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M.A. Political Science, Semester III, Course No. 301, Modern Indian Political Thought
Unit — I: Evolution, Features and Trends

1.1 Ancient: Vedic, Sramanic, Lokayat and Dravidan

-Nirmal Singh
Structure

1.1.0 Objectives

1.1.1 Introduction

1.1.2  Vedic Ancient Indian Political Thought

1.1.3 Sarmanic Ancient Indian Political Thought

1.1.4 Lokayat Ancient Indian Political Thought

1.1.5 Difference between Vedic and Lokayat Ancient Indian Political Thought

1.1.6 Difference between Lokayat and Sarmanic Ancient Indian Political
Thought

1.1.7 Let us sum up

1.1.0 Objectives
After going through this lesson, you will be able to:
¢ Know the broader trends in ancient Indian Political Thought
e Comprehend the contribution of Vedic, Sramanic, Lokayat and Dravidian.

e Understand the contribution of different text of ancient Indian political
thought.
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1.1 Introduction

The concept of ancient Indian political thought, encompasses the philosophical
and theoretical viewpoints of governance, society, and political structure that arose
inside the Indian subcontinent during antiquity. The tradition under discussion is
characterized by its richness and diversity, as it embraces a broad spectrum of ideas
and philosophies originating from different epochs in Indian history. The political
thinking of ancient India was distinguished by a profound emphasis on ethics,
morality, and the welfare of society. The development of this phenomenon occurred
gradually and was shaped by a multitude of religious and philosophical ideologies,
thereby enhancing the intricate fabric of India’s intellectual heritage. Ethics held a
pivotal position within the framework of ancient Indian political philosophy. Moral
and ethical values were perceived as the influential factor in influencing the actions
of both rulers and individuals within their political and social engagements. It is
imperative to acknowledge that ancient Indian political thinking does not constitute
a homogenous tradition, since it encompasses diverse schools of thought and
geographical differentiations. These aforementioned attributes exemplify several

overarching qualities of this heterogeneous and intricate tradition.
Key aspects of ancient Indian political thought include:

Dharma: Central to ancient Indian political thought is the concept of “dharma,” which
refers to the moral and ethical duties and responsibilities that individuals, rulers, and
society as a whole must uphold. Dharma is a fundamental concept in Hindu, Buddhist,
and Jain traditions and provides a basis for just and righteous governance.

Arthashastra: The “Arthashastra,” attributed to the ancient Indian scholar Chanakya,
is an influential treatise on statecraft, politics, and economics. It provides guidance
on statecraft, governance, diplomacy, and the duties of a ruler. It emphasizes the

importance of a strong and efficient state for the well-being of the people.

Buddhism: The teachings of Siddhartha Gautama, also known as the Buddha, include
ideas related to governance and ethics. The Buddha’s emphasis on compassion, non-
violence, and the elimination of suffering had a profound impact on the political
thought of the time.
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Jainism: Jainism, founded by Mahavira, promotes non-violence (ahimsa) and the
idea of a just and compassionate society. Jain political thought stresses the importance

of ethical behavior and non-violence in both individual and collective life.

Vedic Period: The Vedas, a collection of ancient religious texts, contain references
to early political and social organization in ancient India. They mention the concept
of “rajas” (kings) and the importance of sacrifices and rituals to maintain order and

harmony.

Concept of Kingship and Governance: Ancient Indian political thought often
revolved around the concept of kingship. The king (raja or maharaja) was expected
to rule with justice and uphold dharma. The “Arthashastra” and various epics like the
Ramayana and Mahabharata discuss the qualities and responsibilities of a righteous
king.

Sangha and Janapada: The Buddhist and Jain monastic orders (sangha) played a
significant role in ancient Indian society. They had their own governance structures

and rules, and their existence contributed to a broader understanding of political and

social organization in ancient India.

Local Governance: Ancient India had a system of local self-governance known as
“Janapada” or “Mahajanapada.” These were republics or confederations of clans and

tribes, each with its own political system and governance structure.

Caste System: The caste system had a significant influence on the social and political
organization of ancient India. It assigned individuals to specific roles and duties
within society, impacting their political and social status.

Conflict and Diplomacy: Ancient Indian history also saw periods of conflict and
the development of diplomatic strategies. Treatises on warfare and diplomacy were

written, and the concept of alliances and treaties was explored.

Ashrams and Social Order: The concept of varna and ashramas (social classes
and stages of life) played a significant role in structuring society and its political
organization. These concepts were linked to the idea of dharma and the roles
individuals should play in society.

Non-violence and Ahimsa: The philosophy of non-violence (ahimsa), famously
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associated with Mahatma Gandhi, has ancient roots in Indian political thought. It

promotes peaceful means of conflict resolution and resistance to oppression.

Confucianism and Legalism: Ancient India, like many other civilizations, had its
own variations of Confucian and Legalist thought. Confucian ideas emphasized
moral leadership and the importance of cultivating virtuous leaders. Legalist thought
focused on the role of laws and strict governance to maintain order and stability.

Tolerance and Pluralism: Ancient Indian political thought often promoted religious
tolerance and coexistence of various belief systems. The idea of “Sarva Dharma Sama
Bhava” suggests that all religions should be treated with equal respect.

Philosophical Schools: Different philosophical schools, such as Nyaya, Vaisheshika,
Samkhya, and Yoga, also contributed to political thought by addressing issues like
epistemology, metaphysics, and ethics, which had implications for governance and

society.

Epics and Scriptures: Ancient Indian epics like the Ramayana and Mahabharata, as
well as sacred texts like the Vedas, Upanishads, and the Manusmiriti, contain narratives

and principles that influence political thought and governance in India.

1.1.2 Vedic Ancient Indian Political thought

Vedic Indian political thought holds substantial importance within the wider
framework of the Indian philosophical and intellectual heritage. The foundation
of this practice may be traced back to the ancient manuscripts referred to as the
Vedas, which hold a significant position as one of the first sacred scriptures within
the Hindu religion. The Vedas predominantly center around religious and ritualistic
aspects, although they also incorporate allusions to social and political structure,
thereby mirroring the values and principles of ancient Indian civilization. Vedic
Indian political thinking is commonly linked to the historical period known as the
Vedic era, estimated to have spanned from approximately 1500 BCE to 500 BCE.
The Vedic period is distinguished by the creation of the Vedas, which are the earliest
sacred scriptures of Hinduism. These scriptures consist of the Rigveda, Samaveda,
Yajurveda, and Atharvaveda. These works offer valuable perspectives on the societal,

religious, and political dimensions of ancient Indian civilization. During the initial
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phase of the Vedic period, spanning from around 1500 to 1200 BCE, the Rigveda
emerged as a significant literary composition. Within its verses, one may discern
hymns that provide insights into the prevailing social and political framework of that
era. During this particular era, the prevailing political structure was characterized
by tribal organization, wherein chiefdoms or clans, referred to as “Janas” or “Vish,”
were governed by a tribal chief or monarch, commonly known as a “Rajan.” The
societal structure revolved around pastoralism, with a primary focus on the rearing

and management of cattle.

During the course of the Vedic era, a transition occurred from the Rigvedic phase to
the subsequent Vedic period, which spanned from around 1200 to 500 BCE. During
this historical era, there was a notable rise in intricate political systems, characterized
by the founding of monarchies and the advancement of early state formations. The
political environment underwent a transformation, transitioning from a tribal and

pastoral culture to a more stable and agrarian one.

It is noteworthy to mention that the Vedas do not function as explicit political treatises
per se. Instead, they offer insights into the socio-political milieu of their era by means of
hymns, ceremonies, and laudations dedicated to deities. The subsequent Vedic books,
namely the Brahmanas and Upanishads, additionally assist to the comprehension of

the social and philosophical advancements that occurred in this era.

The progression from the Vedic era to subsequent periods, such as the Epic and Classical
periods, denoted notable advancements in political ideology and administration
within ancient India. The epics, such as the Ramayana and Mahabharata, offer
valuable insights into the progressive development of political and ethical concepts,
so establishing a solid foundation for later philosophical and political ideologies in
India. Here are some key elements of Vedic Indian political thought:

Dharma: Dharma is a central concept in Vedic thought, referring to the moral and
ethical order that governs individual and societal behavior. It encompasses the duties
and responsibilities of individuals within the social hierarchy. Kings and rulers were

expected to uphold dharma by ensuring justice and the welfare of their subjects.

Raja Dharma: Raja Dharma specifically deals with the duties and responsibilities of

kings or rulers. It emphasizes the idea that a king’s primary duty is to maintain order
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and protect the well-being of his subjects. The king is expected to be just, virtuous,

and follow the principles of dharma.

Social Hierarchy: Vedic society was organized into a hierarchical structure known as
the varna system. This system categorized individuals into four main varnas or social
classes: Brahmins (priests and scholars), Kshatriyas (warriors and rulers), Vaishyas
(merchants and farmers), and Shudras (laborers and servants). The varna system
influenced political organization and roles in society.

Importance of Rituals and Sacrifices: Vedic society placed a strong emphasis on
rituals and sacrifices, which were believed to maintain cosmic order and ensure the
well-being of the community. These rituals were often performed by Brahmins, and

they played a role in the moral and spiritual fabric of society.

Concept of Punishment and Justice: The Vedic texts also discussed the concept
of punishment for wrongdoers and the need for justice. Justice was often seen as an
essential aspect of dharma, and rulers were expected to maintain order and resolve

disputes in a just and fair manner.

Role of Religion and Philosophy: Vedic thought was deeply intertwined with
religious and philosophical ideas, particularly the concept of karma (the law of cause
and effect) and reincarnation. These beliefs influenced notions of individual conduct

and the consequences of one’s actions in this life and the afterlife.

Limited Interference in Personal Lives: Vedic political thought generally upheld
the idea of limited state interference in the personal lives of individuals. The focus
was more on maintaining social order and ensuring the adherence to dharma rather

than regulating every aspect of individual life.

Sabha and Samiti: Vedic political assemblies known as “sabha’ and “samiti” played
an important role in decision-making and governance. The sabha was an assembly
of elders and respected individuals, while the samiti was a more inclusive gathering.

These assemblies discussed important matters, made decisions, and advised the king.

Ideal King: The Vedic texts describe the qualities of an ideal king, emphasizing
attributes like wisdom, courage, righteousness, and a commitment to dharma. The
king was expected to protect his kingdom and uphold the well-being of his subjects.
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Several ancient texts, such as the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, provide insights

into the characteristics of an ideal ruler.

The Arthashastra: While not strictly Vedic, the Arthashastra, attributed to the ancient
Indian scholar Kautilya (Chanakya), is an important text in Indian political thought.
It provides detailed guidance on statecraft, governance, and the role of the king. It
covers a wide range of topics, including diplomacy, economics, and espionage.

Decentralized Governance: In the Vedic period, governance was relatively
decentralized. Society was organized into self-sustaining communities called “Jana”
or “Vish,” and the governance was often carried out by councils of elders and local
leaders. There was no centralized political authority like a monarchy or a strong

central government.

The political thinking of ancient Vedic India established the fundamental principles
upon which succeeding political and ethical philosophies in India were built, exerting
a significant influence on following books and thinkers. The principles of dharma and
the role of rulers in ancient Indian culture have enduring relevance in contemporary

discussions about ethics and governance in India.

The subject of Vedic Indian political thinking is intricate and diverse, predominantly
documented in the ancient sacred scriptures of India, which encompass the Vedas,
Upanishads, and notable epics like the Ramayana and Mahabharata. Although
the aforementioned writings do not conform to the conventional structure of
contemporary political treatises, they do encompass aspects pertaining to political
ideology, governance, and ethical considerations. Here are some key ideas and texts

that are relevant to Vedic Indian political thought:

The Vedas: The Vedas are among the oldest sacred texts of India and contain hymns
and rituals that touch upon various aspects of life, including governance. They
emphasize concepts such as dharma (duty/righteousness) and rita (cosmic order) as
essential for maintaining societal harmony. Rigveda, in particular, contains references

to kingship and the role of the king.

Upanishads: The Upanishads are philosophical texts that explore the nature of
reality, the self (Atman), and the ultimate reality (Brahman). While not explicitly

political, they contribute to the development of ethical and moral principles that can
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guide rulers and citizens.

Arthashastra: While not a Vedic text, the Arthashastra is an ancient Indian treatise on
statecraft, economic policy, and military strategy attributed to Kautilya (also known
as Chanakya). It provides practical advice for rulers and administrators, emphasizing
the importance of a strong and efficient state.

Ramayana and Mahabharata: These epic narratives contain stories of leadership,
governance, and conflict resolution. They also discuss the qualities of an ideal ruler
and the challenges they face. The characters of Lord Rama in the Ramayana and Lord
Krishna in the Mahabharata exemplify different aspects of leadership.

Dharmashastras: These texts, including Manusmriti and Yajnavalkya Smriti, provide
codes of conduct and laws that encompass social, ethical, and political aspects. They
prescribe guidelines for kings, judges, and citizens, emphasizing the importance of
dharma and justice.

Puranas: The Puranas are a genre of texts that include historical accounts and
mythological stories. They often feature discussions on governance, kingship, and

the duties of rulers.

The Concept of Dharma: Dharma is a central concept in Vedic Indian political thought.
It refers to the moral and ethical duties and responsibilities of individuals and rulers.
It is seen as the foundation for a just and orderly society.

Caste System: The caste system, as described in ancient texts, had significant
implications for the social and political structure of Vedic India. It determined one’s

occupation, status, and role in society.

1.1.3 Sarmanic Ancient Indian Political Thought

Sarmanic thought pertains to a prominent school of political philosophy in ancient
India, which held sway during the Vedic era within the Indian subcontinent. The
etymology of the term “Sarmanic” can be traced back to its Sanskrit root “sarman,”
denoting an individual who assumes the role of a householder or actively engages
in worldly pursuits. Sarmanic ideology predominantly centered on the obligations
and responsibilities of individuals within the household, the notion of dharma (moral

duty and righteousness), and the structuring of societal arrangements. Sarmanic
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political theory, alternatively referred to as “Shramanic” political thought, pertains
to the political concepts and philosophies that emerged within the ancient Indian
context, specifically among the Shramanic traditions characterized by asceticism and
itinerancy. The aforementioned cultural practices encompassed Jainism and Buddhism,
among various ascetic and philosophical movements. It is imperative to acknowledge
that Sarmanic thinking constituted one of the intellectual and political traditions
prevalent in ancient India. Over the course of history, additional philosophical and
religious ideologies, such as Buddhism and Jainism, surfaced, presenting alternative
perspectives and adaptations to prevailing social frameworks and political ideologies.
The enduring impact of Sarmanic ideology remains discernible in select facets of
present-day Indian society, particularly in relation to the significance attributed to
dharma and the Varna system. However, it is important to note that these concepts
have undergone evolution and diverse interpretations over the course of history. Key

points of Sarmanic political thought include:

Dharma: Dharma was a central concept in Sarmanic thought. It represented the moral
and ethical duties that individuals needed to fulfill in their respective roles and social

positions. Dharma varied based on a person’s age, caste, gender, and occupation.

Varna System: The Sarmanic philosophy was closely associated with the Varna
system, which categorized society into four main varnas (castes): Brahmins (priests
and scholars), Kshatriyas (warriors and rulers), Vaishyas (merchants and farmers), and

Shudras (laborers and servants). Each varna had its specific duties and responsibilities.

Social Order: Sarmanic thought emphasized the importance of maintaining social
order and stability. It believed that each individual’s adherence to their dharma would
contribute to the overall well-being of society.

Governance: The Sarmanic political thought did not provide an elaborate system
of governance but emphasized the duties of rulers (Kshatriyas) in upholding justice
and protecting the welfare of their subjects. The king’s role was seen as crucial in

ensuring the smooth functioning of society.

Dharmashastras: The Sarmanic philosophy found expression in the Dharmashastras,
a genre of ancient Indian texts that provided guidelines on dharma, ethics, and social
duties. Prominent among these texts are the Manusmriti and the Yajnavalkya Smriti.
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Rituals and Religion: Sarmanic thought was closely linked to religious practices and
rituals. It stressed the importance of religious ceremonies and offerings to maintain

harmony and order in society.

Non-violence (Ahimsa): Both Jainism and Buddhism emphasized the principle of
non-violence (ahimsa) as a fundamental ethical and political principle. This non-
violent approach extended to politics, advocating for peaceful conflict resolution and

minimal harm to all living beings.

Minimalism and Simplicity: Sarmanic political thought often advocated for simple
living and minimalistic governance. Leaders and rulers were encouraged to avoid

excessive materialism and to promote an austere lifestyle.

Rejecting the Caste System: The Sarmanic traditions challenged the rigid caste
system prevalent in ancient India. They promoted the idea that all individuals had the
potential for spiritual enlightenment, regardless of their social or caste background.

Equality and Social Justice: Both Jainism and Buddhism emphasized the importance
of social justice and the welfare of all living beings. They encouraged compassion,

kindness, and equal treatment of all individuals.

Self-Governance: Sarmanic thought often promoted the idea of self-governance and
individual moral responsibility. It encouraged people to govern their own actions and
make ethical choices, rather than relying solely on external authorities.

Opposition to War and Aggression: The Sarmanic traditions were generally pacifist
and opposed wars and aggressive military campaigns. They advocated for peaceful

coexistence and conflict resolution through dialogue and diplomacy.

Separation of Church and State: Sarmanic political thought typically advocated for
a separation of religious and political authority. They believed that political leaders
should not interfere in religious matters, and religious leaders should not hold political

power.

Democracy and Consensus: Some Sarmanic thinkers promoted the idea of a
democratic form of governance where decisions were made collectively through

consensus, rather than through autocratic rule.

Environmental Stewardship: Sarmanic thought often emphasized the importance
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of environmental protection and harmony with nature. They encouraged responsible

and sustainable use of natural resources.

Karma and Ethics: The concept of karma, the belief that one’s actions have
consequences, played a significant role in Sarmanic political thought. They stressed
the importance of ethical behavior and the accumulation of positive karma.

It is noteworthy that Sarmanic political thinking exerted a considerable influence on
the ethical and moral underpinnings of Indian society, hence playing a pivotal role in
establishing the trajectory of political thought in the region. Although not a prevailing

political ideology, its principles persistently shape modern Indian thought and values.

The Sarmanic school of ancient Indian political thinking, which is generally linked
to the Sarmanas, a community of ascetics and philosophers in ancient India, lacks
comprehensive documentation and widespread recognition compared to other
prominent schools of Indian political thought such as the Arthashastra, Nyaya, or
Manusmriti. Nevertheless, there are several intellectuals and literary works that are
commonly linked to Sarmanic political ideology:

Brihaspati: Brihaspati is believed to be one of the earliest proponents of Sarmanic
thought. His ideas are found in texts like the Brihaspati Sutra, which discuss

governance, justice, and the duties of rulers.

Auddalaki Aruni: Auddalaki Aruni was a sage mentioned in the Chandogya
Upanishad, who contributed to the development of ethical and moral principles in
ancient Indian thought. His teachings have influenced Sarmanic political thought.

Lokayata or Charvaka: While not strictly a part of Sarmanic thought, the Charvaka
or Lokayata school of philosophy held materialistic and atheistic views, which had
implications for the political and ethical dimensions of life in ancient India. They

rejected the authority of the Vedas and were skeptical of religious and moral norms.

Jains: The Jains, followers of Lord Mahavira, have also contributed to Sarmanic
thought. Their emphasis on non-violence (ahimsa), truthfulness (satya), and self-
discipline influenced ideas related to political ethics and governance.

Sramanas: The Sramana tradition, to which the Sarmanas belonged, encompassed

various ascetic and philosophical groups. While not all Sramana thinkers focused
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explicitly on political thought, their ideas about the nature of reality, ethics, and

individual liberation had indirect implications for political philosophy.

1.1.4 Lokayat Ancient Indian Political Thought

Lokayat, alternatively spelled as Lokayata, represents an ancient school of Indian
philosophy and political thought that can be traced back to approximately the 6th
century BCE. The etymology of the name “Lokayat” may be traced back to its
Sanskrit roots, where “loka” signifies the world and “ayat” denotes attainment. This
linguistic composition allows for a broad interpretation, encompassing the pursuit of
worldly pleasure or the ideology of materialism. Lokayata, alternatively referred to
as Charvaka, represents a heterodox tradition within Indian philosophy, characterized
by its central emphasis on materialism, skepticism, and atheism. The primary focus of
this study revolved around the physical realm and dismissed any answers rooted in the
supernatural. Although Lokayata primarily constituted a philosophical tradition, it held
significant ramifications for political philosophy, particularly in its explicit rejection
of religious authority. The Lokayat school of Indian philosophy is considered to be
a very modest and sometimes ignored tradition, mostly due to its major deviations
from the prevailing religious and philosophical systems in India, including Hinduism,
Buddhism, and Jainism. Over the course of its historical development, the Charvaka
tradition experienced a gradual fall in its level of influence, ultimately resulting in
its transformation into a minority perspective within the wider framework of Indian
philosophical discourse. However, this viewpoint continues to be intriguing and

distinctive within the context of Indian philosophy’s historical development.

The Lokayata tradition is thought to have emerged during the 6th century BCE within
the historical context of ancient India. Nevertheless, it is crucial to acknowledge that
the date of Lokayata is a subject of scholarly discussion, and the actual timeframe of
its origin and evolution remains uncertain. The aforementioned philosophical tradition
is often regarded as one of the ancient schools of thought within Indian philosophy.

The Lokayata philosophers expressed a critical stance towards religious rites,
sacrificial practices, and the authoritative status of the Vedas. The proponents
advocated for the utilization of empirical observation and sensory experience as the

fundamental sources of knowledge, while also refuting the notion of an afterlife and
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the existence of deities. Lokayata, as a philosophical school, primarily engaged with
metaphysical and epistemological inquiries. However, its materialistic and skeptical
perspective would likely have influenced the followers’ perspectives on political and
social structures, typically pushing for an emphasis on the observable and concrete

facets of human existence.

It is important to consider that the available historical documentation pertaining
to heterodox schools such as Lokayata is constrained, and a significant portion of
the existing knowledge is derived from allusions found in the writings of other
philosophical traditions. The impact and significance of Lokayata may have exhibited
fluctuations throughout diverse geographical areas and temporal epochs within
ancient India. Key principles and beliefs of Lokayat:

Materialism: Lokayat philosophy is fundamentally materialistic and atheistic. It
denies the existence of a soul or the afterlife and focuses on the here and now. It
asserts that only material substances are real, and everything can be explained through
the interaction of matter and energy. As materialists, Lokayata thinkers believed that
the pursuit of happiness and well-being in this life should be the primary goal. This
could have implications for their view on political systems that prioritize the welfare

of the people.

Rejection of Supernatural Beliefs: Lokayat rejects all forms of supernatural beliefs,
including the idea of God or gods, the concept of karma and rebirth, and the authority
of scriptures. This skepticism extends to the rejection of rituals, sacrifices, and
religious practices.

Sensory Perception as the Basis of Knowledge: Lokayat philosophers emphasize
that knowledge is based on direct sensory perception (pratyaksha) and reject any
form of inference or scripture-based knowledge. They believe that only what can be

perceived through the senses is real.

Pleasure as the Ultimate Goal: Lokayat holds that the pursuit of pleasure (sukha)
and the avoidance of pain (duhkha) should be the primary goals of human life. This
hedonistic approach focuses on maximizing personal happiness and minimizing

suffering.

Moral Relativism: Lokayat is often criticized for its moral relativism, as it does not
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prescribe a set of moral or ethical principles. Instead, it suggests that people should

act according to their own self-interest and desires.

Political Thought: Lokayat’s political thought is closely tied to its materialistic and
pleasure-oriented philosophy. It advocates for a form of governance that focuses on
the welfare and happiness of the people. The rulers are expected to work for the well-
being of their subjects and ensure social order and security.

Secularism: Lokayata was critical of religious authority and opposed the interference
of religious beliefs and rituals in the political and social sphere. It advocated for a

secular approach to governance and society.

Rejection of the afterlife: Lokayata rejected the idea of an afterlife, focusing instead
on the present life. This could influence their perspective on the role of government in

ensuring social and economic well-being during individuals’ lifetimes.

Atheism: Lokayata denies the existence of gods and the supernatural. This stance can
have implications for a secular approach to politics and governance, advocating for a

separation of religion from the state.

Hedonism: Lokayata is often associated with hedonism, which emphasizes the
pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of pain as the highest good. In a political context,
this could lead to a focus on policies that maximize the well-being and happiness of

citizens.

Minimalist Government: Given its materialistic and skeptical nature, Lokayata may
advocate for a minimalist role of the government in people’s lives, with an emphasis

on personal freedom and self-reliance.
Difference between Vedic and Sarmanic Ancient Indian Political Thought

Vedic and Sramanic are two distinct traditions of ancient Indian political thought
that developed in the Indian subcontinent over thousands of years. While there are
common elements in their philosophies, there are also significant differences between

the two. Here are some of the key differences:

Origin and Philosophy:
Vedic: Vedic political thought is rooted in the Vedic texts, particularly the Rigveda,
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one of the oldest sacred texts in Hinduism. Vedic political thought emphasizes the
importance of a hierarchical social order and the role of kings (rajas) and priests

(Brahmins) in maintaining social harmony and performing rituals.

Sramanic: Sramanic thought, on the other hand, is associated with ascetic and
renunciant traditions that emerged around the same time as the Vedas. Sramanic
thinkers like Mahavira (founder of Jainism) and Siddhartha Gautama (Buddha, the
founder of Buddhism) rejected the authority of the Vedas and sought individual
spiritual enlightenment through self-discipline and renunciation. Their political
thought often emphasized non-violence and the rejection of worldly attachments.

Social Hierarchy:

Vedic: Vedic thought supports the caste system, with a rigid social hierarchy that
places Brahmins (priests) at the top and assigns specific roles and duties to individuals
based on their caste. Kings were expected to uphold this social order and protect it.

Sramanic: Sramanic thought often rejected the caste system and advocated for a
more egalitarian society. Both Jainism and Buddhism rejected caste distinctions and

promoted a path to salvation that was open to people from all walks of life.
Role of the State:

Vedic: Vedic political thought sees the state, particularly the king, as an essential
institution responsible for maintaining order, performing rituals, and protecting the
dharma (duty) of the people. The king derives his authority from divine mandate.

Sramanic: Sramanic thought is less focused on the state and political power. It
emphasizes individual spiritual liberation and self-realization, often in contrast to the

power and wealth associated with rulers.

Ethics and Morality:

Vedic: Vedic thought is closely tied to religious rituals and ceremonies. It places
significant emphasis on the performance of dharma (duty) and the importance of

adhering to rituals as a means of maintaining social and cosmic harmony.

Sramanic: Sramanic thought prioritizes moral and ethical conduct, often emphasizing

principles like ahimsa (non-violence) and the importance of self-control and
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compassion. These principles are central to Jainism and Buddhism.

While these differences exist, it’s important to note that both Vedic and Sramanic
traditions have contributed to the rich tapestry of Indian philosophy and have influenced
the development of Indian society and politics over the centuries. Additionally, the
interactions and syncretism of these traditions have led to a complex and diverse

political and philosophical landscape in ancient India.

1.1.5 Difference between Vedic and Lokayat Ancient Indian Political
Thought

Vedic and Lokayata are two distinct schools of thought in ancient Indian philosophy
and political theory. They have significant differences in their fundamental principles
and approaches to politics and governance. Here’s an overview of the key differences

between Vedic and Lokayata political thought:

Philosophical Basis:

Vedic: Vedic political thought is deeply rooted in the Vedas, which are a collection
of ancient Indian scriptures that include hymns, rituals, and philosophical teachings.
Vedic thought often emphasizes the importance of dharma (righteousness), karma

(action and its consequences), and the cosmic order (rita).

Lokayata: Lokayata, also known as Charvaka, is a materialistic and atheistic school
of thought. It rejects the authority of the Vedas and is primarily concerned with
empirical, worldly matters. It denies the existence of gods and focuses on the pursuit
of sensory pleasure.

Ethics and Morality:

Vedic: Vedic thought places a strong emphasis on ethical and moral principles,
including the concept of dharma, which guides one’s actions and duties in society.
The Vedic texts provide guidelines for ethical behavior and a just social order.

Lokayata: Lokayata philosophy is often associated with hedonism, as it advocates
the pursuit of pleasure as the highest good. It rejects traditional moral and ethical

norms, and its focus is primarily on material well-being and individual desires.
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Political Authority:

Vedic: Vedic political thought generally supports the idea of a hierarchical and
stratified society, where authority is vested in rulers (kings) who are expected to
govern in accordance with dharma. The role of the king is seen as upholding moral

and social order.

Lokayata: Lokayata thought does not concern itself with divine or moral authority.
It may advocate a more secular and pragmatic view of political authority, with an

emphasis on individual self-interest and the pursuit of power and wealth.

Views on Religion:

Vedic: Vedic thought is inherently religious and often associated with the Brahmanical
tradition. It includes rituals, sacrifices, and a belief in the existence of gods and the

supernatural, which can influence political structures and decisions.

Lokayata: Lokayata philosophy rejects the idea of gods and the supernatural. It is
fundamentally atheistic and materialistic, focusing on the here and now rather than on

religious or spiritual matters.

Influence:

Vedic: Vedic thought has had a significant and enduring influence on Indian culture,
including its political and ethical systems. It played a foundational role in shaping the
moral and social fabric of ancient Indian society.

Lokayata: Lokayata philosophy, while historically significant, did not have as broad
and lasting an impact on Indian society as Vedic thought. It remained a minority and

often marginalized school of thought.

1.1.6 Difference between Lokayat and Sarmanic Ancient Indian Political
Thought

Sarmanic and Lokayata are two distinct schools of thought in ancient Indian
philosophy, particularly in the context of political and ethical philosophy. Here are
the key differences between these two traditions:

Ethical Foundations:
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Sarmanic: The Sarmanic school of thought is associated with the idea of dharma,
which emphasizes ethical and moral principles as the foundation of a just and
harmonious society. Dharma, in the context of Sarmanic thought, refers to the moral
duties and obligations that individuals must adhere to in order to maintain social order

and righteousness.

Lokayata: Lokayata, on the other hand, is often considered a materialistic and atheistic
school of thought. It rejects the notion of dharma and does not rely on metaphysical
or moral principles to guide human behavior and society. Lokayata philosophy is

primarily concerned with empirical observations and materialism.

Concept of God:

Sarmanic: Sarmanic thought often involves a belief in the existence of gods or a
divine order that governs the universe. These deities are seen as upholders of dharma
and play a significant role in the moral and ethical framework of society.

Lokayata: Lokayata is generally atheistic or agnostic in its approach and does not
rely on the existence of gods or divine principles to explain the world. It is rooted
in empirical and rational thinking, focusing on the physical world and human

experiences.

Political Implications:

Sarmanic: Sarmanic thought has had a significant influence on the development
of political philosophy and governance in ancient India. It provided the moral and
ethical foundations for political rulers and leaders to govern justly and maintain social
order. Concepts such as the duties of kings (rajadharma) are associated with Sarmanic
thought.

Lokayata: Lokayata’s materialistic and empirical approach to philosophy did not
have a direct impact on political governance. Its rejection of dharma and metaphysical
principles often made it less relevant to the establishment of political systems or
ethical guidelines for rulers.

Social Influence:

Sarmanic: Sarmanic thought had a more significant impact on the social and moral
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fabric of ancient Indian society. It played a role in shaping the moral values and

conduct of individuals and communities.

Lokayata: Lokayata’s influence was more limited and was often considered heterodox
and outside the mainstream philosophical and religious traditions of ancient India.

1.1.7 Let us sum up

Vedic political thought is deeply rooted in religious and moral principles, emphasizing
dharma and the cosmic order, while Lokayata is a materialistic, atheistic philosophy
that focuses on worldly pleasures and rejects traditional religious and moral norms.
These differences have shaped the way these two schools of thought approach politics
and governance in ancient India. Sarmanic and Lokayata represent two contrasting
philosophical traditions in ancient India. Sarmanic thought emphasized moral and
ethical principles, while Lokayata rejected the reliance on metaphysical and divine
concepts, focusing on materialism and empirical observations. These differences also

extended to their implications for politics and governance.
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M.A. Political Science, Semester III, Course No. 301, Modern Indian Political Thought
Unit — I: Evolution, Features and Trends

1.2 Medieval: Islamic and Bhakti Tradition
-Nirmal Singh

Structure

1.2.0 Objective

1.2.1 Introduction

1.2.2 Islamic Medieval Indian Political Thought
1.2.3 Bhakti Medieval Indian Political Thought

1.2.4 Difference between Islamic and Bhakti Tradition of Medieval Indian
Thought

1.2.5 Let us sum up

1.2.0 Objectives
After going through this lesson, you will be able to know

® [dentify broader contour of Medieval Indian Political Thought with reference
to Islamic and Bhakti tradition

1.2.1 Introduction

The intricate interplay of diverse philosophical, religious, and political concepts that
arose over the period roughly extending from the sixth to the eighteenth century.
Different dynasties, empires, and cultural influences coexisted during this time
period, which was one of its defining characteristics. The interconnections of many
religious, cultural, and political factors in medieval India resulted in the formation
of a political ideology that was both diverse and dynamic. During this time period, a
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number of different traditions coexisted, each of which contributed another thread to
the intricately woven fabric that is India’s political and intellectual history. Here are
some key features and influences on medieval Indian political thought:

Dharmashastra Tradition: Building on the earlier Dharmic political thought,
medieval India continued to see the influence of texts like the Manusmriti and various
other Dharmashastra texts. These texts provided guidelines for governance, social
order, and the duties of rulers and subjects based on the concept of dharma.

Islamic Political Thought: With the advent of Islam in the Indian subcontinent,
Islamic political thought played a significant role. Islamic rulers and scholars
introduced ideas related to Sharia law, governance based on Islamic principles, and

the integration of political and religious authority.

Sufi Influence: Sufi mystics, while not explicitly political, had an impact on the
socio-cultural landscape. They often emphasized love, tolerance, and spiritual unity,
influencing the cultural and ethical fabric of society.

Bhakti Movement: The Bhakti movement, which gained momentum from the 7th
century onwards, emphasized devotion to a personal god. While primarily religious,
it had implications for social and political life by challenging caste hierarchies and
promoting a more inclusive society.

Vijayanagara and Bahmani Kingdoms: The Vijayanagara and Bahmani kingdoms
in the Deccan region contributed to the political thought of the time. The Vijayanagara
Empire, for example, was known for its administrative efficiency and patronage of
the arts.

Mughal Political Thought: The Mughal Empire, which reached its zenith in the
medieval period, had a significant impact on political thought. Akbar, in particular,
is known for his efforts to integrate various religious and cultural traditions and his

policy of Sulh-i-Kul (peace with all).

Rajput Traditions: The Rajput kingdoms in North India had their own political
traditions, marked by valor, chivalry, and a code of conduct known as Rajput Dharma.

Regional Variations: Different regions of India had their own political traditions
and governance systems. For example, the Chola dynasty in South India had a well-
organized administrative system.
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Synthesis of Traditions: In some cases, there was a synthesis of indigenous Indian
political thought with Islamic and Persian influences, leading to a unique blend of

ideas in the political arena.

1.2.2 Islamic Medieval Indian Political Thought

The term “Islamic medieval Indian Political Thought” pertains to the political
concepts and theories that arose in the Indian subcontinent during the medieval
era, influenced by Islamic thinking and administration. The historical era under
consideration, approximately spanning from the 12th to the 18th century, witnessed
the consolidation of Islamic governance in several regions of India, notably
with the emergence of the Delhi Sultanate and subsequently the Mughal Empire.
The political thinking of medieval India in the Islamic period had a rich diversity,
underwent continuous evolution, and was significantly influenced by the interplay of
numerous cultural, religious, and regional factors. The ideals established during this
era exerted an enduring influence on the political terrain of the Indian subcontinent.
Islamic medieval Indian Political Thought was distinguished by the amalgamation
of Islamic political concepts with the multifaceted cultural and political environment
of the Indian subcontinent. The political thought of medieval India within the
Islamic tradition exhibited a dynamic nature and demonstrated an ability to adapt to
the various political and cultural circumstances prevalent in the subcontinent. The
aforementioned event had a profound and enduring influence on the political, social,

and cultural progression of the area.
Key features and elements of Islamic Medieval Indian Political Thought include:

Sharia Law: Islamic political thought emphasizes the application of Sharia, or Islamic
law, as the basis for governance. This includes legal, ethical, and moral principles
derived from the Quran and the Hadith (sayings and actions of Prophet Muhammad).
Rulers were expected to govern in accordance with Islamic jurisprudence, ensuring

justice and fairness based on Quranic principles.

Caliphate and Sultanate: The establishment of the Delhi Sultanate marked
the beginning of Islamic rule in northern India. The establishment of the Delhi
Sultanate in the late 12th century marked the beginning of Islamic rule in India.
Subsequent dynasties, including the Khaljis, Tughlags, Sayyids, and Lodis, followed
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the principles of Islamic governance. The concept of the caliphate, representing
the political and religious leadership of the Islamic community, was significant.
Subsequent dynasties, such as the Mughals, continued this tradition. Governance was
characterized by a combination of centralized authority and delegation of power to

regional administrators.

Integration of Religious and Political Authority: Islamic medieval Indian political
thought emphasized the integration of religious and political authority. Rulers were
often expected to uphold and propagate Islamic principles in their governance.

Jizya and Dhimmi Status: Non-Muslims living under Islamic rule were required
to pay a tax called jizya. However, they were granted protection (dhimmi status) and

allowed to practice their religions with certain restrictions.

Mughal Political Thought: The Mughal Empire, founded by Babur in 1526,
embraced a syncretic form of Islamic political thought. Akbar, in particular, is known
for his policy of Sulh-i-Kul (peace with all) and efforts to integrate different religious
and cultural traditions.

Ijma and Qiyas: The principles of ijma (consensus) and giyas (analogical reasoning)
were important in Islamic legal and political thought. Scholars and jurists would use
these methods to derive rulings on issues not explicitly addressed in the Q