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8 Ideas of India 9 Civilization and Culture UNIT 1 CIVILIZATION AND CULTURE* Structure 1.0
Objectives 1.1 Introduction 1.2 Approaches to the Study of Indian Civilization 1.2.1 The Cataloguing of
Traits 1.2.2 The Reading of Cultural Essence 1.2.3 The Study of Cultural Communication 1.2.4
Analysing Indian Civilization as a Type 1.3 Understanding the Geography of India 1.3.1 The Perennial/
Nuclear Zones 1.3.2 The Route Zones 1.3.3 The Zones of Relative Isolation 1.4 Viewing India from a
Structural and Cultural Perspective 1.5 Discourses on India’s Civilizational Unity 1.6 Let Us Sum Up 1.7
References 1.8 Specimen Answers to Check Your Progress 1.0 OBJECTIVES After reading this unit, you
should be able to: * elaborate on different approaches to the study of Indian Civilization; * give an account
of India in terms of its cultural and historical geography and how these contribute to its diversity and
plurality; * explain how despite the underlying plurality, India is an all encompassing civilization; and. ¢
examine the various elements that have played a role in unifying Indian civilisation. 1.1
INTRODUCTION(India is one of the oldest civilizations in the world and home to half a billion people.
It’s known for its cultural diversity and plurality. It is beyond the scope of one discipline to capture all the
diversity as they are in every dimension of life, in the population, in the geography, environment, modes
of livelihood and above all in its cultures. There are four broad approaches to study Indian civilization.
The first section of the unit focuses on these approaches. Indian population represents a variety of
historical migrations that has resulted in racial, ethnic, and religious diversity. The populations
concentrated in different regions, speak diverse languages and have a distinct way of life that sets them
apart from each other. The ecological and physiographic variations of different)*Contributed by Kanika
Kakkar, Delhi University 10 Ideas of Indiq regions of India explain its richness and diversity)The Section
1.3 elaborates on the cultural and historical geography of India. In the Section 1.4 the social structure and
cultural diversity of Indian civilization is examined. The religious and socio-political historical past are
significant to understand the evolution of Indian society. It highlights the fact that no society can be
properly understood without reference to its history.)Section 1.5 reflects on the significant elements that
contribute to the unity of Indian civilization. It highlights that regionalism was never a significant threat

to Indian civilization’s unified identity in spite of internal conflicts and almost continuous warfare.\1.2
APPROACHES TO THE STUDY OF INDIAN CIVILIZATION The term civilisation comes from the
Latin word civis, meaning “citizen” or “townsman.” Thus a semblance of complexity is evident in the
definition of civilisation. The term assumes some agricultural practices, trade, some evidence of planned
dwellings, multiple cultures, art, religion and some administrative and political structures. Civilization is a
complex of human grouping/ society with cultural-material and non-material/ideational traits and 3 =
defined polity. Thus the Indus Valley Civilization whose society is revealed to us through its artefacts and

s . . L . . C e
/\,‘1'/\4 monuments is considered a civilisation. India is considered one of oldest continuing civilizations because

its origin is traced back to the Harappan civilization. There have been innumerable scholarly accounts
focusing on the Indian civilization devoted to understanding of the nature of Indian society and culture. In
doing so, these accounts illuminate diversity and richness of India as a civilization and provide multiple
conceptual tools/methodology used to study it)Gehn.(-IQJ-l) points out that four broad
approaches/directions to understand [ndian ciyilization can be derivedfrog ;hese a&ou%ts. They are: «

V”ﬁf‘ Catalogue Approach * Cultu?gf’ sencé Approach « Cultural Communication Ap[groa'é 1'¢ Approaching

o

India as a Type The ensuing sub-sections provide their elaborate account. 1.2.1 The Cataloguing of Traits
This approach entails recording of traits, institutions and qualities that are assumed to be essentially
Indian. The variations and deviations that India may represent are examined in terms of statistical
measures of mean or mode.Undia and its papulation reflect diversity which may be explicable in terms of
geographical, ecological, regional, class or religious differences. However, the emphasis of the approach
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1S 1o list oyt traj iti .
Pﬁmarily basedt(s):;:s:ah-nes t}}:at are distinctly Indian or contribute to Indianness This, of course, is

N ming the notion of what i i scholar to
SChola91 1 Civilization and Culy at it means to be Indjan and these may vary from

uniqué to India. co .u“f Activity 1 Make a list of traits or institutions or qualities that are
Reading ™ Cu!mralmé)are your l}st if possible With the others Students at your study centre. 1.2.2 The
stEnc ssen? This approach entaijls discovery of essential style and process — the cultural
- y representatjve of Indian civilization si

7l nce its inception, but not trait or content. The
true spirit, which i

essence re iain;i L
flects India in its thas imbibed over the years in the wake of
us other €Xigencies. It ingj i

histon'cal and varjg

in Kishangarhi village to propitiate goddess of wealth
and prosperity Saurti. He elaborates that goddess Lakshmi may be a universalised form of Saurti of the
little tradition as the former is also symbolic of wealth and prosperity. In con

Traditions Robert Redfield’s work Peasant Society and Culture: An Anthropological Approach to
Civilization (1956) is based on his experiences with Latin American peasants. However, like McKim
Marriott he too discovered that the peasant-based societies were not isolated and bounded. Peasants" way
of life is influenced by tribes, towns and cities people. He viewed peasant.society as a system (.)f sc?cxal
relations, with relationships extending outside it to wider comr.n'unities. His emphasis was to highlight the
interdependence of peasant community as bearers of little trjddmon on towns_folk and poPulace wh?
represented great tradition. 1.2.(,«%1%&@ Civilization as a TyPe ThJS 'app.roac'h is predomx?afltly
popular with comparative sociologists. Accor ing to this approaclT 11‘1dlan c':mhzat.lon is seenasa distinct
type in juxtaposition with other societies and culture. The emphasis is to view Indian society as a
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traditiong) SOcCiety,

Which i« . .

and higgori N Iluch is c:q')en‘cnclng Processes, such ag modernisation that

Indis el l;:lp es.‘Thf: aim is howevcr, not to read distinct values or aspe

thepp e ,\’au} lt).(plfyll‘t on the basis of What it has in €ommon with other
. Tiations, For €xample, Indj i [

agrarian Society a5 this allow D' ih iher o et

Similarity i, terms of Presence of fural |

will be a fur: . ew India as a caste society
possibilit uft;)le exir.mse as'tlze concept/phenomenon of caste is unique to India. Thi rules out the
ifkon: mj;e r_rl:]]a‘ ing l.ndla 3 Cross-cultural/socjetq| omparisons) The unique is thus ‘scientifically
foll prehensible” in view of this approach (Copp 1971:4). Check Your Progress 1 i) Complete the
Ollowing Sentences a) The cultyrg Communicatjq

N approach involyes
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focusing on making
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Cts that are unique to
societies and culture and
a village society or an
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» cultural and political pattern, It therefore, |

its (historical) geography. Cohn lists out three zones into which

rennial or Nuclear Zones o The
zones is provided below: 1.3.1 The
ns, plains and delta, Historically,
density, political activity and a
known for being trade centres of
cities have emerged in nuclear

Perennial/Nuclear Zo

nes The perennial zg
they have been centr.

nes are the fertile river basi
es/nucleus of human
stable state system.

settlement, high population
iculture practices. They are

in south India. These are —Andhra, Tamil
Telugu speaking people, It is constituted
r. Tamil Nadu is the site of the Chola and

Nadu, Kerala, Maharashtra and Mysore. Andhra is the:- home.of
by the rich agricultural delta areas of Godavari and Krishna rive



Pandyan kingdom, and inhabits Tamil speaking peopke. It comprises of fertile plains of Pennar n‘\“f W
Kaveri delta and is densely populated. Maharasher is the Marsthi speaking arca. It bears similanty \\'llh‘
Mysore, the home of Kannada spealing population in agriculitural practices. Bath the zones are known for
&y agricultre with millet, maize and gram being prominent crops. Alsa, unlike Tamil Nadu the o
zooes display a dispersed settlement pattern. KeralaMalshar forms the south western part of India. It
stands distinct from other zonss in the south owing to its height dur to the Niligin ranges and the rain it
recerves. The Western Ghats isolate it from 14 Ideas of India other zones in south and render it a distinet
culture and social structire, viside in the practice of matriliny by the Nayar community. However, similar
0 Andhra and Tamil Nadu, Kerala displays agriculture based on wet rice cultivation. 1.3.2 The Route
Zooss Malwa providss a typical example of a route zone. It connects north India with the westermn coast
and Deccan. hmmamgeﬁrh\mmnﬁmtomh nuclear zones of attraction. It is a
distinct cultural region, Iying towards south of Aravali ranges. Itis a semi-anid region. The route zones
have no unified and persistent political tradition. Socially and culturally, they are mosaics rather than
having distinctive culture and social structure (Cohn 1971: 26). They are areas of sertlement of migrant
populztion. 1.3.3 The Zones of Relstive Isolation The zones of relative isolation are relatively

n=coessible and geographically lesser conducive areas for human settlement. Ladakh for instance is not
only icy cold but relatively cut off dee 1o high mountsins ranges. And therefore has sparse settlements, A
village in the Ladakh region is relatively isolated due to high mountain ranges (Photo eradit : Kiranmayi
Bhushi) The northern part of the country is hilly and mountainous and represants sveral zones of relative
isolation like: ) The area in the northem arc. This is constiturad by the regions adjoining the borders of
Baluchistan and Afghenistsn. It is inhsbited by loasely orgenisad tribes who have bheen Islamisad. b) The
areas zround Gilgit and Jammu and Kashmir having 3 unique cultural madition, assimilating Hindus from
the plains. ¢) The areas along the Himslsyss in the plains extending through Nepal border, Bhutan and
Sikkim and place where the Brahmaputra River enters Assam 13 plains. These represent dual cultural
influence that of Tibetan-Buddhism Civilizstion and Culture and Hindu beliefs ransmittad from the
plains. d) In the hilly and forestad tracts of north east, the area between Burma and India. The arca is
home to various tribes reflecting south-eastermn influence, ©) The Rajuptana’ Manwar is a region of relative
isolation in the north west India. Since, the 10th cenury it is inhabitad by the Rajputs and other refugees
from Muslim invaders who estsblished their culture over the scattered mibes of the region. In addition,
there are two significant zones of isolation in central India. These are: a) This is the arca running through
Vindhya mountains, eastern Gujarat, Narmada River, eastern Banaras from where Kaimur hills are
visible. b) The mountsinous terrain south of Vindhya rangs, northern Maharashera, Madhya Pradesh,
north western Orissa and south eastern Bihar. Activity 2 What do you think are the sources that contribute
to diversity of the three geographical zones discussad above? Note down your thoughts in a notebook,
Check Your Progress 2 i) Complete the following sentences a) . are inaccessible
and geographically lesser conducive aress for human settlement. b) The perennial /muelear zones include
¢) Malwa provides a typical example of a .. s e d) Sovially
and culturally route zones are a 1.4 VIEWING INDIA FROM A STRUCTURAL
AND CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE The social structure and culture of Indian civilization is deeply
influenced by its past. The history of Indian civilization reveals that religion, economy and politics playad
a significant role in shaping its social structure and culture. It is the mythicreligious past and direct
political past (strongly dependent on the economy) , which provide a basis to undenstand mutual alliances
and tensions between the various regional political entities that existad in precolonial India, The mythie
and religious are intertwined with the political and myths, such as those of sacred Kingship are often
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. Jiven it an essentinlly

porous and accepting religion has added diversiiy 19 the mdlfm plo pll::i;::\():l::; (:\51 be perceived a8 a
pluralistic conteat. 16 1daas of India However s an : ization is highly segmented and
singular entity/ unit, a nation. Structurally and culturally Indian civi "‘[{ : lil.\dul‘im is not o doctrinal
stratified” The previous section illustrated India as regionally SCB“‘C“:"“ I " ‘ of religions such as
religionland more of a way of life. The sub-continent has allowed thé'Tlouris nn‘L, T i} il
Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism and accepted outside religions like Islam and C.Ilrlsl an ); i TS
religious pést of India manifests a high level of differentiation and absorption ()‘l dlvcrﬁc‘ ¢ t.::‘""L" (;l'l-

great tradition of India in terms of the hierarchy of varna-order and the prolific jati syslbll'l |.' I
encompassing system of social order that has so permeated the Indian sub-C(.mtincnl. llm.t incom If:]g |
religions such as Islam and Christianity have also accepted this social order in prn.ctlcc il not in ideo ()gi:,

The present day social and political order draws significantly from the past in letting the caste system 0

varna and local jatis play significant role in the arena of power dynamics and formation of social

networks and groups. Even in contemporary India a person’s identity is linked to his/her jati and varna

identity and legitimized by reference to some imagined and mythical past/Activity 3 In addition, to

Hinduism what are the other major religions practised in India? List therf out in your notebook. The

connections with religious past also provide a crucial means for identification with a distinct kinship

group and particular ancestry. Thus, Hindus visit Gaya and Haridwar to perform rituals for their dead,

where priests maintain books tracing the genealogical history of their clients. The varna and jati systems

rule the social world by its superimposition on the kinship system by the rule of jati endogamy. There is i

also the concept of generational or blood feuding that is a derivative of kinship and practiced in societics

where kinship still plays a key role. Thus, we could come across households and clans whose members

may not enter into marital alliances or inter-dine with each other as their ancestors in the previous

generations had disputes or quarrels. The influence of kinship and the jati system as an extended kin

group restricts the social mobility and confines people to groups identified by the past more than the

present. Nonetheless, this perception of past has been changing over the years, particularly since the end

of 19th century when our nationalist leaders started to portray India as a nation and its population as a

unit. India is no longer perceived simply as a segment or fragment, divided into several regions/states

with its population representing different religious/ social identities. In 1947 following its independence
from the British, India was declared as a secular state. The overtly Hindu symbols were avoided and a

mix of religions were represented in the formation of the national symbols, to reiterate its secular

character. Secularism in India refers to a respect for all religions and not its western counterpart of no
religion. Thus, the flag of the country has a Buddhist wheel of law. The national emblem is made of lions,
taken from the seal of the Buddhist king, Asoka. Further, jana, gana, mana was adopted as the national
anthem spelling out peoples and regions of India, clearly reinforcing its unified identity, despite the
underlying diversities. In short, the concern of the nationalist leaders like Jawaharlal Nehru ¥ had been

to portray India as essentially representative of the principle of ‘unity Civilization and Culture in
diversity’. The principle of unity and diversity reflects India’s ability ‘to absorb and reshape what is
foreign’ (Cohn 1971:57). India’s civilization represents assimilation and absorption of elements from long
period of several waves of immigrant rule. This has indeed contributed to its socio-cultural richness and
pluralism. However, the following section focusing on Embree’s account on unity of India’s civilizational
past, raises questions regarding appropriateness of viewing Indian society and culture in view of ‘unity in
diversity’. Check Your Progress 3 i) Complete the following sentences by filling in the blank spaces a)
The mythic/ritual past for Hindus relates to ..........ccecvervrrscurinninns b) In addition to the religious past,
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; i i ial structure. €) The...cocceveissninsneere ciSeesneing
s e ..prov'ndes a.ibasm t(? understand Indian saf:lal s.tr.uc ' [))ISCOURSES ON INDIA’S
reinforce India’s unified identity, despite the prevalence of diversities. ' on g
CIVILIZATIONAL UNITY The unified identity of Indian civilization is a matter of dlSCUSSIO}T‘l o of
debate. Embree (1989) presents three different views. On one hand there are those \'Nho (']e.n'y t .c un 3‘/]
the Indian civilization. The second view contrarily, sees India as an all- cncompassl"8"""_'“7*"1“0"1 an
unified entity. The third view is a synthesis of the first, two positions. According to this Ynew India is a
land of composite culture, reflective of ‘unity and diversity’. The advocates of the first view are those
who fall in line with the geographer Spate’s thought that historically India is constituted of .
‘perennial/nuclear regions’, which have played a crucial role in shaping and structuring its regional
geography and socio-cultural and political history, The perennial/nuclear regions are areas of high
population density and activity and stand in distinction from not only each other but also zones which are
relatively isolated. As we have seen in Section 1.2, according to this view Indian civilization is witness to
variations in regional geography, which in turn explains the variations in its socio-cultural traditions and
levels of political development. This view purports the concept of regionalism. That regionalism is a force
which challenges the idea of an all-Indian civilisation emerges clearly in the colonial works, Hobson-
Jobson and that of Strachey. These works view unity of India as artificially created by the colonial
conquest of the country that would last until the exercise of imperial power. According to these India is a
land of numerous regions and hence it would be wrong to perceive people residing here as ‘Indians’.
Contrary, to such colonial conceptualisation we find many Indians and nationalist leaders asserting
physical, political, social and religious unity of India as a civilizational legacy. The 1885 meeting of
Indian National Congress provides a testimony of such claims. The proponents of the second view feel
that despite the continued significance of nuclear regions of historical geography there exists reality of an
all Indian civilization. They view colonial emphasis on regionalism as a misreading of Indian history. 18
Ideas of India The third view that pronounces Indian civilization as displaying “unity in diversity’ finds
one of the earliest expression in the historian, Vincent Smith’s Oxford History of India, 1919. This is
taken as the most appropriate basis to understand Indian civilization’s uniqueness and distinctiveness
from other world cultures. However, Embree rejects the characterisation of India’s civilizational history
in terms of ‘unity in diversity’. Reaffirming the second view, Embree attributes unity of India to the
Brahmanical ideology and tradition, which is a pervasive force with the Hindus who form the majority of
its population. He contrasts it with Hinduism, which he relates to religious and social practices with
innumerable regional and local variants and manifestations that developed in the subcontinent over its
long history since the 3rd century BCE. On the other hand, according to him, the Brahmanical ideology
represents a uniform and coherent set of statements in the classical texts and inheritance from historical
experiences pertaining to philosophy of life and worldview. It provides meaning to the lives of majority
of Indian population and hence,may be regarded as the significant force contributing to the unity of Indian
civilization.The notions like karma and reincarnation, concept of dharma, and a sense of a hierarchical
social order with respect for Brahmans and rituals are significant contents of the Brahmanic ideology.
These ideological canons articulated with political experiences underlying “imperial institutions brought a
variety of regions under a central authority”(Embree 1989: 12). While the unifying role that the
Brahmanical ideology played during the Mauryan empire is doubtful, after the latter’s disintegration, it
emerged as “an articulated theory of society, with its religious and social sanctions, for political power”
(ibid: 17). The deference paid to Brahmanical culture by the rulers regarding the nature of governance and
kingship was noteworthy even when India came under Islamic rule. Activity 4 Collect some information
on the Mauryan Empire. Write a note of about two-three pages covering; a) its major rulers, b) its expanse
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;;e saw the composite culture and pluralistic content of the Indian civilization. We first focused on

various approaches to the study of Indian culture and civilisation._Nexf, we e]abora%ed on the cult:lmal and
historical geography of India and how this reflects richness and diversity of the Ifxdlan culture. an‘f
civilization. Further, we examined how the structural an‘d cultfn"al past of the Ifldlan's have a mg;x}nl lt:ant.ﬁ
bearing on their present. We saw how the ritual and socxo-polmc?l past of Indians 111:11( tht?m v?ln ;pecl. c
religious and kinship groups. 20 Ideas of India We saw zfreworkmg of the bounded identity o tlatuhi in
the efforts of nationalists, particularly following India’s n'ndepen‘der.lce,l as Ehey }va,nted to r;:pre:sent e
country as an unified political entity, reflecting the principle of unity in diversity’. In the last section
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