounds of (1) a lack of necessary 

universality and (2) misplaced “Orientalist” representations of South Asian sociocultural 

traditions, including its possibilities of ethics in the sense of an expression of both an orthodoxy 

and an orthopraxis.10 

 

Ethics in Ideological Context 

For one such as poststructuralist philosopher Michel Foucault (1980: 114, emphasis added), our 

engagement of the history that determines a people “has the form of a war rather than that of 

language: relations of power, not relations of meaning.”  Such an assertion elicits the question of 

the relation(s) of ideology and truth, ‘ideology’ often linked to relations of power in which there 

is a persistent quasi-theoretical contestation with “truth” (Herborth, 2020).    Since Karl Marx’s 

writings on ideology,11 discourse on ideology has been depreciated and contrasted to normative 

political theory and political philosophy as well as empirical political analysis (Norval, 2000), the 

latter accepted as reasonably defensible political discourse.  Indeed, Edward Harcourt (2000: 1) 

observes, “the notions of ideology and of the moral or ethical are discussed together comparatively 

rarely, and in the mainstream of analytic moral philosophy […] hardly at all […].”  Yet, there 

remains the question whether moral frameworks (beliefs and practices, including here “the 

metaphysics of morals” and/or “the nature of moral language”) possess a sustained “reflective 

stability.” 

“Thus,” Harcourt (2000: 2-3) opines, “to the extent that a moral belief or practice fails to survive 

when reflectively understood […] the belief or practice would stand revealed as a piece of 

ideology.”  Here ‘ideology’ is contested—“some post-modernists reject it on the grounds that 

ideology-critique must invoke the norm of truth;” others argue that “deploying the notion of 

                                                           
10 It is notable that historian D. Knopf (1980: 505) opines that, “Because [Edward] Said never explored, in the context 

of intercivilizational encounter between the Europeans and the Asian intelligentsia, issues such as [the splitting of 

“loyalties of the Hindu intelligentsia into two opposite camps” vis-à-vis interpretations of “Westernization” of British 

India] he misunderstood the nature and function of Orientalism—certainly in South Asia.  Orientalism was the polar 

opposite of Eurocentric imperialism as viewed by the Asians themselves.  Though the British Orientalist movement 

died during the Bentinck administration, its primary contribution of a revitalized Hindu cultural tradition and 

historical past lived on in the self-image of the South Asian intelligentsia.”  

11 According to Michael Rosen’s (2000: 21) interpretation, “Marx’s antipathy to morality and moral theory as he 

found it in his own day is to be explained […] by the role that morality plays, in his view, in helping to sustain the 

existing social order, as ideology.”  
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ideology is unlikely to lead us to it;” yet for others, following Marx, “to describe an item as 

ideological is to describe it as false” (Harcourt, 2000: 3-4).  Harcourt considers several alternative 

notions of ideology: e.g., (1) “consciousness counts as ideological in virtue of its having a certain 

type of explanation […] more or less narrowly defined,” e.g., “if it both sustains domination [of 

one social group over another] and exists because it sustains it” (Harcourt, 2000: 4); (2) 

“consciousness counts as ideological […] if what explains its existence does not also rationalize 

it so that, where the consciousness consists of belief, this will amount to the beliefs’ being held 

for reasons incidental to their truth, if indeed they are true” (Harcourt, 2000: 4).  In short, what 

counts as ideology and how it is related to truth or untruth remain matters of contestation in 

ideology critique. 

In the case of post-colonial India, historian Romila Thapar (1989: 209) reminds us that, “the 

colonial experience changed the framework of the comprehension of the past from what had 

existed earlier,” in which case “political ideologies appropriate this comprehension and seek 

justification from the pre-colonial past.”  Thus, Thapar (1989: 209) adds, “Communalism in the 

Indian sense therefore is a consciousness which draws on a supposed religious identity and uses 

this as the basis for an ideology.  It then demands political allegiance to a religious community 

and supports a programme of political action designed to further the interests of that religious 

community.” One finds this to be readily so in the case of post-colonial political representations 

and appropriation of Hinduism in India.  For many, however, it is not recognized that, “Such an 

ideology is of recent origin but uses history to justify the notion that the community (as defined 

in recent history) and therefore the communal identity have existed since the early past” (Thapar 

1989: 209).  Problematic from the historical assessment, Thapar (1989: 210) remarks, is this claim 

of legitimacy, viz., “that there has always been a well-defined and historically evolved religion 

which we now call Hinduism and an equally clearly defined Hindu community,” even though 

Indian religion in the post-Vedic context that has been called Hinduism has been an “amorphous” 

phenomenon.12  In particular problematic is the assumption that “Bahmanism” and “Hinduism” 

in its modern variety are “synonymous”—probably, Thapar hypothesizes, the “high social and 

economic status of the brāhmana castes” encouraged this idea, with the “beginning” of “what is 

now called the Hindu tradition” dating “to the middle of the second millennium” (Thapar 1989: 

                                                           
12 Thapar (1989: 216) comments: “The evolution of Hinduism is not a linear progression from a founder through an 

organizational system, with sects branching off.  It is rather the mosaic of distinct cults, deities, sects and ideas and 

the adjusting, juxtaposing or distancing of these to existing ones, the placement drawing not only on belief and ideas 

but also on the socio-economic reality.” 
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214).  Thus, modern Hinduism is itself an ideological phenomenon designed to ensure political 

uniformity according to appropriate ancient creeds and doctrines. 

At the end of the twentieth century, political theorist Michael Freeden (1996/1998) argued for a 

reclamation of ideology as a theme of “historically informed conceptual analysis.”  “To Freeden,” 

Herborth (2020: 45) writes, “the performative effect of ideology is thus to render language-in-use 

increasingly unequivocal and unambiguous. Decontestation to Freeden thus means removing from 

the terrain of political contestation the potential struggle over the precise meaning of a concept 

that is essential to a particular ideology.”  Freeden (2006: 19) argues for “decontesting the 

contested conceptual arrangements that enable us to make sense of the world,” and to do so “by 

imposing specific meanings onto the indeterminate range of meanings that our conceptual clusters 

hold.” 

Hence, the various assertions presented by Barborich and Attanayake have as their grounding 

context the view of ideological decontestation advanced by Freeden.  Political theory has among 

its tasks the clarification of basic concepts pertinent to political life, but thereby also clarification 

of the conceptual relation of ‘ideology’ to ‘truth’.  How one accomplishes this clarification 

depends on how one construes the “morphology” and “complexity” of the conceptual frame in 

which ideology presents itself concretely in language-in-use.  For Freeden (1996/1998: 76), 

“ideologies are configurations of decontested meanings of political concepts, when such meanings 

are ascribed by methods at least partly foreign to those employed in currently predominant 

approaches of scientists, philosophers, linguists, or political theorists.” 

Indeed, the fact is that there are, historically, different conceptualizations of ideology (e.g., in the 

West, liberalism, conservatism, socialism, feminism, green ideology, nationalism, fascism, 

communism);13 and, in contrast to the classical Marxist assessment, Freeden (1996/1998: 2) 

argues that ideology “should no longer be pigeon-holed as an impoverished and inferior relation 

of analytical and normative political philosophies.” Rather, “ideologies are forms of political 

thought that provide important direct access to comprehending the formation and nature of 

political theory, its richness, varieties, and subtlety.”  Ideologies have their conceptual 

configurations and concrete manifestations historically, Freeden (1996: 3) claims, even as “words 

have indeterminate, rather than essential, meanings; they are social constructs whose meaning is 

                                                           
13 Some may argue that “globalism” counts as a contemporary ideology. See here Steger (2005). Steger (p. 12) argues, 

“globalism not only represents a set of political ideas and beliefs coherent enough to warrant the status of a new 

ideology, but also constitutes the dominant political belief system of our time against which all of its challengers must 

define themselves.”  Likewise, some provide analyses of “neo-liberalism” as another ideology.  For the latter see 

Amable (2010/2011).  
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determined by their usage” (Norval 2000: 323).  If words have indeterminate meaning and are 

social constructs with a contingent usage in a given sociocultural context, then clearly any claim 

to universality of political and moral concepts is immediately subject to challenge. Freeden’s 

notion of ‘concrete manifestation’ is important in clarifying that,  

The analysis of political concepts is not […] most usefully pursued by projecting their 

logical permutation and ethical possibilities in the abstract, often attached to 

universalizable models—currently the most common method of exploring them—but 

through locating them within the patterns in which they actually appear.  Such patterns 

are most conveniently known as ideologies, those systems of political thinking, loose 

or rigid, deliberate or unintended, through which individuals and groups construct an 

understanding of the political world they, or those who occupy their thoughts, inhabit, 

and then act on that understanding.  Those ‘perceived realities’ need not constitute the 

real world, for the reality of that world is only partly germane to the understanding of 

ideologies.  The conscious perceptions, and conscious and unconscious conceptions, 

of the participants in the social world are the object of our concern and a major, if 

indeterminate cause of human conduct, and it is at that level that ideologies operate. 

(Freeden, 1996/1998: 3; italics added) 

Barborich and Attanayake’s attention to cultural metaphysics can be understood in Freeden’s 

sense of a conceptual configuration that has its concrete manifestation—in the West in terms of 

the Anglo-American commitment to egalitarianism, in the South Asian historical and political 

context a commitment to a hierarchically structured communitarianism (this is to be found in 

contemporary Hinduism and Islam in the sub-continent). 

To the extent one may assign epistemological and/or moral “legitimacy” to such conceptual 

configurations or find such conceptual frames subject to inter-cultural “competition”—as in the 

inter-cultural philosophical dialogue between “South Asia” and “the West”—one may note that 

(as Freeden argues) at issue here are not the concepts per se but rather their “meanings and 

structures.” The presumed task for political theorists and those who would interrogate such 

structures of meaning is then to move from a position of contestation of meaning to decontestation, 

assuming the latter is a reasonable objective in the elucidation of meaning.  “Due to the essential 

contestability of political concepts and ideas, and the radical contingency wrought by free and 

open political debate, political actors attempt to ‘decontest’ certain ways of thinking in order to 

secure hegemonic victories” (Ranger, 2019).  But, this strategy is not acceptable to Barborich and 

Attanayake insofar as they reject any hegemony of conceptual frameworks that have their origin 

in Western cultural metaphysics and are, in their view, falsely represented to have universal 
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legitimacy despite their demonstrable historical contingency.  That said, however, they do not 

consider that the same strategy of assumed decontestation operates in any commitment to the so-

called orthodoxy and orthopraxis of “South Asian” cultural metaphysics—and that is so for 

contemporary Hinduism.  Thapar (1989: 218, emphasis added) has commented, “The Manu 

Dharmaśāstra, for example, which was basically part of Brahmanical smrti was taken as the laws 

of the Hindus and presumed to apply universally.”  In that case, surely any claim to universality 

of Hindu doctrine (its metaphysics, its ethics), especially in any claim regarding its pre-modern 

formation in Brahmanism, is itself subject to contestation.   

Barborich and Attanayake construe the Anglo-American “Western” political-ethical tradition as 

working to decontest its ways of thinking, in which case they seek to evaluate that cultural 

metaphysics for what it is in its pretentions and, by contrast, to legitimate the “South Asian” 

cultural metaphysic despite the press of globalization and the developing contemporary 

ideological commitment to globalism.  Decontestation, Freeden argues (Ranger 2019, citing 

Freeden, 2013), “is the attempt to control equivocal and contingent meaning by holding it 

constant.” Indeed, as Norval (2000: 338) says, decontestation “operates as that which is necessary 

for modern society and for modern humans to function at all, for it addresses a fundamental human 

need to make the world, with all its vicissitudes and inequalities, intelligible.” 

Intelligibility by way of decontestation is a worthwhile theoretical objective for both political 

theory and ethical discourse, but if and only if language-in-use can move reasonably from 

equivocal to univocal expression.  What this means as a matter of practice, however, is not entirely 

clear when one considers the position advanced by such as Barborich and Attanayake so as to 

assure ongoing legitimacy of the “South Asian” cultural metaphysic (taken here in all its diversity) 

against “Orientalist” representations.  With intellectual “roots in Foucauldian archaeology” 

(Kazim, 2018), Edward Said uniquely described the latter, of course, as a discourse delivering “a 

European representation of the Orient that is far from being accurate or objective about the Orient, 

while on the other hand he argues that the knowledge of ‘Orient’ could be put in the service of 

colonial conquest, of occupation and administration” (Zhang, 2002: 179).  Such would be the 

political efficacy of this discourse in the case of colonial representations of South Asia, and, in 

the case of India, British colonialist appropriation of the caste system for its colonial governance.  

One consequence of this Orientalist representation, as D. Knopf (1980: 502) observes, is that, 

“The work of integrating a vast collection of myths, beliefs, rituals and laws into a coherent 

religion and of shaping an amorphous heritage into a rational faith known now as ‘Hinduism’ 

were endeavors initiated by Orientalists.”  Historian Thapar (1989: 229), taking note of Knopf’s 
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remarks, comments further: “Given that religious traditions are constantly reformulated, the 

particular construction of Hinduism in the last two centuries has an obvious historical causation.  

Deriving largely from the Orientalist construction of Hinduism, emergent national consciousness 

appropriated this definition of Hinduism as well as what it regarded as the heritage of Hindu 

culture.  Hindu identity was defined by those who were part of this national consciousness and 

drew on their own idealized image of themselves resulting in an upper-caste, brāhmana-

dominated identity.” 

 

India’s Caste Structure as a “Contestable” Element of Cultural Metaphysics 

One may consider the ethical issue of the caste structure (varna, jati) of Hindu society as a topic 

of contestation between Anglo-American cultural metaphysics (with its commitment to 

egalitarianism and contemporary human rights discourse) and that of South Asia (in the case of 

India, its historically sustained commitment to caste hierarchy).14  The fact is, however, that the 

                                                           
14 The caste structure system is rank-ordered into a “ritual hierarchy” of entitlements and duties in what are called the 

four main varnas (chaturvarna), in descending order, each a “closed order of stratification”: Brahmin (priests); 

Kshatryia (warriors); Viasya (merchants and landowners); Sudra (commoners, peasants, and servants), excluding in 

an “outcast” category the Dalits (“untouchables”). Ambedkar (2019: 80) reminds that the Bhagavad Gita (IV.13) says 

explicitly: “I [Krishna] myself have created the arrangement known as Chaturvarna (i.e. the fourfold division of 

society into four castes Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas and Shudras) assigning them different occupations in 

accordance with the native capacities.  It is I who am the maker of this Chaturvarna.” For further discussion see here 

Vallabhaneni (2015), who writes: “Because it is a closed order of stratification determined by birth alone, the Indian 

caste system imposes inescapable limitations on social status, access to privileges, wealth and resources for 

individuals and families.”  Vallabhaneni (2015: 362) also clarifies that ‘jati’ means “‘birth’ and, therefore, represents 

the genetic ethnic communities that transcend or exist independently of varna divisions.  There are only four varnas 

whereas there are nearly 4000 jatis [the latter reflecting “intermarriage among individuals of the original four varnas” 

and emergence of professions and occupations]. 

Viewed historically, “The earliest references to the fourfold varnas appear in the ancient Hindu scriptures, especially 

the Rigveda (1500 B.C. – 1000 B.C.). Further, Vallabhaneni (2015: 363) observes, “The Rigveda rarely mentions 

rigid caste (jati) distinctions and indicates that social mobility was common among holders of various 

occupations…[In] Vedic times one could choose whatever vocation one liked based on individual competence and 

there was little indication that people were bound to their professions forever.”  As often happens with interpretation, 

in this case “misinterpretation of [the metaphorical description of the four parts of the body of Virata Purusha (the 

Cosmic Man)] in the Rigveda of the anthropomorphized origins of the four varnas led to creation of a system of 

hierarchy and was (erroneously) championed as a Divine Design [ca. 900 B.C. – 600 B.C.]." 

Today, the caste system includes the above structure but also has political distinctions—“upper caste, peasant caste, 

upper and lower backward class (OBC), scheduled caste (SC), and scheduled tribes (STs)” (Kim 2019).  For further 

discussion, see “Caste-Based Discrimination in South Asia” (2009). 
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caste structure has been contested historically within India, with the emergence of Buddhism 

(Omvedt, 2003) and Jainism (Chatterjee, 2000), both of which rejected this system because of its 

oppressive and restrictive stratification and discrimination (Vallabhaneni, 2015: 366) that has 

been termed “social death” (Guru, 2016).  Indian historian Romila Thapar observes, e.g., that, 

“When the Shramanas—Buddhists, Jainas, Ajvikas—questioned Vedic Brahmanism, there 

followed a long period of discussion about the ideas that came out of this questioning” 

(Venkataramakrishnan, 2020).  Furthermore, she adds, “When the bhakti poet Ravidas describes 

his vision of a utopia and speaks of a social equality that had no use for caste hierarchies, he is 

giving form to dissent.”   British colonialism unfortunately intensified the persistence of caste 

identity in 1901 when it initiated a codification of castes, and “Every Indian was assigned a caste” 

(Vallabhaneni, 2015: 366).  In post-independence India, of course, “Article 15 of the Indian 

Constitution prohibits discrimination based on caste and Article 17 specifically abolished 

untouchability declaring its practice unconstitutional and illegal” (Vallabhaneni 2015: 369).  As 

Mahdav Khosla (2019) reminds, “India’s constitution focused on individual freedom, unshackling 

people from the tyranny of group identities.”15  Even so, as Narendra Jadhav (2005: 3) observed, 

“Over the years, the caste system has taken on sophisticated dimensions; it has become subtler, 

though no less pernicious,” especially with the rise of rightist politics in the ideology of 

“Hindutva.”16 Notwithstanding these historical developments, the cultural metaphysics of India 

                                                           
15 For a historical and recent view of India’s nationalism, see Sunderland (1908), Flåten (2018), Kim (2019), and 

Tamkin (2020).  Kim (2019) writes, e.g., “the BJP [Bharatiya Janata Party] brand is grounded on cultural nationalism.  

Cultural nationalism draws from the idea of a pre-existing Hindu nation and a national identity proud of its linguistic 

heritage, culture, and territory.  The BJP’s brand of nationalism is used interchangeably with the more popularly 

known ‘Hindutva’ (loosely translated as Hindu-ness).”  Flåten (2018: 2-3) observes a connection between the BJP’s 

construction of identity and its historical narration, the BJP emphasizing a cultural narrative of “the antiquity of Hindu 

civilization, as well as the existence of unity, prosperity and tolerance within the Hindu community,” this unity 

experienced “through their association with a common Hindu cultural ethos.”  

16 For a recent discussion, see Arvind Sharma (2020).  The author clarifies (2020: 43): “Hinduism is the name given 

to the most ancient and persistent religion on the Indian subcontinent, and Hindutva is the name by which the ideology 

of the Hindu right, represented by the political party Bharatiya Janata Party, or Indian People’s Party (BJP), is known.” 

It is not surprising, therefore, that a major conference “Dismantling Global Hindutva: Multidisciplinary Perspectives” 

(10-13 September 2021, USA) insisted on the distinction between Hinduism and Hindutva and on challenging the 

latter’s false appropriation of the former: “Hindutva is a political philosophy styled after European fascism of the 

early twentieth century, an ideology that privileges a cult of personality and authoritarian leadership.  By contrast, 

Hinduism is a term used to describe a wide range of religious practices and beliefs that are heterodox, and like the 

practices and beliefs of any major religion with hundreds of millions of followers, continuously under contestation, 

and often contradictory.” Purushottam Agrawal (2019) has commented, “For Hindutva, which is not a spiritual or 

religious world view but a doctrinaire, authoritarian political programme, Hinduism is a mere prop.” He distinguishes 
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has continued to enable perceptions of caste identity and corresponding ethical dispute in view of 

demands for class mobility and social justice.17  

Even though it has been noted that the scholarly influence from Max Weber’s work on Hinduism 

is “largely absent” (Gellner, 2009),18 in Part I of his Religion of India: The Sociology of Hinduism 

and Buddhism (1958, originally published in German in 1920-21) Weber identified India’s caste 

structure to be “fundamental,” even “essential,” to the Hindu religion and thus to the self-

understanding of Indian society.19  Such self-understanding has its meaning given in a “world-

image” (Weltbild) that governs a society’s conduct, i.e., it has its orthopraxis as ideology.20  In 

general it may be said, as Helwig Schmidt-Glintzer (2018: 109) put it, that Weber “was addressing 

Asia as a whole and contrasting it with the Occident.  In this context he wanted to prove the 

singularity of the Occident.” In particular, it has usually been said that Weber’s assessment was 

directed at showing why “Indian religion” prevented the development of modern industrial 

capitalism in the manner of its emergence in the Occident, the latter sociologically consistent with 

                                                           
a proponent of Hindutva from a “sahaj Hindu” who learns from the classical narratives such as the Mahabharata with 

“a tradition of criticism, where even gods are fair game,” contrasted “with the proclivity among proponents of a Hindu 

rashtra [nation] to label dissenters as ‘anti-national’ heretics.”  

17 For an overview of sociological discourse on caste, see Subedi (2013). 

18 Notwithstanding Gellner’s opinion, the journal Max Weber Studies (2018) published a special issue in 2018 under 

the title, “Max Weber’s Hinduism and Buddhism: Reflections on a Sociological Classic 100 Years On.”   Helwig 

Schmidt-Glintzer (2018: 113) remarks: “Thus it still makes sense to have a look at Max Weber’s writings on religions 

in India published one hundred years ago, for mainly two reasons.  First, as soon as we realize the present role of 

religion and of intellectual traditions in India as well as in many other Asian countries Max Weber’s dealing with 

these societies and cultures could play a key role in understanding the present day flourishing of Hinduism in India 

as well as of Buddhism in other parts of Asia, e.g., Sri Lanka.  Secondly, the self-conception as well as the western 

understanding of Asia today is in many ways derivative from historical notions brought forward one hundred years 

ago.” 
19 For a contrary view, see M.V. Nadkarni (2003: 4783) who argues that “Hinduism—even vedic and classical 

Hinduism—not only does not support the caste system, but has taken lots of pains to oppose it both in principle and 

practice, making it obvious that caste system is not an intrinsic part of the Hindu canon, philosophy, and even 

practice.”  Accordingly, “Hinduism can survive after the collapse of the caste system.”  Nadkarni (2003: 4784) 

concedes, however, that, “It is only in the darmashastras (dharma sutras and smritis) that we find support to the caste 

system…Manusmriti…is particularly supportive of caste system but where it conflicts with Vedas and Upanishads, 

the latter would prevail.”  
20 In Hinduism it is said that the Hindu’s world-image is at once “world-affirming” with the concept of dharma 

(according to which one performs one’s duties) and “world-negating” with the concept of moksha (according to which 

one seeks one’s spiritual liberation from all attachments in the empirical world, thus “detachment”), a Hindu devotee’s 

life lived subject to the “perennial tension” between these two ideals. 
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his “origins of capitalism” thesis articulated in his Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.  

Weber, of course, appreciated the moral and economic significance of Christianity, as a mark of 

distinction from other religions he surveyed.21  That said, however, there is in Weber’s work on 

comparative religions an interrogation of ethics, Weber interpreted, e.g., by Indian political 

scientist and philosopher Pratap Banu Mehta (2001: 363), to be “an heir to Schopenhauer and 

Nietzsche, whose engagements with the ethical rationality of the world haunt Weber’s pages.”  

This question of rationality and irrationality of ethics (especially with reference to the Western 

tradition of ethical theory) and Hinduism in India is what concerns us here, with focus specifically 

on the caste structure of Indian society. 

It is useful to consider what some commentators had to say when Weber’s study of Hindu religion 

was issued in English translation. Writing at the time of the publication of Weber’s Religion of 

India, Milton Singer (1961: 144) commented: “Put baldly, Weber’s thesis is that Asian religious 

doctrines are so other-worldly and irrational, when their psychological consequences are traced, 

as not to yield a rational, this-worldly secular ethic of the kind required, in his opinion, to originate 

industrial capitalism.” That said, however, Peter Flügel and Sam Whimster (2018: 7, 8) argue that, 

“it is incorrect to gloss Hinduism and Buddhism as the negative case for the preconditions of 

modern capitalism, with the Protestant Ethic study as the positive case.” Indeed, to the extent one 

may identify a “Eurocentrism” in Weber’s writing, Wolfgang Schluchter (2018) opines, it is to be 

taken as “heuristic and conceptual but not normative,” meaning that, “there is no assumption of 

western superiority”: Weber “adhered to a one-sided analysis of the history of religion from a 

European viewpoint and with European concepts, but never claimed that the West was superior 

to the East…” (Schluchter, 2018: 87).  

Even so, Weber clearly depreciates Asian religious doctrines, be they of Hinduism or Buddhism, 

and thereby castigates South Asian cultural metaphysics to the wayside of irrationality of belief.  

His assumption, of course, was that there was a causal relation between a secular ethic and 

industrial capitalism, in which case if the former was lacking then the latter simply could not and 

would not develop in Indian society.  Hence, Singer points out, Weber considered Hinduism in 

particular to be possessed of an “anti-capitalist spirit” in contrast to Europe’s Protestant ethic.  In 

light of the claims of cultural metaphysics such as Barborich and Attanayake articulate, Weber’s 

                                                           
21 Trevor Ling (1980: 82) cites Weber to say: “I believe the greatness of Christian religion lies in the very fact that it 

is available in equal measures to every person….  It is one of the chief foundations on which everything great in our 

time rests.  The nations that have come into being, all the great deeds they have performed, the great laws and 

regulations they have recorded, even science and all great ideas of mankind have developed primarily under the 

influence of Christianity….” 
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critical position about Indian religion is precisely the type of Western sociological construction 

that is problematic at the level of theory and practice for the asserted autonomy of South Asian 

cultural metaphysics vis-à-vis the Occident.  Of course, one cannot but contextualize Weber’s 

critique within the colonial discourse of the day, acknowledging that, “the process of accumulating 

knowledge about the colonized was directly linked to colonial governance” (Ganguly, 2005: 35).  

For, “the administrative empiricism of the British was responsible for conceptualizing caste 

categories in ‘new’ ways, ways that continue to be hegemonic in much academic practice, and in 

the domain of popular politics in India.” 

Singer (1961: 145) reminds, as a matter of methodological caution, that “Weber’s construction of 

an ideal-typical Hindu personality presupposes a knowledge both of Hindu religious doctrines and 

of the Hindu social system, since the construction is based on a series of inferences from these 

sources of data, and will in turn be verified by further study of these sources.”  Romila Thapar 

(2018: 122) comments that Weber’s studies were based “on the information and readings of these 

themes by colonial administrators of the nineteenth century and by scholars, largely European, 

who had worked on India during the same period.” Hence, there are “inbuilt limitations and an 

element of asymmetry” in Weber’s methodological commitment, as Thapar reminds. Inferences 

towards generalizations, of course, recognizably have their inductive limits, in which case it is 

reasonable for those more immersed in the particular details of the South Asian cultural 

metaphysics to find fault with Weber’s representation of the “ideal-type” Hindu personality and 

the caste structure of Hindu religious society—especially if, as Thapar (2018: 123) argues, “The 

Indian material was viewed not directly but largely through colonial and Orientalist readings of 

the texts.” 

Given the colonial political influence on Weber’s studies of Indian society and religion, Thapar 

(2018: 131-132) argues that, “the significant link between the two remains somewhat illusive or 

fails to get fully connected.  Colonial definitions of caste tended to give more space to varna than 

to jati.  Given the origin of varna, it was assumed that the caste Hindu would take it as divinely 

sanctioned and unalterable.  Besides, where a largely unchanging society is assumed, there was 

little need to recognize change in the functioning of castes.”  Thapar (2018: 132) elaborates: “The 

varna-ashrama-dharma of the Dharmashastras was the norm for caste conservatism.  The phrase 

referred to a society that observed the four categories of varna status—brahmana, kshatriya, 

vaishya and shudra; and the four stages in the life-cycle of those that had a varna status…” 

It is this conservatism that Weber found to be deep-seated in Hindu religion so as to prevent an 

industrial type capitalism to develop in Indian society.  Indeed, where orthopraxis (in contrast to 
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orthodoxy) is emphasized, it was clear that, “The brahmanas in performing rituals and in the 

pursuit of learning, claimed the highest status with maximum purity.  This they stated required 

them to be distanced from other castes; and also to designate a segregated group, lowest in the 

hierarchy or even outside the hierarchy, as permanently excluded and treated as maximally 

impure, therefore untouchable.  The purity of the brahmana had its counter-weight in the impurity 

of the Dalit” (Thapar 2018: 133).  A society so structured hierarchically with such maximal 

differentiation could not but elicit a sense of irrationality of belief and practice when compared to 

Western assumptions of the legitimacy of egalitarianism and social and economic class mobility.22  

That said, however, it is to be acknowledged that there have been “anti-brahmana movements in 

western and southern India … in part a continuation of earlier movements questioning social 

inequality …” (Thapar 2018: 136). 

Hinduism, for Weber (1958: 121), manifests an essential connection between “theodicy”23 (of 

dharma, karma, and samsara) and “caste structure”: “Karma doctrine transformed the world into 

a strictly rational ethically-determined cosmos; it represents the most consistent theodicy ever 

produced in history.  The devout Hindu was accursed to remain in a structure which made sense 

only in this intellectual context; its consequences burdened his conduct.”24  Indeed, appropriating 

a line from Marx’s Communist Manifesto, Weber (1958: 122, 123) continues: 

The Communist Manifesto concludes with the phrase ‘they (the proletariat) have 

nothing to lose but their chains, they have a world to win’.  The same holds for the 

pious Hindu of the low castes.  He too can ‘win the world’, even the heavenly world; 

he can become a Kshatriya, a Brahman, he can gain Heaven and become a god—only 

not in this life, but in the life of the future after rebirth into the same world pattern … 

Rebirth can drag a man down into the life of a ‘worm in the intestine of a dog’, but 

according to his conduct, it might raise and place him into the womb of a queen and 

Brahman’s daughter.  Absolute prerequisites, however, were strict fulfillment of caste 

                                                           
22 Thapar clarifies, however, that “Caste as classified in the codes of the Dharmashastras [law books], gave weight 
to the highest caste of brahmana.  But brahmanas did not necessarily conform to the Dharmashastras.  They claimed 
a right to other occupations.” 
23 Schluchter (2018: 95) reminds that, “theodicy is a concept drawn from the Western religious traditions.  It requires 
the idea of a supra-mundane and personal creator God.  This is not, as Weber himself points out, an idea that informs 
the Asian traditions.  Here the idea of an immanent and uncreated eternal order is to the fore.  This is not to say that 
the problem of justification would not exist in Asian traditions.  But, strictly speaking, the solution to this problem is 
to be found in a cosmodicy rather than in a theodicy.”  
24 It is to be noted, as Woods (2001: 23) writes, citing the text of the Mahābhārata, that this “burden” is ordained ab 
aeterno, thus: “‘You must know that desire, anger, joy, fear, and confusion are all forms of mine, and so is what wise 
men obtain by doing great acts, speaking the truth, making gifts, performing fierce austerities (tapas), and harming 
no one.  My moral code is enjoined on all who live in my bodies; they act, not by their own volition (kāmata), but 
with their minds controlled by me’ (III.187.20-22).  The descent of the gods and demons, the transfer of their eternal 
feud to the mundane plane, the brief ascendency of the forces of adharma, and the cosmic restoration by Krsna, all 
may be viewed and experienced as the play of this overwhelming cosmic agency.” 
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obligations in this present life, the shunning of ritually sacrilegious yearning for 

renouncing caste … Anyone who wished to emancipate himself from this world and 

the inescapable cycle of recurrent births and deaths had to leave it altogether—to set 

out for that unreal realm to which Hindu ‘salvation’ leads. 

With these words Weber characterizes the “irrational” spirit of Hinduism (implicitly to be set in 

contrast to the “rational” spirit of the Protestant ethic) and the relation of religious doctrine to 

conduct, to ritual, thus to the ideal-type Hindu personality whose conduct manifests his “ethic” 

grounded in the dogma of reincarnation and karma.  In this respect what Weber says is consonant 

with Barborich and Attanayake’s emphasis on orthopraxis rather than orthodoxy of belief in 

setting forth what matters in South Asian cultural metaphysics. 

But, what matters to Weber (1958: 325) is the development of industrial capitalism and the 

question of its possible actualization in the setting of Indian society, in which case he opines: “No 

community dominated by inner powers of this sort could out of its substance arrive at the ‘spirit 

of capitalism.’” Singer (1961: 146) interprets further: “The evidence Weber adduces in support of 

these far-reaching conclusions is extensive, although not completely consistent or conclusive.  It 

consists mainly of two kinds—one attempting to show that insofar as the ‘spirit of Hinduism’ 

affects everyday conduct, it results in a caste ritualism and traditionalism which obstructs 

occupational change and technical innovation; and the other to show that this ‘spirit’ tends directly 

also to encourage a striving for salvation which is entirely other-worldly and irrational in 

character.  A this-worldly ethic cannot in either case issue from such a ‘spirit.’”  In short, Weber 

privileges the Western secular and Christian (Protestant) ethic for its “spirit” of capitalism, for its 

“this-worldly” impetus that allows for occupational change and class mobility in contrast to the 

rigidity of the principal dogmas of Indian cultural metaphysics. 

 

Weber and the “Irrationality” of Hindu Ethics 

Indian political scientist/philosopher (and self-identifying Jainist) Pratap Mehta (2001) 

commented some years ago that, “Max Weber is a daunting figure for anyone interested in the 

project of comparative political theory or comparative ethics.”  Yet, Mehta has taken on that task, 

engaging Weber’s attention to Hinduism in view of its ethics but also the apparent “ethical 

irrationality” of the world in that world-image. Mehta (2001: 204-205) claims that, 
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Weber’s work also represents an ethical response to the perceived failures of all 

attempts at a theodicy.  In his forays into comparative religion Weber is interested not 

only in the range of theodicies on offer, or the different forms of rationalisation 

produced by different theodicies.  He is equally interested in the ways in which 

theodicies—that attempt to render the world ethically rational—breakdown in different 

ways and the response generated by that breakdown.  The cross-cultural question 

Weber is interested in is not simply why the Occident generated capitalism and others 

didn’t.  Rather, it is how the fundamental facts of the ethical irrationality of the world 

are reckoned within different contexts. 

The operative assumption here, then, is the ethical irrationality of the world, represented in a given 

society by whatever is the dominant world-image that governs belief and practice and thus issues 

both an orthodoxy and an orthopraxis.  At issue in Weber’s engagement of Hinduism, from the 

sources he consulted, is its lack of rationality when evaluated with a view to its ethics, i.e., what 

it authorizes or does not authorize normatively as a matter of orthodoxy and orthopraxis for those 

who are confessants to that religion and adherents of the particular world-image.  According to 

Mehta’s (2001: 206) analysis, “there is [for Weber] no single source of ethical injunction that can 

be taken to be supremely authoritative,” for any society (the Occident included).  Hence, one can 

speak meaningfully and more correctly of ethical pluralism within and across societies, rather 

than be committed as a matter of theory to ethical absolutism (such as obtains in divine command 

theory of Christianity and Kantian deontology).  Indeed, Mehta continues, “Weber is sensitive to 

the fact that not all the possible range of legitimations, which a society may be able to imagine, 

translate equally into social practices.” 

Yet, in the case of Indian society, Mehta (2001: 206) argues, “despite Weber’s recognition of the 

appalling centrality of caste as a social practice in India, he recognises that it does not exhaust, or 

even wholly determine, the possible range of Indian ethical thinking.”25  One notices immediately 

Mehta’s judgment that the centrality of caste as a social practice in India is “appalling”—an 

evaluative term that connotes a social practice that is horrendous, inexcusable, and abysmal (in 

the sense of being without ground, thus without rational legitimation). Indeed, Mehta proposes, 

“Weber’s methodology opens up a whole series of even subtler questions: why do a whole series 

of seemingly opposed intellectual tendencies and ethical orientations—ritualism and ethical 

rationalism; other worldly and inner worldly asceticism; expediency and duty—all end up 

                                                           
25 For a recent overview of Indian ethical theory, see Bilimoria et al. (2007). 
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sustaining, or at least not opposing, the institution of caste?” Such are the multiple moral (value) 

orientations that have their own rationalization, i.e., ostensibly defensible but dubious 

legitimation, within Indian society.  Problematic here, as Mehta recognizes, is that they all sustain 

the institution of caste, thus positioning it as a decontested institution.  For Weber and for us, it is 

reasonable to ask: Why so?  Is this a function of normative Indian ethical theory essentially 

connected to a legitimation that finds its ground in an explicit or implicit theodicy?  Or, is it a 

function merely of orthopraxis, i.e., deference to customary practice more or less expected, 

without matters of conduct being questioned and contested in view of challenges to explicit or 

implicit orthodoxy and theodicy? 

Given sociological readings of Weber’s The Religion of India, there has been less attention to 

Weber’s reasonable concern for ethics as a principal element of India’s cultural metaphysics.  

Pronouncements and assumptions about theodicy, as a justification of belief and practice, 

represent the supposed legitimation of the caste structure of Indian society.  As Mehta (2001: 207) 

observes, caste society “manages to legitimise itself through the ethical rationalism of karma 

theodicy which ‘explains’ consistently why an individual is in a particular social location.”  There 

is a paradox here, however, Mehta argues (which Weber recognizes): “The paradox here is that 

the theodicy that underpins the social structure is ethically rational.  But the action through which 

the social structure expresses and reproduces itself is thoroughly traditionalist and anti-rational.” 

The question, of course, arises: What textual analysis warrants the proposition that the theodicy is 

itself ethically rational?  This proposition is rendered doubtful and even falsified when one 

examines classical texts that are consulted.  For example, Mehta accounts for Weber’s reading of 

the ancient Sanskrit epic Mahabharata (its “final form” dated to the Gupta period c. fourth century 

CE (Buitenen 1978: xxiv-xxv), although earliest texts dated to the third century BCE (Brockington 

1998)).  Weber’s reading of that epic led him to conclude that, “the world depicted in the 

Mahabharata is not governed by a single ethically rational order” (Mehta 2001: 215). Mehta 

comments: “Rather than being an ethically consistent theodicy, the text functions almost as an 

anti-theodicy where a genuine solution to the problem of the distribution of reward and suffering 

is not to be found.”  Further, Mehta adds rather pointedly, “The text is replete with a belief in fate 

and an arbitrary play of chance with men that can hardly be reconciled with the ethical irrationality 

of karma doctrine.  Indeed, the course of the world appears to be in the text impenetrably 

enigmatic, governed by a game of dice whose rules are known to be deceptive, and all values and 

ideals are successively subverted by experience” (Mehta 2001: 215). Julian F. Woods (2001: 2) 

provides a consonant assessment in writing of the “secret of the cosmic power” having passed into 
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the hand of the “priestly caste” but “not to the average man or woman.”  Indeed, Woods (2001: 2) 

observes, 

The desires (kāma) themselves are one’s own, but they are fulfilled not directly, but 

mediately through an esoteric knowledge of the general order of the world over which 

one would otherwise have little or no control.  Private actions would appear vain, 

impotent, or even illusory when set against the inexorable tide of events.  Although 

accountable for what one does, there would seem to be little to inspire confidence in 

one’s inherent abilities to shape one’s own destiny.  Lacking is the depth and coherence 

of inner life that would point to the existence of an autonomous, self-directing center 

of willing and doing; what we would call a ‘person’.26 

At minimum, rationality presumes logical consistency (coherence) in the use of basic concepts 

and in the reasoning that follows from them, such as one may expect from the concepts of dharma 

(as stipulation of moral duty27) and karma (as a stipulation of reward and suffering for deeds and 

misdeeds).  Where that coherence is lacking,28 the claim of rationality is reasonably to be 

                                                           
26 Woods (p. 3), however, does move away from this tragic view in his account of karma as a “more human centered 

view” such that “humanity is capable of determining the shape of its future all by itself, without the need to propitiate 

the gods—or the sacrificial experts among the Brahamin priests.  This opens the way for the individual human subject 

to become the center and source for his or her own self-development as a spiritual being.”  He concedes (p. 5), 

nonetheless, “there is little consensus on the degree to which human initiative (purusakāra) can change or stem events 

that unfold as if governed by a greater divine force with a will of its own.”  Indeed, he queries (p. 7): “If human beings 

are moved by a higher design like a machine (yantra)—as suggested by Krsna [Krishna] in VI.40/BG.18.61, what 

freedom can they really enjoy to shape their own destinies and those of the societies in which they live?”  The whole 

weight of the epic Mahābhārata in the representations of its principal characters is such that (p. 15), “We sense the 

frustration and despair of individuals who find themselves caught in a vast web of causality over which they have no 

control.” 

27 The concept of dharma is further explicated by Crawford (2012) to include social duties in three categories: (1) 

ashrama-dharma, having “four values of life” (purusarthas), viz., success, passion, virtue, and self-perfection, but in 

view of “a sense of social obligations” according to “distinct periods of life;” (2) varna-dharma, that concerns “the 

ethical organization of society” hierarchically into the “four distinct types,” meaning “all persons are not created 

equal;” and (3) sadharana-dharma, having to do with “common” duties “independent of caste and station in life, and 

are binding on humans as humans, all members of one community.” For further discussion of the foregoing, see 

Crawford (2012), “Chapter 1: Hindu Ethics.” 
28 Crawford (2012: 26) observes: “In Hinduism, dilemmas are not denied.  Its scriptures strain with the tension of 

irreconcilable alternatives.  The best examples are found in the epic literature,” i.e., the Mahābhārata and the 

Rāmāyana.  However, Crawford (2012: 29) argues that, “The autonomous individual gives due weight to scriptural 

injunctions and the precedents of persons of probity, but in the final analysis he turns to his own conscience, guided 

by what collective religious experiences has defined as being of ultimate value.”  For further discussion of moral 

dilemmas in Hindu texts, see Bimal K. Matilal (1989). 
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dismissed, in which case arguments for duty (right action) are rendered doubtful if not readily 

dismissed as woefully incoherent.29 Mehta points to an example from the text (what is known as 

“the spiritual heart of the text”) as it concerns the central character, Yudhistara, thus to highlight 

“the conflict of dharma and the world,” viz., “the episode of the Yaksa’s questions to Yudhistara.”  

Mehta (2001: 216) summarizes:  

Yudhistara is put to the test by a Yaksa (who turns out to be his own heavenly father).  

Halfway through the text he is asked the question, “What is the highest dharma in the 

world?”  Yudhistara replies: the highest dharma is non-injury (anrsmasya).  There is 

no doubt from the text that this is a truly sincere and profound formulation of dharmic 

value and Yudhistara’s character is meant to embody this.  Yudhistara is endowed with 

non-injury and compassion.  Yet we know that Yudhistara is also a significant actor in 

the drama of destruction that the text unfolds.  He fights, kills, and, however reluctantly, 

stakes claims to a kingdom, and his actions are part of the complex that lead to general 

devastation. 

Thus, if dharma stipulates moral duty, and the highest moral duty is to practice non-injury, then 

compliance with that duty entails that one not commit any action that leads to injury, thus 

embodying that dharma in one’s practices.  Fighting, killing, violently laying claim to a kingdom, 

causing widespread devastation, etc., all represent actions that contradict the dharma and one’s 

alleged embodiment of that dharma in one’s practice—i.e., one is expected to represent oneself 

as attuned to the requisite of orthopraxis. However, the text raises questions of coherence, as 

Mehta (2001: 216) continues: 

There is a real disjuncture between [Yudhistara’s] values and the consequences of his 

action and at the end of the text he perceives a shocking lack of correlation between his 

moral stance and the structure of the world.  Given what we know about the story, the 

proclamation of anrsamsya (non-injury) as the highest dharma seems almost ironic.  

Yet it is not ironic in the sense of being insincere; it is ironic only in the sense that the 

relationship between ethics and the world is no longer clear. 

                                                           
29 There is room for epistemological debate here, of course, since as Bertrand Russell (1912) would argue, to speak 

of logical consistency or coherence is to presuppose at least the veracity of the principle of non-contradiction as part 

of a coherent set of propositions.  An epic such as the Mahabharata, of course, does not present propositions strictly 

in the sense of statements that are bivalent (true/false) and correspond to reality.  But, the text does represent a world-

image (Weltbild) that is meant to be edifying and, as such, normative in what is represented as ethical guidance for 

human conduct, in this case for adherents to the Hindu faith. 
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In a passage in which Bhīsma speaks to Yudhisthara, it is said: “‘Dharma become adharma, and 

adharma becomes dharma according to the conditions of place and time (désakāla).  Such is the 

power of place and time…Even by doing acts of cruelty friends have reached the highest heaven.  

Even by doing sinful acts good people have achieved the highest state’ (XII.79.31-32)” (Woods 

2001: 55).  More pointed is the statement in the text that says, “Even men of wisdom engaged in 

spiritual practices are like blind men who have finally succeeded in moving about their own home. 

(XII.287.18)” (Woods 2001: 63).  And there, in words such as these, one has the substance of a 

central objection to the moral authority of the text, insofar as action and world-image present us 

with non-coherence and, hence, what Weber takes to be an ethical irrationality. Mehta clarifies 

further: 

What would the injunction to non-injury mean, in a world actively hostile to that moral 

intention?  There is not only no guarantee that the world will take up our moral actions 

in the way we intend them, there is positive evidence that the world will not.  The 

rational ethical imperatives of the world find themselves in complete tension with the 

irrationalities of the world.  The world seems constantly off balance, spiralling out of 

control and not responsive to the effects of ethical action. 

What is one to conclude, therefore?  As Weber understood, Mehta (2001: 216) concludes: “The 

existential drama of the Mahabharata is that the structure of the world does not correspond to our 

ethical intentions; it constantly subverts them.  It is the tension between the structure of the world 

and the course of moral action that makes a harmonised ethics almost impossible.30  At least this 

part of the conclusions of the Mahabharata harmonized with Weber’s own sense of the ethical 

irrationality of the world.”  In the end, Yudhistara articulates the inevitable conclusion (even 

though, as a warrior, he prefers it to be otherwise): 

This [view] is the best.  We cannot do as we please.  I act as I am bound to act.  All 

creatures are governed by divine decree (vidhi).  All of you should realize that this 

                                                           
30 Krishna, speaking to Bhīma, explained, “However well intended and conducted and however effectively carried 

out, human action (karma) may be opposed by fate (daiva).  On the other hand, some activity (kama), or something 

left undone by daiva, may be salvaged by human effort (paurusa)…And again, an action personally undertaken by a 

man with the right understanding may not be impeded by fate (dista)…[The] smart man will carry on fearlessly, 

whatever the result may be….(V.75.8-12)” (Woods 2001, 60).  That said, however, the Laws of Manu (XII.8,9) tell 

us: “8. (A man) obtains (the result of) a good or evil mental (act) in his mind, (that of) a verbal (act) in his speech, 

(that of) a bodily (act) in his body.  9. In consequence of (many) sinful acts committed with his body, a man becomes 

(in the next birth) something inanimate, in consequence (of sins) committed by speech, a bird, or a beast, and in 

consequence of mental (sins he is reborn in) a low caste.” (Bühler, “The Laws of Manu,” Sacred Books of the East, 

Volume 25, https://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/manu.htm). 
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divine decree is the greatest influence [that is, in our lives].  What is unobtainable can 

never be had by means of acts.  You must realize that everything happens as it is meant 

to happen.  Even one who is devoid of efforts to achieve the three goals of life, still 

achieves his ends. Therefore this is kept secret for the benefit of the world. (XII.161.45-

6). (Woods, 2001: 65) 

Weber takes the Sanskrit epics to be disclosive of the essence of the Hindu world-image, its 

theodicy, and thus of the orthodoxy and orthopraxis it sanctions in view of the basic concepts of 

dharma and karma.  The point is not that these epics correspond to reality such as humans know 

it, but that they are nonetheless representative of a normative ethos Hindus are expected to 

appropriate as guide to their own conduct.  The classical texts, after all, are the source of all 

dharmas such as a Hindu may understand and know them.  Yet, if one is to expect coherence in 

the “propositions” of these classical texts in the stories they tell as edifying discourse, then, as 

Paul Thagard (2007, 29-30) has stated, “the aim of representation should be to describe the world, 

not just to relate to other representations” (i.e., there should be some meaningful connection 

between the coherence of an idea on the one hand and its correspondence to ethical reality on the 

other hand). 

Weber—and Hindus, one presumes—engages these classical texts not merely aesthetically or to 

appreciate the internal coherence of these epics, but to evaluate what is represented therein as an 

edifying discourse that is to be appropriated, as a guide for orthodoxy and orthopraxis in the “real 

world” such as Hindus engage it daily.  Yet, in Weber’s assessment, one finds only example after 

example of what amounts to what he calls ethical irrationality, representations of reality that lack 

coherence in precisely the way Mehta highlights.31  Said otherwise, Weber’s assessment ends up 

                                                           
31 It is to be noted, however, that despite the claim of irrationality, others provide a different account that allows for 

a coherent cosmodicy.  E.g., C. Srivastava et al. (2013) comment: “The concepts of Dharma, as expounded in the 

Vedas, are based on an intrinsic higher order.  They are not only confined to human pursuits but also include the 

nature in totality.  Everything that exists on the planet earth, other planets, the solar system, galaxies and indeed the 

entire universe is governed and sustained by the laws of Dharma…So while the universe may naturally and 

unquestionably follow the laws of Dharma, human beings may choose otherwise.”  Further, in view of the teachings 

of Karma Yoga in the Baghavad Gita, the authors remark, a human is to pursue “selfless action.”  That is, a human 

“has the ability to choose actions, but the individual does not govern the results of these actions.  There is emphasis 

given to selfless action that is not influenced by one’s likes and dislikes and without concern for the outcome.  The 

outcome is accepted as Prasada (gift from God), whether it is desirable or undesirable.”  Thus, e.g., even if non-

violence (ahimsa) is “often regarded as an absolute Dharma [parama dharma],” nonetheless, even as it is said, “Non-

violence is the ultimate Dharma,” it is also said, “So too is violence in the service of Dharma.” One is to perform 

one’s moral duty consistent with one’s social position (varna), even in an act of violence, and in that way one achieves 

justice, manifesting thereby the “justification” of the universe, i.e., its cosmodicy.  The authors clarify: “Dharma says 
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in “an existentialist position, by insisting that, in the final analysis, all our choices of action are 

contingent.  They are contingent in the sense that there is no inner necessity or transcendental 

grounding for one choice over another” (Mehta, 2001: 217). 

A claim of contingency has its consequences for moral belief and practice.  Choice of action has 

no evident certitude and thus no apodictic truth to ground it.32  One finds suffering in the world 

even as one finds one’s actions in conflict with a given world-image that seeks to make sense of 

the world and to invest it with rationality.  If all theodicies fail—including here those of the 

cultural metaphysics of West and East—then what comportment is one to adopt?  Mehta (2001: 

220) interprets Weber to adopt a Nietzschean view: “Weber thinks it nobler to accept a world of 

suffering than to reject it; nobler to accept the ethical irrationality of the world than to negate it in 

the vain hope that another world more rational and less ethically dissonant than this can ever 

enfold us.  Abandoning the quest for an ethically ‘meaningful’ cosmos and instead acting to invest 

the world with meaning is ultimately the only alternative to world rejection for Weber.”  Granting 

as much to Weber, that yet leaves us with the question of the irrationality of the caste structure of 

Indian society that the classical texts of Hindu religion sanction (at least in orthodox interpretation, 

if not in misinterpretation). 

 

  

                                                           
that there is an inherent relationship between everything in this creation that is built on mutual interdependence based 

on unseen laws.  If these laws were flouted, then the one who is responsible for this would be penalized through ways 

that do not lend easily themselves to logical scrutiny.  Therefore, Dharma involves faith in intrinsic intelligence of 

creation and that the world is not as inert as it apparently appears to be.” 
32 To speak of apodictic truth here is to presuppose some concept of moral realism in view of one or another assertion 

of moral obligation.  E.g., one may assert that ‘Krishna has a moral obligation to perform his duty (varnadarma) as a 

warrior’; ‘the Brahmin has a moral obligation to perform his duty (varnadarma) to teach the rituals’; ‘the king has a 

moral obligation to perform his duty (rajadharma) towards his people’; ‘the servant (shudra) has a moral obligation 

to perform his duty (varnadharma) to the upper castes’; etc. These examples are in fact generalized in practice relative 

to caste (varna) identity, such that one would assert, e.g., ‘All warriors have a moral obligation to perform their duty 

(varnadharma) as warriors’; ‘All Brahmins have a moral obligation to perform their duty (varnadharma) as 

Brahmins’; ‘All kings have a moral obligation to perform their duty (rajadharma) as kings’; ‘All servants (shudras) 

have a moral obligation to perform their duty (varnadharma) to serve the upper-castes’; etc.  All such assertions 

become problematic, however, in view of the circumstances of performed duty when the truth of these 

pronouncements is seemingly called into question by the actual conditions (including here consequences of action) 

that obtain or do not obtain in reality. 
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Dirks and “Castes of Mind” 

Over the course of the twentieth century, sociological discourse concerning India and its caste 

structure has moved in the direction of social critique and study of India’s resurgent nationalism.33  

Writing with a wealth of historical and anthropological analysis, Nicholas Dirks presents his 

Castes of Mind: Colonialism and the Making of Modern India (2001) in a way that contrasts to 

Weber’s representations and concerns about the irrationality of Hindu ethics.  Alike to Weber, 

Dirks (2001: 3) opines that, “Caste defines the core of Indian tradition,” but, importantly, “it is 

seen today as the major threat to Indian modernity.”  At issue as usual is the opposition of a 

Western commitment to egalitarianism (as an emphasis on “the self-sufficient individual”) and 

the Indian traditional commitment to communitarianism (as an emphasis on the individual as 

“social being”).  That said, however, Dirks (2001: 4) perceives caste as “a modern phenomenon, 

that it is, specifically, the product of an historical encounter between India and Western colonial 

rule.”  He means that, “it was under the British that ‘caste’ became a single term capable of 

expressing, organizing, and above all, ‘systematizing’ India’s diverse forms of social identity, 

community, and organization…In short, colonialism made caste what it is today.” Further, Dirks 

(2001: 7) writes, “caste was configured as an encompassing Indian social system in direct 

relationship to the constitution of ‘Hinduism’ as a systematic, confessional, all-embracing 

religious identity.” 

Clearly, Dirks’ position removes the discussion of the legitimation of caste from the usual cultural 

metaphysics that includes attention to the classical Sanskrit texts, the theodicy represented therein 

and the legitimation of social hierarchy associated with the ethical irrationality such as concerned 

Weber.  The implication of this insight, however, as Dirks (2001: 5-6) observes, is that “there is 

now no simple way of wishing it away, no easy way to imagine social forms that would transcend 

the languages of caste that have become so inscribed in ritual, familial, communal, socioeconomic, 

political, and public theaters of quotidian life.”  What is one to think and do in that case?  Dirks 

(2001: 8) cites Jawaharlal Nehru’s more or less pragmatic counsel: “In the constructive schemes 

that we may make, we have to pay attention to the human material we have to deal with, to the 

background of its thought and urges, and to the environment in which we have to function.  To 

ignore all this and to fashion some idealistic scheme in the air, or merely to think in terms of 

imitating what others have done elsewhere, would be folly.” 

                                                           
33 See here, e.g., Zavos et al. (2004). 
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Dirks, however, shares neither Nehru’s political project nor his understanding of caste, even as he 

does not share the colonial narratives on the basis of which the British sought to justify their rule 

in India—especially since “The confinement of caste to the realm of religion enabled colonial 

procedures of rule through the characterization of India as essentially a place of spiritual harmony 

and liberation” (Dirks, 2001: 12, 13), with caste “defined as a fundamentally religious social 

order.”  Indeed, Dirks (2001, 14) opines, “The idea that varna—the classification of all castes into 

four hierarchical orders with the Brahman on top—could conceivably organize the social 

identities and relations of all Indians across the civilizational expanse of the subcontinent was only 

developed under the peculiar circumstances of British colonial rule.”  Moreover, Dirks (2001: 14) 

continued, “Ironically, it was the very permeability and dynamism of Indian society that allowed 

caste to become modern India’s apparition of its traditional being.”  As a matter of fact, then (on 

this point of view), in contrast to the British colonial appropriation of the concept of caste in 

service of its colonial rule, caste represents a mere apparition of India’s traditional being, the latter 

historically manifesting a much more diverse localization of communal association irrespective 

of caste identities.  On that line of reasoning, one can once again (as with Weber) take caste to be 

historically contingent as a concept of identity and social stratification, by no means necessary in 

relation to classical texts that supposedly perform a quasi-juridical function in stipulating social 

position and duty. 

Since Barborich and Attanayake are concerned with the problem of decontestation and ideology 

of a given cultural metaphysics, it should be noted that one cannot readily dismiss the ethical issue 

of caste in India since, as historian Anupama Rao has argued in her The Caste Question (2009), 

the question of caste is “not merely a question of social injustice,” but also problematic in its 

structuring of “selfhood, personhood, and the imagination of possibility” (Ng, 2019).  Hence, there 

is no better engagement of this moral question than that of Indian public intellectual and statesman 

B.R. Ambedkar, to which we turn now.34  As Arundhati Roy (2017) reminds, “Democracy [in 

India] hasn’t eradicated caste.  It has entrenched and modernised it.  This is why it’s time to read 

Ambedkar”—especially his “Annihilation of Caste with its liberating, revolutionary rage.” 

Whether historically efficacious or not within India, Ambedkar’s social critique remains a vital 

spark of an intellectual rebellion by no means to be extinguished.  As Rajesh Sampath (2020: 21) 

wrote recently, we must remember that, Ambedkar’s critique of Hinduism included an 

intervention in the ethics and philosophy of religion:  He decided “to intervene in what a 

philosophy of religion must perform as a kind of duty, and that is to critically judge the moral 

                                                           
34 Notably, David Mosse (2020) reminded, “Ambedkar back in India [after his education abroad] experienced 

painfully that despite every imaginable qualification he could not be other than an untouchable.” 
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viability of a religion to continue to justify its value for human existence” (emphasis added). The 

assertion is essential to Ambedkar’s philosophical disposition; for, he argued, “to hold that all 

religions are true and good is to cherish a belief which is positively and demonstrably wrong” 

(Narake 2014: 24).  Every religion, including Hinduism, Ambedkar holds, must pass “the test of 

justice.”35  In short, a critical “philosophy of Hinduism” such as Ambedkar undertakes is pertinent 

to the basic problem of the theodicy or cosmodicy that is presumed to be inherent to a religion 

and that, thereby, purports to justify the religion to its adherents.36  

 

To Slay All Metaphysics (Onto-theo-logical and Moral) 

Referring to Ambedkar’s decision to convert to Buddhism rather than die a Hindu, Pratap Mehta 

(2016) writes of “India’s intellectual tragedy” to be characterized by, “on the one hand, a deep 

metaphysics without a social ethic; on the other, a social ethic that is deeply suspicious of 

metaphysics.  This has become an impossible dialogue, the marker of an unresolved aporia in 

Indian intellectual traditions: a piety of metaphysics locked in a battle with a deep hermeneutics 

of suspicion.  By his conversion to Buddhism, Ambedkar was saying: either one can have a just 

social ethic or be in thrall to a false metaphysics.  One cannot have both.  The act of conversion 

was a rescue of humanity.”  Clearly, then, Ambedkar chose the path of public engagement 

according to which he rejected the Brahmanism of Hindu religion as a false cultural metaphysics 

(hence his rejection of all privileging of divinity) while pursuing avenues to actualize a just social 

ethic such as he conceived possible for postcolonial India (hence his insistence on the social 

significance of humanity and justice in this world). 

Mehta (2016) states the point of Ambedkar’s assessment of the tragic human condition starkly: 

“the claim that [there is] anything higher than ‘man’ is an erasure of humanity, a condition that 

we need to overcome.  Ambedkar was out to slay all gods.”  This was and remains a deeply radical 

comportment.  In choosing humanity—and the defense of the Dalits (“untouchables”) of India 

specifically—against devotion to all gods, Ambedkar was insisting that, “a nation that did not 

have its foundations in justice was not a nation at all” (Mehta, 2016).  “I am disgusted with Hindus 

and Hinduism,” Ambedkar wrote to Mohandas Gandhi, “because I am convinced that they cherish 

wrong ideals and lead a wrong social life.  My quarrel with Hindus and Hinduism is not over 

                                                           
35 Ambedkar (Narake, 2014: 25) defines ‘justice’ as “simply another name for liberty, equality and fraternity,” hence 

his standard by which he judges Hinduism. 

36 Ambedkar (Narake, 2014: 6) clarifies: “I take Religion to mean the propounding of an ideal scheme of divine 

governance the aim and object of which is to make the social order in which men live a moral order.”  
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imperfections of their social conduct.  It is much more fundamental.  It is over their ideals” (Mehta, 

2016).  For Ambedkar, at the center of Hinduism is the caste structure of Indian society sustained 

by Hinduism’s religious texts—“Brahmanism, the most astonishing and imprisoning ideological 

structure ever invented” (Mehta, 2016).  Hence, whereas there have been those, including Gandhi 

and Nehru, who did not challenge the legitimacy of the caste system,37 Ambedkar contested it as 

an ideology that had no logical legitimation and hence no ethical rationality in view of the humane 

demands of social justice.38 

                                                           
37 Gandhi argued that, “Caste has nothing to do with religion.  It is a custom whose origin I do not know and do not 

need to know for the satisfaction of my spiritual hunger.  But I do know that it is harmful to both spiritual and national 

growth.  Varna and Ashrama are institutions which have nothing to do with castes” (Ambedkar, 2014: Appendix 1, 

§II).  That said, however, Gandhi objected, “It would be wrong and improper to judge the law of Varna by its 

caricature in the lives of men who profess to belong to a Varna, whilst they openly commit a breach of its only 

operative rule.   Arrogation of a superior status by and of the Varna over another is a denial of the law.  And there is 

nothing in the law of Varna to warrant a belief in untouchability.”  Consistent with his own activist commitment to 

non-violence, and while conceding this is his interpretation, with which others will disagree, Gandhi added: “The 

essence of Hinduism is contained in its enunciation of one and only God as Truth and its bold acceptance of Ahimsa 

as the law of the human family” (Ambedkar, 2014: Appendix 1, §II). 

Ambedkar (2014: Appendix II, §IV) disagreed that Gandhi had disposed of the matter: “The question still 

remains—why the worst number so many and the best so few?”  Considering two hypotheses, Ambedkar accepted 

the second: “That the religious ideal is a wholly wrong ideal which has given a wrong moral twist to the lives of the 

many and that the best have become best in spite of the wrong ideal—in fact by giving to the wrong twist a right 

direction.” Accepting this explanation, Ambedkar concluded: “obviously the argument of the Mahatma that a religion 

should be judged by its best followers carries us nowhere except to pity the lot of the many who have gone wrong 

because they have been made to worship wrong ideals” (Ambedkar, 2014: Appendix II, §IV). 

38 While Ambedkar chose the value and vindication of “humanity” over divinity, one must be clear that he did not 

choose humanity in any sense that would permit acceptability of a “master-morality.”  In the same way there are 

echoes of Nietzsche in Weber, so Ambedkar had evaluated Hinduism via his reading of Nietzsche: “Hinduism is the 

gospel of the superman [meaning here the Brahmin] and it teaches that what is right for the superman is the only thing 

which is called morally right and morally good…The parallel to this philosophy of Hinduism is to be found in 

Nietzsche.  The Hindus will be angry at this suggestion” (Narake, 2014: 74).  Ambedkar cites Nietzsche’s The 

Antichrist, where Nietzsche declares: “When I read the law book of Manu, an incomparably intellectual and superior 

work, it would be a sin against the spirit even to mention in the same breath with the Bible.  You will guess 

immediately why; it has a genuine philosophy behind it…[By] means of it the noble classes, the philosophers and the 

warriors guard and guide the masses; it is replete with noble values, it is filled with a feeling of perfection, with saying 

yea to life, and triumphant sense of well-being in regard to itself and to life…”  Ambedkar adds, “Thus Manu’s is a 

degraded and degenerate philosophy of supermen compared with that of Nietzsche and therefore far more odious and 

loathsome than the philosophy of Nietzsche” (Narake, 2014: 75, 76).  
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Barborich and Attanayake raised the question of the contestation and decontestation of South 

Asian metaphysics, seemingly to identify India’s caste structure as legitimate and, hence, as a 

valorization not subject to contestation if that critique were to be issued from a “Western” tradition 

with its presumptuous hegemony in the variety of “metaphysics of morals” Western moral 

philosophers have articulated over the centuries.  Yet, as Mehta (2016) clarifies: 

So what’s at stake in Ambedkar’s engagement with Hinduism was not just a social 

critique; it’s the claim that this social critique would require felling an entire intellectual 

structure.  If you are brutally honest about the crisis of Indian intellectual traditions, 

you have to acknowledge the fact that this crisis has its roots not in Western 

delegitimisation, as potent as that might have been, but in the eruption of the ‘social 

question’.  With what straight face, what act of good faith, could you defend an 

intellectual tradition at whose core was an oppressive, hierarchical and segmented 

social system?... 

The nationalist movement [for Ambedkar] was the last intellectual gasp of a project 

that thought it was possible to transcend tradition without making tradition despicable; 

it was possible to reform in order to preserve.  Ambedkar threw a gauntlet to that 

project: the abolition of [Hindu] religion [i.e., Brahmanism] was necessary to the 

abolition of slavery. 

Clearly, for Ambedkar, it would never suffice merely to pursue reform “within the paradigm of 

existing social structures.”  The jurisprudence of legal positivism, even by the decree of India’s 

Constitution, cannot be the solution to India’s sociopolitical crisis.  “As experience proves,” Mehta 

(2016) reminds, “rights are protected not by law but by the social and moral conscience of 

society.”  There can be no achievement of social justice in postcolonial India without the abolition 

of the daily slavery imposed upon the Dalits; and there can be no abolition of the persistent 

metaphysic of “untouchability” without abolition of the caste structure of Indian society, which 

entails abolition of supposed “sacredness” of the Hindu religion altogether—its purportedly 

“sacred” Sanskrit texts that privilege the Brahmins as a priestly elite; the supposed legitimation of 

the varnas and jatis by Hindu (mis)interpretation; and the imposition of the indignity of 

untouchability on the Dalits throughout Indian society and the Indian diaspora. 

Ambedkar’s radical critique of Brahmanism/Hinduism aligns with Weber’s assessment of Indian 

religion, notwithstanding critique of Weber’s claims in view of his sources.  To slay all gods, as 

Ambedkar sought, is to assert, as Mehta (2001: 221) reminded: “The structure of the world is such 

that no consistent ethical patterns in the distribution of fate present themselves to us…Weber was 

always clear that allegiance to religion that, in the face of recalcitrant moral realities, claimed to 



 
Journal of Ethnophilosophical Questions and Global Ethics 6 (1), 2022 

 
 40 

make the world coherent, was a sacrifice of intellectual integrity”—even if “we could not help 

yearning for what we could not have.”  Ambedkar understood this and insisted on securing his 

own intellectual integrity against the religious and political pressures of his day. 

When Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste was initially received for presentation as a public lecture, 

it was seen as “unnecessarily provocative,” especially since—as Har Bhagwan objected in a letter 

dated 22 April 1936—it “unnecessarily attacked the morality and reasonableness of the Vedas and 

other religious books of the Hindus” (Ambedkar, 2014).  Even Mohandas Gandhi, despite his 

objections to Ambedkar’s pamphlet, conceded: “No reformer can ignore the address.  The 

orthodox will gain by reading it.”  Further, “No Hindu who prizes his faith above life itself can 

afford to underrate the importance of this indictment” (Ambedkar, 2014: Appendix I, §I).  But, 

Ambedkar insisted there could be no “reorganization and reconstruction of Hindu society” without 

abolition of the caste system.  In fact, “Hindu society is a myth,” Ambedkar (2014: Appendix II, 

§VI) argued.  “Hindu society as such does not exist.  It is only a collection of castes.  Each caste 

is conscious of its existence.  Its survival is the be all and end all of its existence…In every Hindu 

the consciousness that exists is the consciousness of his caste.  That is why the Hindus cannot be 

said to form a society or a nation.”39  With such antiquated consciousness, “The Hindus, therefore, 

are not merely an assortment of castes but they are so many warring groups each living for itself 

and for its selfish ideal.” Indeed, Ambedkar complained, “This hierarchical organization of the 

caste system is responsible for producing a social psychology which is noteworthy.  In the first 

place it produces a spirit of rivalry among the different castes for dignity.  Secondly it produces 

an ascending scale of hatred and descending scale of contempt” (Narake, 2014: 48).  Thus, 

political and social reform requires religious reform, such that it disabuses India of its social 

myths; and the latter presupposes “emancipation of the mind and the soul” with a commitment to 

a “spirit of personal equality and fraternity.” 

Where to begin, then?  One cannot readily escape the cultural metaphysics into which one is born, 

given the conventional social structures that sustain that metaphysics.  But, as with Ambedkar, 

one can contest the whole of it and choose to deny it its presumed governance over the formation 

of one’s self-identity, notwithstanding the fact of social pressures that insist on conformity to 

group identity.  “The assertion by the individual of his own opinions and beliefs, his own 

independence and interest as over against group standards, group authority and group interests,” 

                                                           
39 It is notable that Indian historian Romila Thapar has commented recently with reference to current political 

dynamics in India that, “when nationalism is defined by a single identity, which can either be language or religion or 

even ethnicity, then nationalism gets derailed into majoritarianism. And majoritarianism is not nationalism.” See here 

The Hindu (2020). 
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Ambedkar (2014: 1936 Annual Conference Speech, §XII) insisted, “is the beginning of all 

reform.”  This is necessary, though not sufficient, he recognizes.  Obviously, “A caste is ever 

ready to take advantage of the helplessness of a man and insist upon complete conformity to its 

code in letter and in spirit,” Ambedkar (2014: 1936 Annual Conference Speech, §XII) 

acknowledged.  But there must be an ethics of social justice to guide the individual in contesting 

group identification and interest.  India’s ethical irrationality is to be found in the fact that, “Virtue 

has become caste-ridden and morality has become, caste-bound…There is appreciation of virtue 

but only when the man is a fellow caste-man.  The whole morality is as bad as tribal morality.” 

Ambedkar did not only argue for the abolition of the caste system and the metaphysics 

(Brahmanism) that sustains it.  Learning from the ideal of the French Revolution, he proposed a 

doctrine of “Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity,” each part and parcel of a governing principle.  The 

task requires a radical rethinking in view of the complexity of the presuppositions of the caste 

system, without presuming to have an aim of neutrality about the system.  “You cannot build 

anything on the foundations of caste,” Ambedkar (2014: 1936 Annual Conference Speech,  §XX) 

insisted.  “You cannot build a nation, you cannot build up a morality.”  Accordingly, he proposed, 

“The real remedy for breaking Caste is inter-marriage.  Nothing else will serve as the solvent of 

Caste.”  Why so?  “Where society is already well-knit by other ties, marriage is an ordinary 

incident of life.  But where society cuts asunder, marriage as a binding force becomes a matter of 

urgent necessity.” 

As a matter of fact, of course, “a large majority of Hindus do not inter-dine and do not inter-

marry” because such behavior is “repugnant to the beliefs and dogmas which the Hindus regard 

as sacred.”  This they hold as “a state of mind.”  Hindus “observe Caste not because they are 

inhuman or wrong headed.  They observe Caste because they are deeply religious.  People are not 

wrong in observing Caste,” Ambedkar (2014) opined.  Rather, “what is wrong is their religion, 

which has inculcated this notion of Caste.”  What then is to be done?  He answers: “If this is 

correct, then obviously the enemy, you must grapple with, is not the people who observe Caste, 

but the Shastras [precepts, rules] which teach them this religion of Caste…The real remedy is to 

destroy the belief in the sanctity of the Shastras…[The] acts of the people are merely the results 

of their beliefs inculcated upon their minds by the Shastras…” Stated more starkly, Ambedkar 

(2014: 1936 Annual Conference Speech, §XXI) says: this task “is a stupendous task, well nigh 

impossible.  The Hindus hold to the sacredness of the social order.  Caste has a divine basis [as 

interpreted by the sages].  You must therefore destroy the sacredness and divinity with which 
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Caste has become invested.  In the last analysis, this means you must destroy the authority of the 

Shastras and the Vedas.” 

Hinduism’s ethical irrationality (such as Weber discerned) has its basis here, in the value 

orientations of Hindus whose “values” and “precepts” are issued and governed by these religious 

texts that historically provide their legitimation.  But, that context of legitimation has its own 

impediment for the prospect of religious, social, and political reform.  According to the Law of 

Manu (Manusmriti), Ambedkar (2014: 1936 Annual Conference Speech, §XXII) reminded, given 

that “Manu has laid down three sanctions to which every Hindu must conform in the matter of his 

behavior…rationalism as a canon of interpreting the Vedas and Smritis, is absolutely condemned.   

It is regarded to be as wicked as atheism and the punishment provided for it is ex-communication.  

Thus, where a matter is covered by the Veda or the Smriti, a Hindu cannot resort to rational 

thinking.”40  Further, he added: “So far as Caste and Varna are concerned, not only the Shastras 

do not permit the Hindu to use his reason in the decision of the question, but they have taken care 

to see that no occasion is left to examine in a rational way the foundations of his belief in Caste 

and Varna” (Ambedkar, 2014: 1936 Annual Conference Speech, §XXII). 

Granted that the abolition of caste is nigh impossible, Ambedkar cautioned with his pointed 

questions: “How are you going to break up Caste, if people are not free to consider whether it 

accords with reason?  How are you going to break up Caste if people are not free to consider 

whether it accords with morality?  The wall built around Caste is impregnable and the material, 

of which it is built, contains none of the combustible stuff of reason and morality.” (This is why 

a sociologist such as Weber characterized Hinduism as thoroughly ethically irrational.)  Even so, 

Ambedkar’s radical critique is unambiguous: “What matters is how the Shastras have been 

understood by the people.  You must take the stand that Buddha took.  You must take the stand 

which Guru Nanak took.  You must discard the Shastras, you must deny their authority, as did 

Buddha and Nanak.  You must have the courage to tell the Hindus, that what is wrong with them 

is their religion—the religion which has produced in them this notion of the sacredness of Caste.”41 

                                                           
40 Notably, Gandhi commented in his objection to Ambedkar that, “Nothing can be accepted as the word of God 

which cannot be tested by reason or be capable of being spiritually experienced.  And even when you have an 

expurgated edition of the scriptures, you will need their interpretation.”  Thus, Gandhi at least allowed for rational 

assessment of the Hindu scriptures. 
41 Ambedkar’s rejection of the Shastras is such that he understands such texts are represented to be sacred.  E.g., in 

the Manusmriti (1.2), Manu is asked to declare to the sages “precisely and in order the sacred laws of each of the 

(four chief) castes (varna) and of the intermediate ones.” Concerning the Brahmins in particular it is said (1.98): “The 

very birth of a Brahmana is an eternal incarnation of the sacred law; for he is born to (fulfill) the sacred law, and 
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More radically, Ambedkar counsels, “You must destroy the Religion of the Shrutis and the 

Smritis.  Nothing else will avail.”42  Indeed, it will not suffice to retain a comportment such as that 

of K.N. Upadhyaya who opines that while the text of the Bhagavad Gita “accepts the caste ideal 

on religious, biological, and sociological grounds, it universalizes the orthodox concept of 

salvation to make it accessible to all persons, and refuses to categorize moral acts by hierarchical 

standards” (Crawford, 2012: 18).  Ambedkar, however, is concerned with justice for a human’s 

life lived in the present world, not merely the individual Hindu devotee’s quest for a 

transcendental liberation (moksha) that countenances emotional detachment and ignores the 

inequality of dignity of person that caste permits.  This view is different from the dominant view 

that adheres to the teachings of the Sanskrit texts. 

Woods (2001: 96) cites the text of the Mahābhārata in which Yudhistira is told that, “His place 

in the scheme of things has been ordained by the very fact of his birth as a Ksatriya, and his 

prospects for moksa will depend on the spirit in which he is able to fulfill the role he has been 

given to play in this life.”  In short, as the sage Vyāsa opines, as interpreted by Woods (2001: 99), 

“Happiness and misery do not depend on what happens in the world, but on the attitude taken to 

the role one is called to play.”  This attitude requires proper understanding of the causality of 

events.  Thus, Vyāsa says, “If you need to know what is good and evil in the world, look to the 

scriptures” (Woods, 2001: 100). And there, we are informed, “‘A living being thus always meets 

                                                           
becomes one with Brahman;” and (1.107): “In this (work) the sacred law has been fully stated as well as the good 

and bad qualities of (human) actions and the immemorial rule of conduct, (to be followed) by all the four castes 

(varna).”  More significantly as a matter of contestation is the assertion at II.7 that “Whatever law has been ordained 

for any (person) by Manu, that has been fully declared in the Veda: for that (sage was) omniscient.”  Hence, it is 

written (II.10): “But by Sruti (revelation) is meant the Veda, and by Smriti (tradition) the Institutes of the sacred law: 

those two must not be called into question in any matter, since from those two the sacred law shone forth.”  At (II.25): 

“Thus has the origin of the sacred law been succinctly described to you and the origin of this universe; learn (now) 

the duties of the castes (varna).” The authority of the Brahmin is set forth (XI.85): “By his origin alone a Brahmana 

is a deity even for the gods, and (his teaching is) authoritative for men, because the Veda is the foundation for that.” 

(Bühler, “The Laws of Manu,” Sacred Books of the East, Volume 25, https://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/manu.htm). 

42 To be clear, Ambedkar (2014, 1936 Annual Conference Speech, §XXIV) distinguishes principles in the sense of 

ideals and rules in the sense of commands, identifying Hinduism with the latter.  He moderates his view against 

misunderstanding thus: “While I condemn a Religion of Rules, I must not be understood to hold the opinion that there 

is no necessity for a religion.  On the contrary, I agree with [Edmund] Burke when he says that, ‘True religion is the 

foundation of society, the basis on which all true Civil Government rests, and both their sanction.”  Consequently, 

when I urge that these ancient rules of life be annulled, I am anxious that its place shall be taken by a Religion of 

Principles, which alone can lay claim to being a true Religion.”  In this section of his Annihilation of Caste, Ambedkar 

proceeds to lay out a list of particulars, to which section the reader is referred for further detail.  Moroever, Ambedkar 

converted to Buddhism, the first most significant religious challenge to Brahmanism. 
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the action previously performed by him. All these [acts] constitute the cause by which he comes 

into this world in a debased form’ (XIV.18.22)” (Woods, 2001: 119). 

However, in the same way that it is argued that “Yudhistira himself is totally blameless [of the 

deaths and injuries that ensued in the great battle that he won and through which he became king], 

being forced by the faults of others to act in the manner he did” (emphasis added), so it would be 

said, by parity of reason, that the ill that befalls others is therefore the consequence of their own 

misdeeds (in past or present embodiments—thus, “ordained by previous injunction”).  In that case, 

they themselves—according to the law of karma—receive the bitter fruit of their own misdeeds, 

though it be instrumentally at the hands of another.  If one must look to the scriptures of Hindu 

tradition, therein to find such reasoning, and then thereafter applies it to the problem of incessant 

social discrimination43 which itself derives from the belief in the inequality of person according 

to caste, one would conclude: (a) each person is born into a varna according to his or her destined 

fate; and (b) the good or the ill s/he experiences is to be accepted without protest and with resolute 

commitment such that each performs his/her assigned varnadharma, i.e., according to his/her 

caste position that is assigned by destiny in view of supposed “natural tendencies and innate 

dispositions.” In this way, s/he receives the rewards or sufferings (karma) of life and contributes, 

whether positively or negatively, to his/her rebirth in the eternally revolving wheel of samsara.  

This s/he is destined to do until such “time” as s/he achieves the transcendental liberation that is 

moksha. 

Obviously, one may appropriate this counsel as a religious belief if one is a devotee of the Hindu 

scriptures and one affirms their authority as imperatives of belief and (moral) practice.  One may, 

thereby, posit and affirm that the goal of a human life is “self-realization” in the sense of 

transcendental liberation.  Yet, one objects decidedly to the further associated but misguided 

assertion that, “this goal must wait upon the need for social regulation when the cause of justice 

or the life of the community as a whole is at stake” (Woods, 2001: 130; emphasis added)—the 

latter goal consistent with a communitarian political order essentially connected metaphysically 

                                                           
43 ‘Discrimination’ is here to be understood in present context based no definition given in the Report of the Special 

Rapporteur on Minority Issues (2016), 31st Session of the Human Rights Council, United Nations,  as “based on caste 

and analogous systems of inherited status” with reference to “a form of discrimination based on descent.  Because 

one’s caste can be determinative of one’s occupation, it is also referred to as ‘discrimination based on work and 

descent’ and defined as ‘any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on inherited status such as caste, 

including present or ancestral occupation, family, community or social origin, name, birthplace, place of residence, 

dialect and accent that has the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the recognition, enjoyment, or exercise, on 

an equal footing, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural or any other 

field of political life.’” 



 
Journal of Ethnophilosophical Questions and Global Ethics 6 (1), 2022 

 
 45 

to a supposedly governing cosmic order. This latter assertion identifies the destruction of dharma 

causally as contributing to the destruction of the order of the world (universal) order, thus the 

violations of dharma as the worst of human actions.  But, today, the insistence on varnadharma 

and ashramadharma or identification of a person according to a proliferating number of jatis will 

not do as legitimate counsel for the sociopolitical organization of modern (i.e., post-colonial) 

Indian democratic society.  And, it is to be said, this is not to argue, as one such as Swami 

Vivekenanda would perhaps argue, that thereby one’s intention is merely to assert the “moral 

superiority” of one’s own (Western) nation44 or otherwise to express a “scholar’s conceit” of 

“Orientalizing the Orient,” to which Edward Said (1978: 327-328) rightly objected, even as he 

recognized the merit of our “common enterprise of promoting human community.”  On the 

contrary, the task of intercultural philosophical dialogue is to express what morally is at issue as 

a matter of ethical disagreement (even deep moral disagreement), to contest where appropriate 

according to a practical rationality,45 and otherwise, as Knopf (1980: 501) might say, to contribute 

to contemporary Indian nationals finding “an indigenous identity in the modern world.”46  Such 

contestation was at the heart of Ambedkar’s critique of Brahman-dominated Hinduism. 

According to Ganguly (2005: 164-165), Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism reflects his 

“mythographic” account of “Buddha’s rejection of four theses of Hindu Brahmanic philosophy: 

(a) sanctity and infallibility of the Vedas; (b) salvation of the soul or escape from transmigration 

by performing Vedic sacrifices; (c) chaturvarna or fourfold division of castes by birth and 

occupation as blueprint for an ideal society; (d) karma or the importance of deeds in previous lives 

                                                           
44 As cited by D. Knopf (1980, 497). 
45 The concept of ‘practical rationality’ is here used in the sense engaged by moral philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre, 

Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (1988).  MacIntyre reminds us (p. 2) that, “disputes about the nature of rationality 

in general and about practical rationality in particular are apparently as manifold and as intractable as disputes about 

justice.”  But (p. 9), it is important to appreciate that “rationality itself, whether theoretical or practical, is a concept 

with a history:  indeed, since there are a diversity of traditions of enquiry, with histories, there are, so it will turn out, 

rationalities rather than rationality, just as it will also turn out that there are justices rather than justice.”  This does 

not mean there is no possibility of resolution of disagreement between contending traditions.  Acknowledging that 

there are rival conceptual frameworks about ‘justice’ and competing rationalities, but also that these are subject to 

contestation, is the first step towards a productive intercultural philosophical dialogue. 

46 In India and elsewhere it is essential as part of this quest for indigenous identity to retain the use of ‘Dalit’ to 

characterize those who suffer from ongoing discriminations, especially since there have been recent governmental 

efforts to replace ‘Dalit’ with the legal category of ‘Scheduled Caste’ seen as “attempts to weaken the Dalit rights 

movement in India.”  See here National Campaign on Dalit Human Rights (2018-2019), “Swadhikar Annual Report 

2018-2019.”  For 2019 demographic data, see https://www.statista.com/statistics/1001016/india-population-share-

by-caste/.  
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to account for one’s present state.”  With his rejection of these main principles of Hindu 

Brahmanic hegemony over the caste structure of Indian society, Ambedkar was able to re-

conceptualize basic concepts in the interest of a demythologized commitment to Buddhism, 

especially for his Dalit compatriots.  Thus, e.g., the Pali Buddhist concept of dhamma replaces 

that of the Sanskrit Hindu dharma: “Dhamma is not rule of law that has divine sanction but is just 

social morality concerned only with man and his life on earth and a commitment to alleviation of 

human suffering” (Ganguly, 2005: 165). On this view there can be no chaturvarna and thus no 

differential specification of duty according to caste structure. 

Granted Ambedkar’s own conversion and the principles of Buddhism to which he committed 

himself to envision a justo social morality, one cannot assume that conversion to another religion 

is a reasonable option for many such as the Dalits who suffer the most under the caste system.  As 

Thapar put it in historical note, “The social distancing of the savarna and the avarna communities 

was immutable and continued even among those who had converted to Islam or those who had 

become Sikhs.  Theoretically, these religions did not observe caste distinctions, but in effect there 

was a distancing between erstwhile upper and lower castes.  The exclusion of Dalits continued as 

conversion did not liberate them from caste” (Cultural Forum, 2020).   Today there is necessary 

concern for the recognition of fundamental human freedoms, i.e., human rights that are 

indisputably weightier than the civic rights granted by a mythic tradition or even a merely positive 

law that has no reliable enforcement.47  Rather, the present time calls for desacralization of the 

so-called “poetical-history” of the Indian sub-continent that is represented in the Hindu 

“scriptures.”  In short, the classical Sanskrit texts are to be acknowledged readily for their enduring 

literary value, much as the Greek epics are today; but, thereby, with the understanding that they 

are not repositories of apodictically certain historical truths or moral imperatives so long as the 

metaphysical framework (i.e., the represented “cosmic” order) is also a matter of contestation in 

the contemporary world.48 

                                                           
47 Notably, Mosse (2020: 5; emphasis added) informs that, “Hindu organizations [in contrast to Dalit organizations] 

have ‘enclosed’ caste within religion and the nation, specifically Hinduism and India, so as to restrict the field of 

social policy and exempt caste from the law as a basis of discrimination.  On the other, they have attempted 

rhetorically to re-embed social anthropology in its colonial past so as to dismiss ‘caste’ as a category of description 

and social analysis.”  Indeed, Mosse adds (p. 6), “there is sufficient social-scientific evidence that caste and its un-

equalizing effects exist, and yet there is marked resistance to public recognition of this fact in social policy and law.” 
48 In the same way Mordecai Kaplan posited a contemporary Reconstructionist Judaism, according to which “Judaism 

is the product of the historical experience of the Jewish people, and is not the revealed word of God or an inspired 

reaction to revelation,” so likewise there is novel opportunity in the 21st century for Hinduism to undergo a 

reconstruction of both its provenance and vision, much as Ambedkar conceived necessary to achieve social justice in 
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It behooves us to consider, as Woods (2001: 149) observes, that “the epic author himself does not 

appear to be aware of the basic contradiction posed by the juxtaposition of a finalistic teleology 

that permeates the course of the world, and our God-given freedom to choose between the good 

(śreyas) and our own self-indulgence (preyas).  In the light of the cosmic determinism of Daiva, 

human self-determination is reduced to a groundless phantom.” Surely, then, one such as 

Ambedkar would argue that supposed moral imperatives deriving from the Hindu scriptures fail 

the test of both an individual critical conscience and a social ethics, the latter with its central 

demand for social justice that is grounded on the fundamental human rights measure of equality 

and dignity of persons.49  With this moral judgment one can and should reasonably concur, as with 

any reasonably defensible exhortation to justice.50 As long as the precepts of Hindu mythical 

tradition remain subject to moral critique in view of the patent evidence of this tradition’s ethical 

irrationality, therefore the caste structure of contemporary Indian society cannot but remain 

contested until such time as it faces its just demise, notwithstanding any and all ideological appeals 

arrayed to the contrary.  This is all the more important if India insists on its status as a 

                                                           
a genuinely egalitarian democracy. For a summary of the Reconstructionist school of thought, see Jewish Virtual 

Library, “Reconstructionism—Background and Overview,” https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/reconstructionism, 

accessed 28 September 2021. 

49 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UNDHR) stipulates that, “recognition of the inherent dignity and of 

the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace 

in the world;” further that, “the peoples of the United Nations have in the Charter reaffirmed their faith in fundamental 

human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person and in the equal rights of men and women…” Hence, the 

UN General Assembly proclaimed this Declaration to be “a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all 

nations.”  Article 1 is unambiguous: “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.”  India is a 

signatory to the UNDHR.  Further, on 27 March 1979, India ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights as well as the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, therefore consenting to be 

bound by these treaties.  For further discussion see Kaushik Dhar, “Domestic Implementation of Human Rights” 

(2012). 
50 Obviously, there are those who, from an anthropological assessment, may privilege both cultural and moral 

relativism and, thereby, eschew the authority of the UNDHR and the International Covenants.  However, it is notable 

that, as a measure of the professional assessment of anthropologists today, “While the AAA [American 

Anthropological Association] of 1947 was skeptical of human rights law, the AAA of the turn of the millennium has 

embraced human rights rhetoric,” even though there is argument “for the protection of culture.” See here Karen Engle 

(2001).  See also Julie Billaud (2016) who comments, “the era of rejection that followed the 1947 AAA statement on 

human rights published in American Anthropologist seems to be well over,” even though some have argued that a 

“scientific” organization like the APA (concerned with descriptive facts) ought not advocate for moral positions. 
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constitutional democracy rather than as a “Hindu State,” especially when Hindu-Muslim tensions 

are once more of concern with the Modi government’s ideological press for Hindtva.51 

It remains important further to consider and commit to resolving (with at least a high degree of 

probability) now in the 21st century, whether caste from its inception and onward into the present 

is a type of racism—not one that is recognizable merely as one of “naturally evolving” racial types 

in Vedic and pre-colonial India, but also and more fundamentally as one of “consciously 

committed” breeding within the history of Brahmanic metaphysics since its inception.  It is in the 

latter sense that it was correct for the National Campaign for Dalit Human Rights (NCDHR) to 

introduce the problem of caste at the World Conference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, 

and Xenophobia in Durban, 31 August to 07 September 2001, and therefore incorrect—as a matter 

of concern for social justice—for the government of India to oppose that action.  As Shiv 

Visvanathan commented at the time concerning the government of India: 

We were official advocates condemning racism, colonialism, apartheid in every 

international conference. Suddenly our great role is being threatened and threatened 

from within. India is being condemned in the name of universal freedoms as a violator 

and all along for what we glibly thought was ‘an internal affair’—caste. 

Suddenly dalit activists want to see caste as a fragment of race—not conceptually, not 

analytically, not even empirically but legally.52 

The Dalit strategy is significant; for, as Visvanathan (2001: 2512) adds, “Therefore, the dalit 

movement must become an international human rights movement.  The agency changes, the 

discourse changes, the levels alter and with it comes the possibility of a more effective politics of 

empowerment.”  The history of caste discrimination is alike to that of racial discrimination, 

evident in “the correlation between hereditary occupations, pollution and powerlessness” 

experienced by the Dalit community. “Untouchability is a ‘hidden apartheid’ and what marks the 

similarity is the link between deprivation and distance.  Segregation is a key characteristic of 

both.”  Purba Das (2014) thus argues, “that in India, race lives through the category of caste as a 

form of racial Indianization.” The Dalits are thus within their human rights to contest the “State” 

                                                           
51 See, e.g., Debashish Roy Chowdury’s article in Time magazine discussing the prospect of an “anti-Muslim 

genocide” in India, and also the author’s book, c0-authored with John Keane, To Kill a Democracy: India’s Passage 

to Despotism (2021), which argues that India’s ongoing social injustices and abuses of basic freedoms entail 

“democide” and “lay the foundation for despotism.”  

52 Shiv Visvanathan (July 2001 and August 2001). 
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of India, a contestation that goes to the heart of India’s long history sustaining the caste structure 

and the Brahmanic cultural metaphysics that grounds it.53 

Hence, wherever the question is asked whether to contest or to decontest basic concepts of “South 

Asian” cultural metaphysics, in the case of India the task of social justice continues to be one of 

contestation, both within and outside India (i.e., in the Indian diaspora that sustains caste 

identities), notwithstanding protest against the hegemony of Orientalist social critique.  Against 

the dominant cultural metaphysics of India, thus of traditional South Asia in the sense articulated 

by Barborich and Attanayake, Ambedkar called for all Indians to have the courage to speak the 

truth against illicit power.  “I realize,” he wrote against Gandhi’s critique, “that the world is a very 

imperfect world and any one who wants to live in it must bear with its imperfections. But while I 

am prepared to bear with the imperfections and shortcomings of the society in which I may be 

destined to labor, I feel I should not consent to live in a society which cherishes wrong ideals or a 

society which having right ideals will not consent to bring its social life in conformity with those 

ideals” (Ambedkar, 2014: 1936 Annual Conference Speech, §X). 

Furthermore, as he said in 1951 when he resigned from his position as Minister of Law, “To leave 

inequality between class and class, between sex [i.e., men] and sex [i.e., women], which is the 

soul of Hindu society, and to go on passing legislation related to economic problems is to make a 

farce of our Constitution and to build a palace on a dung heap” (Roy, 2017).  Ambedkar’s call to 

live a genuinely social ethic, to practice what one thus preaches, remains salient today. He spoke 

to the heart of Indian society: “Hindu society seems to me to stand in need of a moral regeneration 

which it is dangerous to postpone.  And the question is who can determine and control this moral 

regeneration?  Obviously, only those who have undergone an intellectual regeneration and those 

who are honest enough to have the courage of their convictions born of intellectual emancipation” 

(Ambedkar, 2014).54 Ambedkar, as Mehta (2016) said aptly, is the one emancipated Indian 

                                                           
53 For additional discussions, see “Caste and the Durban conference,” The Hindu, 31 August 2001, 

https://www.mea.gov.in/articles-in-indian-media.htm?dtl/18479/Caste+and+the+Durban+conference, accessed 31 

October 2021; Lakshmi Iyer, “India confronts contentious issue of Dalit atrocities at Durban conference on racism,” 

India Today, 03 September 2001, https://www.indiatoday.in/magazine/nation/story/20010903-india-confronts-

contentious-issue-of-dalit-atrocities-at-durban-conference-on-racism-774118-2001-09-03, accessed 31 October 

2021; Dipankar Gupta, “Caste, race, politics,” https://www.india-

seminar.com/2001/508/508%20dipankar%20gupta.htm, accessed 31 October 2021. 

54 Courage of conviction is today especially salient when there is “interlinked resistance to the language of caste in 
international law or in other jurisdictions such as the UK by the Indian government or Hindu organizations,” this as 
a “response to transnational campaigns on caste and Dalit rights that de-enclose or universalize caste” (Mosse 2020, 
24).  It is furthermore problematic, as Mosse observes, that, “the idea that caste is misconstrued as having to do 
with inequality, injustice, and discrimination, and need not (or no longer need) be regulated by law, is common 
among India’s privileged castes and middle classes…” 
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intellectual who took a stand for social justice and, consequently, stands ever “at the heart of the 

most fundamental conflicts over the soul of India.” For that constancy of moral critique, 

Ambedkar is justly ever to be honored posthumously as a stalwart champion of democratic 

egalitarianism and social justice, though his words are for the most part silenced in the struggle of 

truth with power in contemporary India.  All indication, however, is that those who, like him, have 

the courage of their convictions born of intellectual emancipation from the Brahmanic cultural 

metaphysics of India will indeed see the hegemony of that mythology at long last justly broken. 
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