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uncle or paternal aunt. And for the North: to sell wool; to drink spirits; 
to traffic in animals with two rows of teeth; to take up the profession of 
arms; to make sea voyages. 

After this admirable ethnographic description, he notes that all these 
practices are contrary to the precepts of sruti or smrti,but these si$tas 
(learned men) know the traditions and cannot be blamed for following the 
customs of their district. In the north, the southern ways would be wrong 
and vice versa (Lingat 1973: 196). 

Add to this view of right and wrong behaviour, the ethical views of the 
iiSramadharma (the conduct that is right for one's stage of life), svadharma 
(the conduct that is right for one's station, jiiti or class, or svabhiiva or 
given nature), and iipaddharma (conduct that is necessary in times of 
distress or emergency, e.g., one may even eat the flesh of dogs to save 
oneself from death by starvation, as sage Visvamitra did). Each addition is 
really a subtraction from any universal law. There is not much left of an 
absolute or common (siidhiirana) dharma which the texts speak of, if at all, 
as a last and not as a first resort. They seem to say, if you fit no contexts or 
conditions, which is unlikely, fall back on the universal. 

I know of no Hindu discussion of values which reads like Plato on 
Beauty in his Symposium-which asks the initiate not to rest content with 
beauty in one embodiment but to be drawn onward from physical to moral 
beauty, to the beauty of laws and mores, and to all science and learning, 
and thus to escape 'the mean slavery of the particular case'. (1 am reserving 
counter-instances for later.) 

Or take Indian literary texts. No Indian text comes without a context, a 
frame, till the 19th century. Works are framed by phalasruti verses--these 
verses tell the reader, reciter or listener all the good that will result from his 
act of reading, reciting or listening. They relate the text, of whatever 
antiquity, to the present reader-that is, they contextualise it. An extreme 
case is that of the Na<;lisastra, which offers you your personal history. A 
friend of mine consulted the Experts about himself and his past and future. 
After enough rupees had been exchanged, the Experts brought out an old 
palm-leaf manuscript which, in archaic verses, mentioned his full name, 
age, birthplace, etc., and said suddenly, 'At this point, the listener is 
crossing his legs-he should uncross them.' 

Texts may be historically dateless, anonymous; but their contexts, uses, 
efficacies, are explicit. The Ramayana and Mahabharata open with 
episodes that tell you why and under what circumstances they were 
composed. Every such story is encased in a metastory. And within the text,. 
one tale is the context for another within it; not only does the outer frarne­
story motivate the inner sub-story; the inner story illuminates the outer as 
well. It often acts as a microcosmic replica for the whole text. In the forest 
when the Pandava brothers are in exile, the eldest, is in the 
very slough of despondency: he has gambled away a kingdom, and is in 
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exile. In the depth of his despair, a sage visits him and tells him the story of 
Nala. As the story unfolds, we see Nala too gamble away a kingdom, lose 
his wife, wander in the forest, and finally, win his wager, defeat his 
brother, reunite with his wife and return to his kingdom. Yudhi~thira, 
following the full curve of Nala's adventures, sees that he is only halfway 
through his own, and sees his present in perspective, himself as a story yet 
to be finished. Very often the Nala story is excerpted and read by itself, but 
its poignancy is partly in its frame, its meaning for the hearer within the 
fiction and for the listener of the whole epic. The tale within is context­
sensitive-getting its meaning from the tale without, and giving it further 
meanings. 

Scholars have often discussed Indian texts (like the Mahabharata) as if 
they were loose-leaf files, rag-bag encyclopaedias. Taking the Indian word 
for text, grantha (derived from the knot that holds the palm leaves together), 
literally, scholars often posit only an accidental and physical unity. We 
need to attend to the context-sensitive designs that embed a seeming 
variety of modes (tale, discourse, poem, etc.) and materials. This manner 
of constructing the text is in consonance with other designs in the culture. 
Not unity (in the Aristotelian sense) but coherence, seems to be the end. 

Tamil (and Sanskrit) lyrics are all dramatic monologues; they imply the 
.vhole 'communication diagram': who said what to whom, when, why, and 
often with who else overhearing it. Here is an example: 

What his concubine said about him (within earshot of the wife's friends, 
when she heard that the wife had said disparaging things about her): 

You know he comes from 
where the fresh-water shark in the pools 
catch with their mouths 
the mangoes as they fall, ripe 
from the trees on the edge of the field. 

At our place 
he talked big. 

Now back in his own 
when others raise their hands 
and feet, 
he will raise his too: 

like a doll 
in a mirror 

he will shadow 
every last wish 
of his son's dear mother. 

Kuruntokai 8 
(Ramanujan 1967: 22) 
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The colophons give us the following frames for this poem: 
Genre: Akam, love poetry, the 'interior'. 
Landscape: agricultural, with pool, fresh-water fish, mango trees. 
Mood: infidelity, sullenness, lover's quarrels. 

The poetry of such a poem (see Ramanujan 1967 for details) depends on 
a taxonomy of landscapes, flora and fauna, and of emotions--an ecosystem 
of which a man's activities and feelings are a part. To describe the exterior 
landscape is also to inscribe the interior landscape. What the man has, he 
is: the landscape which he owns, in which he lives (where sharks do not 
have to work for the mango, it falls into its open mouth) re-presents him: it 
is his property, in more senses than one. In Burke's (1946) terms, Scene 
and Agent are one; they are metonyms for one another. 

The poem does not use a metaphor. The human agents are simply placed 
in the scene. Both parts of the comparison (the man and shark) are part of 
one scene, one syntagm; they exist separately, yet simulate each other. The 
Tamils call such a figure ullurai 'inward speaking'; it is an 'inset', an 
'inscape'. In such a metonymic view of man in nature-man in context-he 
is continuous with the context he is in. In Peircean semiotic terms, these 
are not symbolic devices, but indexical signs-the signifier and the signified 
belong in the same context (Peirce 1931-58). 

One might say, from this point of view, that Hindu ritual (e.g., vedic 
sacrifice, or a coronation; see Inden [1978]) converts symbols, arbitrary 
signs (e.g., sacrificial horse), into icons where the signifier (the horse) is 
like what it signifies (the universe) and finally into indexes, where the 
signifier is part of what it signifies: the horse is the Universe is Prajapati, so 
that in sacrificing and partaking of it one is sacrificing and partaking of the 
Universe itself (see the passage on the Horse in Brhadiira1)yaka, First 
Adhyaya, First Brahmana). 

Neither in the Tamil poem nor in the upani~adic passages (e.g., the 
Horse), does the Levi-Straussian opposition of nature-culture make sense; 
we see that the opposition itself is culture-bound. There is anoth-er alter­
native to a culture vs. nature view: in the Tamil poems, culture is enclosed 
in nature, nature is reworked in culture, so that we cannot tell the difference. 
We have a nature-culture continuum that cancels the terms, confuses 
them even if we begin with them. 

Such container-contained relations are seen in many kinds of concepts 
and images: not only in culture-nature, but god-world, king-kingdom, 
devotee-god, mother-child. Here is a bhakti poem which plays with many 
such concentric containments: 

My dark one 
Stands there as if nothing's changed, 

after taking entire 
into his maw 
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all three worlds 
the gods 
and the good kings 

who hold their lands 
as a mother would 
a child in her womb -

and 1, by his leave, 
have taken him entirely 

and I have him in my belly 
for keeps. 

Nammalvar 8.7.1 
(Ramanujan 1980) 

Like the Nala story in the Mahabharata, what is contained mirrors the 
container; the microcosm is both within and like the macrocosm, and 
paradoxically also contains it. Indian conceptions tend to be such concentric 
nests: the view of the 'sheaths' or kosas, the different 'bodies' or kayas 
(Egnor 1975) are examples. Such impressions are so strong and even 
kinesthetic that analysts tend to think in similar terms: one example is 
Dumont's (1970: Sects. 31, 34, 106, 118; App. E, F) notions of hierarchic 
encompassment, where each higher category or jiiti encompasses all the 
earlier ones: the K~atriya is distinct from but includes the Vaisya, as the 
Brahmin encompasses the K~atriya. Many Indian lists, like dharma-artha­
kama tend to be successive encompassments, (For the separation of mo/qa, 
see below.) 

Even space and time, the universal contexts, the Kantian imperatives, 
are in India not uniform and neutral, but have properties, varying specific 
densities, that affect those who dwell in them. The soil in a village, which 
produces crops for the people, affects their character (as liars, for instance, 
in E.V. Daniel's village (1984); houses (containers par excellence) have 
mood and character, change the fortune and moods of the dwellers. Time 
too does not come in uniform units: certain hours of the day, certain days 
of the week, etc" are auspicious or inauspicious (rahukala); certain units of 
time (yugas) breed certain kinds of maladies, politics, religions, e.g" 
kaliyuga. A story is told about two men coming to Yudhi~thira with a case. 
One had bought the other's land, and soon after found a crock of gold in it. 
He wanted to return it to the original owner of the land, who was arguing 
that it really belonged to the man who had now bought it. They had come 
to Yudhi~thira to settle their virtuous dispute, Just then Yudhi~thira was 
called away (to put it politely) for a while. When he came back the two 
gentlemen were quarrelling furiously, but each was claiming the treasure 
for himself this time! Yudhi~thira realised at once that the age had 
changed, and kaliyuga had begun. 
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As hour, month, season, year, and aeon have their own properties as 
wntexts, the arts that depend on time have to obey time's changing moods 
and properties. For instance, the riigas of both north and south Indian 
classical music have their prescribed appropriate times. Like the Tamil 
poems, the genres and moods are associated with, placed in, hours of the 
day and times of the season. Even musical instruments have their caste 
properties; a vlf)ii, no less than the icon of a god, has to be made by a 
particular caste, or family, after observing certain austerities (vratii), made 
on an auspicious day; the gourd from which it is made has to be taken from 
certain kinds of places. Their gUf)as (qualities of substance) affect the 
quality of the instrument, the music. 

The same kind of contextual sensitiveness is shown in medical matters: 
in preparing a herbal medicine, in diagnosis and in prescription. As' 
Zimmermann's work (1980) is eloquent on the subject, I shall say little. 
The notion of rtusiitmya or appropriateness applies to poetry, music, 
sacrificial ritual, as well ~s medicine. As Renou (1950a, 1950b) points out, 
rtu, usually translated as 'season', means articulation of time; it is also the 
crucial moment in vedic sacrifice. 8.tii ('order', the original notion behind 
dharma) is that which is articulated. Kratu, sacrifice, is a convergence of 
events, acts, times and spaces. The vocabulary of rtusiitmya 'appropriate- . 
ness', rasa 'essences, flavours, tastes', dO$a 'defects, deficiency', and of 
landscapes is common to both medicine and poetry: the arts of man 
reading and re-forming himself in his contexts. 

Thus, all things, even so-called non-material ones like space and time or 
caste, affect other things because all things are 'substantial' (dhiitu). The 
only difference is that some are subtle (suk$ma) , some gross (sthula). 
Contrary to the notion that Indians are 'spiritual', they are really 'material 
minded'. They are materialists, believers in substance (Marriott 1976, 
1980): there is a continuity, a constant flow (the etymology of samsiira!) of 
substance from context to object, from non-self to self (if you prefer)­
in eating, breathing, sex, sensation, perception, thought, art, or religious 
experience. This is the grain of truth glimpsed by many of the stereotypes 
cited in the earlier parts of this essay. Zimmermann (1979) points out that 
in Indian medical texts, the body is a meeting-place, a conjunction of 
elements; they have a physiology, but no anatomy. 

Where Kissinger and others are wrong is in not seeing that this view has 
nothing to do with Newtonian revolution, education, or (in)capacity for 
abstract thought. Cognitive anthropologists like Richard Shweder (1972) 
have studied descriptive phrases used by highly intelligent Oriya and 
American adults and shown that they describe persons very differently: 
Americans characterised them with genetic words like 'good', 'nice', 
Oriyas with concrete contextual descriptions like 'he brings sweets'. The 
psychoanalyst Alan Roland (1979) suggests that Indians carry their family­
context wherever they go, feel continuous with their family. He posits a 
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familial self, a 'self-we regard', sees no phase 'of separation/individuation 
from the parental family as in modern America; hence there seems to be 
no clear-cut adolescent phase through which one rebels,. and thereby 
separates and individuates oneself in opposition to one's family (the 
exceptions are in 'modern' urban-centred families). Roland remarks that 
Indians develop a 'radar' conscience that orients them to others, makes 
them say things' that are appropriate to person and context. (No wonder 
Max Muller had to insist that Indians were truthful!) Roland also found 
that when directions to places are given, Indians always make reference to 
other places, landmarks. 

Such a pervasive emphasis on context is, I think, related to the Hindu 
concern with jiiti-the logic of classes, of genera and species, of which 
human jiitfs are only an instance. Various taxonomies of season, landscape, 
times, gUIJas or qualities (and their material bases), tastes, characters, 
emotions, essences (rasa), etc., are basic to the thought-work of Hindu 
medicine and poetry, cooking and religion, erotics and magic. Each jiiti or 
class defines a context, a structure of relevance, a rule of permissible 
combinations, a frame of reference, a meta-communication of what is and 
can be done. 

It is not surprising that systems of Indian philosophy, Hindu, Buddhist, 
or Jaina, 

confine themselves to the consideration of class-essences (jiiti) called 
genera and species in Western philosophy. They never raise the question 
of whether there are universals of other types, namely identical qualities 
and relations. The assumption seems to be that qualities and relations 
are particulars, though they may be instances of universals (Dravid 
1972: 347). 

The most important and accessible model of a context-sensitive system 
with intersecting taxonomies is, of course, the grammar of a language. And 
grammar is the central model for thinking in many Hindu texts. As Frits 
Staal has said, what Euclid is to European thought, the grammarian PiiJ)ini 
is to the Indian. Even the Kiimasiitra is literally a grammar of love-which 
declines and conjugates men and women as one would nouns and verbs in 
different genders, voices, moods and aspects. Genders are genres. Different 
body-types and character-types obey different rules, respond to different 
scents and beckonings. 

In such a world, systems of meaning are elicited by contexts, by the 
nature (and substance) of the listener. In BrhadiiraIJyaka 5.1., Lord 
Prajiipati speaks in thunder three times: 'DA DA DA'. When the gods, 
given to pleasure hear it, they hear it as the first syllable of damyatii, 
'control'. The antigods, given as they are to cruelty, hear it as dayiidhvam, 
'be compassionate'. When the humans, given to greed, hear it they hear it 
as dattii, 'give to others'. 
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v 

All societies have context-sensitive behaviour and rules-but the dominant 
ideal may not be the 'context-sensitive' but the 'context-free'. Egalitarian 
democratic ideals, Protestant Christianity, espouse both the universal and 
the unique, insist that any member is equal to and like any other in the 
group. Whatever his context·-birth, class, gender, age, place, rank, 
etc.-a man is a man for all that. Technology with its modules and inter­
changeable parts, and the post-Renaissance sciences with their quest for 
universal laws (and 'facts') across contexts intensify the bias towards the 
context-free. Yet societies have underbellies. In predominantly 'context­
free' societies, the counter-movements tend to be towards the context­
sensitive: situation ethics, Wittgensteinian notions of meaning and colour 
(against class-logic), the various relativisms including our own search for 
'native categories' in anthropology, holistic movements in medicine 
(naturopaths who prescribe individually tailored regimens) are good 
examples. In 'traditional' cultures like India, where context -sensitivity 
rules and binds, the dream is to be free of context. So rasa in aesthetics, 
mok$a in the 'aims of life', sannyasa in the life··stages, sphota in semantics, 
and bhakti in religion define themselves against a background of inexorable 
contextuality. 

Where kama, artha and dharma are all relational in their values, tied to 
place, time, personal character and social role, mok,m is the release from 
all relations. If brahmacarya (celibate studentship) is preparation for a 
fully relational life, grhasthac(rama (householder stage) is a full realisation 
of it. Manu prefers the latter over all other states. Vanaprastha (the retiring 
forest-dweller stage) loosens the bonds, and sannyiisa (renunciation) 
cremates all one's past and present relations. In the realm of feeling, 
bhavas are private, contingent, context-roused sentiments, vibhiivas are 
determinant causes, anubhavas the consequent expressions. But rasa is 
generalised, it is an essence. In the field of meaning, the temporal sequence of 
letters and phonemes, the syntactic chain of words, yields finally a sphota, 
an explosion, a meaning which is beyond sequence and time. 

In each of these the pattern is the same: a necessary sequence in time 
with strict rules of phase and context ending in a free state. 

The last of the great Hindu anti-contextual notions, bhakti, is different 
from the above; it denies the very need for context. Bhakti defies all 
contextual structures: every pigeonhole of caste, ritual, gender, appropriate 
clothing and custom, stage of life, the whole system of homo hierarchicus 
('everything in its place') is the target of its irony. 

Did the breath of 'the mistress 
have breasts and long hair? 

http://cis.sagepub.com


 at UNIVERSITE DE MONTREAL on June 5, 2009 http://cis.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

Is there an Indian way of thinking? An informal essay I SS 

Or did the master's breath 
wear sacred thread? 

Did the outcaste, last in line, 
hold with his outgoing breath 
the stick of his tribe? 

What do the fools of this world know 
of the snares you set, 
o Ramanatha? 

Dasimayya, 10th century 
(Ramanujan 1973) 

In European culture, one might mention Plato's rebellion against (even 
the limited) Athenian democracy. Or Blake in the technocratic democracy 
of the 19th century railing against egalitarianism, abstraction, and the dark 
Satanic mills, calling for 'minute particulars', declaring 'To generalize is to 
be an idiot' (generalising thereby); and framing the slogan of all context­
sensitive systems: 'one law for the lion and the ox is oppression'. I would 
include the rise of minute realism in the 19th century novel, various 
'indexical' movements of modern art in this counter-thrust towards parti­
cularism in the West. 

Neither the unique, nor the universal, the two, often contradictory, 
concerns of western philosophy, art and polity, are the central concern of 
the Indian arts and sciences--except in the counter-cultures and modern 
attempts, which quickly get enlisted and remolded (witness the fate of 
bhakti movements) by the prevailing context-sensitive patterns. 

VI 

In conclusion, I would like to make a couple of observations about 
'modernisation'. One might see 'modernisation' in India as a movement 
from the context-sensitive to the context-free in all realms: an erosion of 
contexts, at least in principle. Gandhi's watch (with its uniform autonomous 
time, governing his punctuality) replaced the almanac. Yet Gandhi quoted 
Emerson, that consistency was the hobgoblin of foolish minds. Print 
replaced palm-leaf manuscripts, making possible an open and egalitarian 
access to knowledge irrespective of caste. The Indian Constitution made 
the contexts of birth, region, sex and creed irrelevant, overthrowing Manu, 
though the battle is joined again and again. The new preferred names give 
no clue to birth-place, father's name, caste, sub-caste and sect, as all the 
traditional names did: I once found in a Kerala college roster, ~hrec 
'Joseph Stalins' and one 'Karl Marx'. I have also heard of an Andhra 
named 'Bobbili Winston Churchill'. 

http://cis.sagepub.com


 at UNIVERSITE DE MONTREAL on June 5, 2009 http://cis.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

561 A.K. RAMANUJAN 

In music, the ragas can now be heard at all hours and seasons. Once the 
Venkatesasuprabhatam, the wake-up chant for the Lord of Tirupati, could 
be heard only in Tirupati at a certain hour in the morning. Since M.S. 
Subbulakshmi in her devotion cut a record of the chants, it wakes up not 
only the Lord, but anyone who tunes in to All India Radio in faraway 
places. 

Cultural borrowings from India to the West, or vice versa, also show 
interesting accommodations to the prevailing system. The highly contex­
tualised Hindu systems are generalised into 'a Hindu view of life' by 
apologues like Radhakrishnan for the benefit of both the Western and 
modern Indian readers. The individual esoteric skills of meditation are 
freed from their contexts into a streamlined widely accessible technique. 
And when T.S. Eliot borrows the DA DA DA passage (quoted earlier) to 
end 'The wasteland' (1930), it becomes highly individual, introspective, as 
well as universal: 

Then spoke the thunder 
DA 
datta: what have we given? 
My friend, blood shaking my heart 
The awful daring of a moment's surrender 
Which an age of prudence can never retract 
By this, and this only, we have existed 
Which is not to be found in our obituaries 
Or in memories draped by the beneficent spider 
Or under the seals broken by the lean solicitor 
In our empty rooms 
DA 
dayadhvam: I have heard the key 
Turn in the door once and turn once only 
We think of the key, each in his prison 
Thinking of the key, each confirms a prison 
Only at nightfall, aetheral rumours 
Revive for a moment a broken Coriolanus 
DA 
damyata: The boat responded 
Gaily, to ~he hand expert with sail and oar 
The sea was calm, your heart would have responded 
Gaily, when invited, beating obedient 
To controlling hands 

In reverse, Indian borrowings of Western cultural items have been 
converted and realigned to fit pre-existing context-sensitive needs. When 
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English is borrowed into (or imposed on) Indian contexts, it fits into the 
Sanskrit slot; it acquires many of the characteristics of Sanskrit, the older 
native Father-tongue, its pan-Indian elite character-as a medium of laws, 
science and administration, and its formulaic patterns; it becomes part of 
Indian multiple diglossia (a characteristic of context -sensitive societies). 
When Indians learn, quite expertly, modern science, business, or techno­
logy, they 'compartmentalize' these interests (Singer 1972: 320ff.); the 
new ways of thought and behaviour do not replace, but live along with 
older 'religious' ways. Computers and typewriters receive ayudhapuja 
(,worship of weapons') as weapons of war did once. The 'modern', the 
context-free, becomes one more context, though it is not easy to contain. 

In modern thought, William James with his 'sub-universes', or Alfred 
Schutz with his 'finite provinces of reality' and 'relevance' as central 
concepts in any understanding, should be re-read in the light of what I have 
said about context-sensitive and context-free modes. The most recent 
kinds of science can hold together inconsistent systems of explanation­
like wave and particle theories of light. The counter-movements in the 
West toward Schumacher's 'small is beautiful', appropriate technologies, 
and the attention paid to ethnicity rather than to a melting pot, though not 
yet successful, are straws in the wind-like the ethnography of communica­
tion in linguistics. 

My purpose here is not to evaluate but to grope toward a description of 
the two kinds of emphases. Yet in each of these kinds of cultures, despite 
all the complexity and oscillation, there is a definite bias. The Buddha 
(who said 'When we see a man shot with a poisoned arrow, we cannot 
afford to ask what caste he or his enemy is') also.told the following parable 
of the Raft: Once a man was drowning in a sudden flood. Just as he was 
about to drown, he found a raft. He clung to it, and it carried him safely to 
dry land. And he was so grateful to the raft that he carried it on his back for 
the rest of his life. Such was the Buddha's ironic comment on context-free 
systems. 
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