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Syllabus of Sociology M.A. 3rd Semester for the Examination to be held in 

the year December 2023, 2024 & 2025  

(NON-CBCS) 
 

Course No. SOC-C-305 Title: Sociology of Religion Credits:  6 

 Maximum Marks:  100 

Duration of examination: 3 hrs       a) Semester (External) Examination:  80 

b) Session ( Internal) Assessment:  20 
 

Objectives:  To familarize the students with religious practices and beliefs in the various human 

cultures, to consider the main sociological theories of religion and analyze the various 

types of religious organizations in different socieities. The course also intends to 

introduce students with religions of India and their main components. 

 

Unit - I Religion:  

Definition; Composition and Features of Religion; Beliefs and Rituals; Magic, Religion and 

Science; Sacred & Profane; Church; Cult and Sect; Priests, Shamans and Prophets. 

Unit - II Sociological Interpretations of Religion:  

Origin of Religion (Evolutionary); Durkheim & Sociological Functionalism; Weber & 

Phenomenology; Marx and Dialectical Materialism, Indian Perspective - Gandhi, 

Ambedkar and Vivekananda. 

Unit - III Religions of India & their Components:  

Hinduism; Islam; Buddhism; Christianity; Sikhism; Jainism; Saints/ Sants, Sadhus and 

Shrines. 

Unit - IV Contestation over Religion in India:  

Socio-religious Movement; Religious Pluralism, Fundamentalism; Communalism; 

Secularism; Religion and Globalization. 



 

 

 

 

NOTE FOR PAPER SETTING: 

The question paper will consist of three sections A, B & C. 

Section A will consist of eight long answer type questions, two questions from each unit with 

internal choice. Each question carries 12 marks. The candidate is required to answer any four questions, 

selecting one from each unit. Total weightage will be of (12 x 4 = 48 marks). 

Section B will consist of eight short answer type questions, two questions from each unit with 

internal choice. Each question carries 6 marks. The candidate is required to answer any four questions 

selecting one from each unit. Total weightage will be of (6 x 4 = 24 marks). 

Section C will consist of eight objective type questions - one mark each. The candidate is 

required to answer the entire eight questions. Total weightage will be of (1 x 8 = 8 marks).  
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UNIT-I LESSON No. 1 

 

       RELIGION: DEFINITION, COMPOSITION AND FEATURES;  

BELIEFS AND RITUALS 
 

1.0 Objectives 

The main objective of this lesson is to equip you with: 

 The meaning of Religion 

 Sociology of Religion. 

 Theorectical Perspective of Religion. 

1.1 Introduction 

Structure 

1.0 Objectives 

1.1 Introduction 

1.2 Definitions and features of religion 

1.3 Forms of Religion 

1.4 Functions of Religion 

1.5 Dysfunctions of Religion 

1.6 Sociological perspectives on Religion 

1.7 Composition of Religion 

1.8 Beliefs and Rituals 

1.9 Let us sum up 

1.10 Self Assessment Questions 

1.11 Suggested Readings 
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It is difficult to define religion. The difficulty is because of the fact that there are several 

religions and there is no single definition on which there is agreement. However, religion is a set of 

beliefs, symbols, and practices and such as rituals which are based on the ideas of the sacred, and 

which unites believers into a socio-religious community. The sacred is contrasted with the profane 

because it involves feelings of awe. Sociologists have defined religion by reference to the sacred rather 

than to a belief in a God or Gods, because it makes social comparison possible. For example, some 

versions of Buddhism do not involve a belief in God. Religion is also contracted with magic because the 

latter is thought to be individualistic. Connected to religion are invisible religion, new religion and 

secularization. 

 

write: 

Majumdar and Madan (1963) have defined religion in Indian context. They 

 

 

Then there is religion; it is the human response to the apprehension of some thing or 

power, which is supernatural and supersensory. It is the expression of the manner or 

type of adjustment, effected by a people with their conception of the supernatural. 
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Actually, religion had been regarded as product of civilization until Tylor gave convincing proof that 

primitive societies have their own versions of religious activity, not very different from that of civilized 

societies. Ever since Tylor’s views were published, no ethnographer has ever reported any primitive society 

without religious beliefs and practices. 

1.2 Definitions and Features of Religion 

Literally the term ‘religion’ stands for the principle of unification and harmonization (Latin: 

Religionis: re=back; ligare=bind). The term religion indicates that the two objects of unification were 

originally unified and that they are only temporarily separated. Religion is thus founded on the faith in 

the ultimate unity of humans and God. Any religion which seeks to unite human with anything else 

other than divine is bound to remain imperfect. 

 Various thinkers have attempted to define religion in the following manner:  

1) Max Müller in his book “Science of Religion” termed religion as “a mental faculty or 

disposition which enables human to apprehend the infinite”.  

2) E.B. Taylor in his work “Primitive Culture” defines religion as “a belief in spiritual beings”.  

3) Hoffeding in his work “Religious Philosophy” describes religion as “faith in the 

conservation of value.”  

4) Galloway defines religion as a “man’s faith in a power beyond himself whereby he seeks to 

satisfy emotional needs and gains stability of life and which he expresses in acts of worship and 

service.”  

5) William James defines religion as “the feelings, acts and experiences of individual men in 

their solitude so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider 

the divine”.  

6) Mathew Arnold defines religion as “nothing but morality touched with emotion”.  

7) James Martineau: “religion is a belief in an ever-living God and finding God. Its aspiration 

is to discover the infinite, the Absolute, the One, the Divine who is all these things and yet no 

abstraction but a Being”. 

8) Sri Aurobindo observes that “in most essence of religion… is the search for God and 

finding God. Its aspiration is to discover the infinite, the Absolute, the One, the Divine who is all these 

things and yet no abstraction but a Being”.  

Although, in all the above definitions there is no perfect definition of religion yet each 
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definition brings out one or other essential feature of religion. In every definition of religion, there is a 

reference to “Power” or “Divine”, which is our ultimate concern. It may also be observed that 

according to thinkers like Mathew Arnold, religion is a matter of morality. A good definition of 

religion is possible only when a cognizance of its important aspects in taken. Generally, it is a process 

which has two sides, an inner and an outer – according to inner aspect; it is a state of belief and 

feeling, an inward spiritual disposition. Form the outer side it is an expression of this subjective 

disposition in appropriate acts. Both these aspects are essential to the nature of religion, and they act 

and react on one another in the process of spiritual experience. There is “worshiping” and “religious 

commitment” in practice of any religion. Prior to this, there must be belief in the existence of a 

‘Higher Power’ without whichthere cannot be true worship. This belief is a must so that worshipped 

Being is capable of supplying the needs. Higher powers are worshipped with the intention of having a 

relation with them. There arises our faith in these powers, out of the sense of need. Feeling, belief and 

will – these three together constitute religion both in the lowest and highest form of civilization. The 

key notes of all religion are the feeling of the Infinite, the bowing down before the incomprehensible, 

the yearning after the unseen love of God, and oneness with Him.  

 FEATURES OF RELIGION 

Religion plays a vital role in human society, shaping people’s beliefs, guiding their values, and influencing 

cultural practices. It provides individuals with a sense of purpose, moral guidance, and a connection to the 

divine. While different religions have unique practices and doctrines, they share certain essential features that 

define their role in society.  The following are the key characteristics of religion: 

1. Belief in a Supreme Being or Supernatural Power: A defining feature of religion is the belief in a higher 

power, deity, or supernatural forces. This can manifest as monotheism, where faith is placed in a single deity 

(e.g., Christianity, Islam, Judaism), or polytheism, which acknowledges multiple gods (e.g., Hinduism, ancient 

Greek and Roman religions). Certain religions, including some branches of Buddhism, emphasize spiritual 

awakening and universal truths instead of devotion to a specific god or deity. 

2. Sacred Writings and Religious Teachings: Most religions have foundational texts or oral traditions that 

provide guidance on spiritual beliefs, ethical conduct, and rituals. These texts are often regarded as divinely 

inspired and serve as the basis for religious laws and moral principles. Examples of sacred texts include the 
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Vedas (Hindus), Bible (Christians) the Quran (Muslims) and the Tripitaka (Buddhists). In some cultures, oral 

traditions and folklore also play a significant role in passing down religious teachings. 

3. Religious Rituals and Worship Practices: Rituals are central to religious life, serving as expressions of 

devotion and means of communication with the divine. These practices include prayers, meditation, fasting, 

ceremonies, offerings, and pilgrimages. Religious observances can be personal or communal, performed at 

places of worship such as temples, churches, mosques, and synagogues. For example, Muslims perform daily 

prayers (Salah), Hindus conduct pujas, and Christians participate in sacraments like baptism and communion. 

4. Moral and Ethical Guidelines: Religion plays a crucial role in shaping moral behaviour by establishing 

ethical guidelines that govern individual and social conduct. These principles define what is considered right 

and wrong, influencing personal choices and societal laws. Religious doctrines frequently highlight the 

importance of values like truthfulness, kindness, modesty, and fairness. Many legal systems worldwide have 

been influenced by religious ethics, shaping laws related to marriage, justice, and social responsibility. 

5. Sense of Community and Belonging: Religion fosters social cohesion by creating a shared identity among 

its followers. Places of worship, religious gatherings, and communal prayers strengthen bonds within 

communities. Festivals, rituals, and collective worship encourage interaction and solidarity, reinforcing cultural 

traditions. For instance, religious festivals like Christmas, Eid, Diwali, and Hanukkah provide opportunities for 

people to come together, celebrate, and reaffirm their faith. 

6. Belief in the Afterlife and Spiritual Salvation: Many religions offer explanations about life after death, the 

soul’s journey, and the concept of salvation or enlightenment. Different faiths provide teachings on heaven, 

hell, reincarnation, or liberation from the cycle of birth and death. These beliefs influence the way followers live 

their lives, as they often strive to attain spiritual rewards or avoid divine punishment. Christianity and Islam 

emphasize salvation and eternal life, Hinduism and Buddhism focus on karma and rebirth, while some 

indigenous religions believe in ancestral spirits. 

7. Organized Religious Institutions and Leadership: Most religions have structured institutions and 

leadership hierarchies that oversee spiritual teachings, rituals, and religious governance. Spiritual leaders like 
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priests, imams, monks, rabbis, and gurus provide guidance to their communities, lead religious rituals, and 

explain the meanings of Holy Scriptures. These leaders play an essential role in maintaining religious traditions, 

educating the community, and addressing moral and ethical concerns. Institutions like the Vatican, Islamic 

councils and Hindu ashrams help preserve and promote religious teachings. 

8. Influence on Culture and Society: Religion has a profound impact on cultural practices, social customs, art, 

music, architecture, and literature. Many traditions, festivals, and rituals originate from religious beliefs and 

continue to shape social life. Religious institutions have historically contributed to social justice movements, 

education, and charity work. For instance, principles of non-violence in Hinduism and Buddhism have inspired 

global peace movements, while Christian missionary efforts have played a role in education and healthcare 

services. 

9. Emotional and Psychological Comfort: Faith provides individuals with emotional strength and 

psychological support, especially during times of distress, grief, or uncertainty. Belief in divine guidance, 

spiritual justice, or a higher purpose helps people cope with life’s challenges. Religious communities often offer 

emotional support through prayers, counseling, and social services, reinforcing a sense of hope and inner peace. 

Many turn to religion for comfort during personal struggles, loss, or crises. 

10. Adaptability and Evolution over Time: Religions evolve and adapt to societal changes while maintaining 

their core beliefs and principles. Interpretations of religious teachings may change over time due to cultural 

shifts, technological advancements, and globalization. Reform movements within religious traditions, interfaith 

dialogues, and reinterpretations of sacred texts contribute to the continuous development of religious thought 

and practice. For example, changes in religious perspectives on gender roles, human rights, and social issues 

reflect the dynamic nature of faith in modern society. 

On the basis of above description, it can be stated that religion is a multifaceted institution that influences 

personal beliefs, social values, and cultural traditions. It is characterized by faith in a higher power, sacred 

teachings, rituals, moral guidelines, and community involvement. Additionally, religion provides emotional 

support, fosters unity, and adapts to changing times. Despite variations across different faiths, the fundamental 

characteristics of religion highlight its enduring significance in human civilization. 
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1.3 Forms of Religion 

Religion has played a central role in human societies, influencing cultural identities, ethical principles, and 

social frameworks. Sociologists categorize religion into different types based on its belief systems, rituals and 

societal roles. Following are the different major forms of the religion: 

1. Animism: Animism is one of the oldest forms of religious belief, centered around the idea that all elements 

of nature including; animals, plants, rivers, mountains and even inanimate objects possess a spiritual essence or 

soul. This belief system is commonly found in indigenous and tribal cultures across the world. Animistic 

societies often practice rituals to communicate with spirits, seek their guidance, or appease them for protection. 

Animism also includes ancestor worship, where the spirits of deceased family members are believed to 

influence the lives of the living. Many African, Native American, and Aboriginal traditions are rooted in 

animistic beliefs. In Japan, Shintoism incorporates animism through the worship of kami, spirits believed to 

inhabit natural objects and landscapes. 

2. Totemism: Totemism is a belief system where a specific natural entity, such as an animal, plant, or object, is 

considered sacred and represents the identity of a community. This religious practice is often associated with 

indigenous tribal groups, where clans or families adopt a particular totem that reflects their ancestral history and 

spiritual heritage. These totems are typically regarded as protectors, and members of the group may refrain from 

harming or consuming the totem species. Rituals and ceremonies are held to honor the totem, fostering social 

unity and cohesion. The renowned anthropologist Emile Durkheim studied totemism in Australian 

Aboriginal tribes, suggesting that it is an early form of religion that plays a key role in building collective 

identity and solidarity within a society. 

3. Monotheism: Monotheism is the belief in a single, supreme deity who is responsible for the creation and 

governance of the universe. This form of religion is characterized by the worship of an all-powerful, all-

knowing, and omnipresent God, who provides moral guidance to believers. The major monotheistic religions; 

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam and share the concept of a singular deity who communicates with humanity 

through sacred texts, prophets, and religious laws. Monotheistic faiths often emphasize obedience to divine 

commandments, personal piety, and the afterlife. These religions have historically played a significant role in 

shaping laws, ethics, and cultural values worldwide. 

7

https://buddingsociologist.in/tribal-society/
https://buddingsociologist.in/tribe/


 

 

 

4. Polytheism: Polytheism is the belief in multiple deities, each with distinct roles, attributes, and powers. 

These gods and goddesses often represent different aspects of nature, human emotions, or cosmic forces. 

Ancient civilizations, such as the Greeks, Romans, Egyptians, and Hindus, have practiced polytheistic 

traditions, where each deity is worshipped through prayers, rituals, and temples. In Hinduism, for example, gods 

like Vishnu, Shiva, and Durga are worshipped for different purposes, each playing a crucial role in maintaining 

cosmic order. Polytheism often allows for a diverse and flexible religious practice, where individuals can 

choose specific deities to venerate based on their personal or communal needs. 

5. Pantheism: Pantheism is the belief that the divine is not separate from the universe but is inherent in all 

things. In this worldview, God is seen as synonymous with nature and existence itself, rather than a distinct 

personal being. Pantheistic beliefs are found in various philosophical and religious traditions, including certain 

interpretations of Hinduism, Taoism, and Buddhism. Thinkers like Baruch Spinoza promoted pantheism, 

arguing that God and the universe are one and the same. This perspective fosters a deep reverence for nature 

and often influences ecological and spiritual movements that emphasize interconnectedness and cosmic unity. 

6. Atheism: Atheism is the absence of belief in deities or divine beings. Atheists reject the notion of 

supernatural gods, often relying on scientific reasoning, logic, and empirical evidence to explain the universe. 

While atheism does not necessarily imply opposition to religion, it is frequently associated with secular 

humanism, which promotes ethics, morality, and purpose without reliance on divine authority. Prominent 

atheist philosophers, such as Friedrich Nietzsche and Jean-Paul Sartre, have explored the implications of a 

godless world, emphasizing personal responsibility and existential freedom. The rise of atheism is often linked 

to modernization, scientific discoveries, and the secularization of societies. 

7. Agnosticism: Agnosticism is the belief that the existence of deities is unknown or unknowable. Agnostics 

argue that human knowledge is limited and that it is impossible to definitively prove or disprove the existence 

of God. Some agnostics lean toward skepticism, while others remain open to spiritual possibilities. Thomas 

Huxley, who coined the term “agnosticism,” emphasized the importance of evidence-based belief and 

intellectual humility. Agnosticism often overlaps with atheism and secularism, as it challenges religious dogma 

while remaining open to philosophical inquiry. 
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8. Shamanism: Shamanism is a religious practice in which a shaman—a spiritual leader or healer—acts as an 

intermediary between the human world and the spirit world. Shamans are thought to possess unique powers that 

allow them to interact with spirits, conduct healing ceremonies, and lead souls on their journeys. Shamanistic 

traditions are widespread among indigenous cultures in Siberia, Mongolia, Africa, and the Americas. Rituals 

often involve drumming, chanting, and trance states to facilitate spiritual journeys. Shamanism is deeply 

connected to animism, as it assumes that spirits inhabit the natural world and influence human life. 

Religion exists in many forms, reflecting the diverse ways human societies seek meaning, moral guidance, and 

a sense of belonging. Whether through traditional belief systems like monotheism and polytheism or emerging 

movements like secularism, religion continues to shape cultures, political structures, and social interactions. 

Understanding these various forms allows sociologists to analyze how religion influences human behaviour and 

societal development. 

1.4 Functions of Religion 

Religion has been an integral part of human society, shaping cultures, traditions, and social structures for 

centuries. From a sociological perspective, religion serves multiple functions that influence individual 

behaviour, social cohesion and institutional stability. Religion offers ethical direction, nurtures a sense of 

community, and provides emotional support in times of difficulty. It also helps legitimize societal structures, 

encourages social transformation, and enhances psychological health. Furthermore, it influences the 

development of personal identity, economic behaviours and the socialization process. Understanding these 

functions helps explain the significant role religion plays in maintaining social harmony and influencing societal 

development in following ways: 

1. Social Cohesion: Religion acts as a powerful force in creating social unity by bringing individuals together 

through shared beliefs, practices, and traditions. It fosters a sense of belonging and collective identity, helping 

people feel connected to a larger community. Religious ceremonies, festivals and communal prayers serve as 

opportunities for individuals to interact, strengthen their relationships, and support one another. This unity is 

especially important in multicultural societies, where religious communities provide stability and social 

harmony. By creating bonds between people, religion helps maintain social solidarity and cooperation. 
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2. Social Control: Religion plays a crucial role in regulating human behaviour by providing moral guidelines 

and ethical standards. Many societies base their legal systems and social norms on religious teachings, 

influencing what is considered right or wrong. For example, religious doctrines often prohibit theft, violence, 

and dishonesty while encouraging virtues such as honesty, kindness, and charity. Fear of divine punishment, 

such as the concept of karma or judgment after death, acts as a deterrent against immoral actions. Additionally, 

religious institutions often hold authority over individuals, guiding them towards disciplined and socially 

acceptable behaviour, thus ensuring societal order and stability. 

3. Emotional Support: Life is filled with uncertainties, hardships and emotional struggles, and religion 

provides comfort in times of distress. Whether facing personal loss, illness or social injustice, people often turn 

to their faith for solace and strength. Religious beliefs offer explanations for suffering, presenting it as a test of 

faith or a pathway to spiritual growth. Rituals such as prayer, meditation, and religious gatherings provide 

emotional relief, while the support of religious communities offers a sense of security. Funerals, for example, 

help individuals cope with grief by reaffirming beliefs in the afterlife or divine justice, reducing feelings of 

despair and loneliness. 

4. Meaning and Purpose: Religion provides answers to fundamental questions about human existence, such as 

the purpose of life, the nature of good and evil, and what happens after death. It gives individuals a sense of 

direction, helping them find purpose beyond material pursuits. Many religious traditions teach that life has a 

divine purpose, encouraging followers to engage in virtuous living, spiritual growth, and service to others. By 

offering a structured worldview, religion helps individuals navigate life’s challenges and uncertainties with faith 

and hope. This sense of purpose is essential for psychological well-being and personal fulfillment. 

5. Socialization: Religious institutions play a vital role in shaping individuals’ values, beliefs, and behaviours 

from a young age. Through religious education, rituals, and family traditions, religion helps transmit cultural 

values across generations. Children often learn moral lessons from religious teachings, which shape their 

character and influence their choices in adulthood. Churches, mosques, temples and other religious centers 

serve as places where individuals learn social roles, responsibilities, and ethical conduct. By instilling discipline 

and moral values, religion contributes to the socialization process, ensuring that individuals develop into 

responsible members of society. 
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6. Legitimization of Social Order: Religion has historically been used to justify existing social structures, 

reinforcing authority and power dynamics. Many political systems and monarchies have claimed divine 

authority to strengthen their rule, making it difficult for people to challenge leadership. For example, the caste 

system in India was supported by religious doctrines for centuries, maintaining social hierarchy. Similarly, 

religious texts have been used to justify gender roles, economic disparities, and traditional customs. By 

legitimizing social order, religion contributes to stability but can also reinforce inequality and limit social 

mobility. However, in some cases, religious leaders have challenged unjust systems, using faith to advocate 

for equality and human rights. 

7. Social Change: While religion often upholds tradition, it can also be a catalyst for social change. Throughout 

history, religious movements have played a major role in advocating for justice, human rights, and political 

reforms. Leaders such as Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., and Desmond Tutu used religious principles 

to fight against oppression, discrimination, and colonial rule. Religious organizations often participate in 

humanitarian efforts, promoting education, healthcare, and social welfare. However, religious influence 

on social change varies, as some religious groups resist modernization and progressive values, preferring to 

maintain traditional beliefs. 

8. Psychological Well-being: Religion has a profound impact on mental and emotional health. It provides a 

sense of hope, reducing feelings of anxiety, loneliness, and depression. Religious practices like prayer, 

meditation, and chanting have been linked to lower stress levels and greater emotional resilience. The belief in a 

higher power or divine plan helps individuals cope with adversity, giving them a sense of purpose and security. 

Religious communities offer social support, reducing isolation and fostering a sense of belonging. Overall, 

religion serves as a source of emotional strength, promoting psychological well-being and overall life 

satisfaction. 

9. Identity Formation: Religious affiliation plays a significant role in shaping personal and group identity. It 

influences an individual’s worldview, values, and lifestyle choices, differentiating them from others. Religious 

identity often intersects with cultural, national, and ethnic identities, reinforcing a sense of belonging to a 

particular community. For example, being a Muslim, Hindu, Christian, or Buddhist is not just a matter of faith 

but also a cultural identity that affects daily life, traditions, and social interactions. Symbols, rituals, dress codes, 

and dietary practices further reinforce this identity, making religion a defining aspect of many individuals’ lives. 
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10. Economic Functions: Religion also plays a role in economic activities by promoting ethical business 

practices, charitable giving, and financial responsibility. Many religions encourage generosity and social 

welfare, leading to the establishment of charities, schools, hospitals, and community aid programs. Religious 

institutions often provide employment opportunities and contribute to the economy through tourism, pilgrimage, 

and festivals. For example, the Hajj pilgrimage in Islam or the Kumbh Mela in Hinduism generates significant 

economic activity. Additionally, religious teachings often promote hard work, honesty, and integrity in 

economic dealings, influencing business ethics and labour practices. 

These sociological functions of religion highlight its deep influence on individuals and societies. While religion 

can unite communities, provide moral guidance, and inspire change, it can also reinforce traditional hierarchies 

and resist modernization. Its impact depends on how religious beliefs and institutions interact with broader 

social, political, and economic factors. 

1.5 Dysfunctions of Religion 

Religion has played a significant role in shaping societies, providing moral guidance, social cohesion, and a 

sense of purpose. However, alongside its positive aspects, religion also has various dysfunctions that can 

negatively impact individuals and communities. These dysfunctions manifest in the form of social divisions, 

justification of inequality, resistance to change, religious extremism, economic exploitation, suppression of 

critical thinking, psychological guilt, political manipulation, oppression of women, and interference in secular 

matters. While religion can unite people, it can also create conflict and hinder progress. Understanding 

following dysfunctions is crucial for promoting a more balanced, inclusive and progressive society 

1. Social Division and Conflict: Religion has often been a source of division within societies, leading to 

sectarianism, communalism, and even violent conflicts. Differences in religious beliefs can create barriers 

between communities, fostering an “us versus them” mentality. Historically, many wars and acts of violence 

have been fuelled by religious disputes, such as the Crusades, the Thirty Years’ War in Europe, and ongoing 

conflicts between religious groups in the Middle East and South Asia. Even in modern societies, religious 

intolerance can manifest as discrimination, hate crimes, and social exclusion of religious minorities, creating a 

fragmented society where interfaith harmony is difficult to achieve. 

2. Justification of Inequality: Many religious doctrines reinforce existing social hierarchies by promoting the 

belief that inequality is divinely ordained. For example, the caste system in Hinduism has historically justified 
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rigid social divisions, limiting social mobility for lower castes. Similarly, in Christianity and Islam, certain 

interpretations have been used to justify slavery, with religious texts cited as evidence that some groups are 

naturally inferior. Additionally, many religions have imposed strict gender roles that subjugate women and 

restrict their rights, reinforcing patriarchal structures that make it difficult for women to attain equality in 

various spheres of life. By legitimizing social stratification, religion can serve as a barrier to social justice and 

equality. 

3. Resistance to Social Change: Religion often upholds traditional values and resists progressive changes, 

viewing modernity as a threat to moral and spiritual purity. Throughout history, religious institutions have 

opposed scientific discoveries, such as the Catholic Church’s condemnation of Galileo for advocating 

heliocentrism. Even today, religious opposition to issues such as reproductive rights and gender equality slows 

down social progress. Many religious communities reject contemporary ideas about human rights, preferring to 

adhere to doctrines that were formulated centuries ago. This resistance to change can create cultural and 

generational conflicts, as younger generations seek progress while religious institutions promote traditional 

ways of life. 

4. Religious Extremism: Religious extremism occurs when individuals or groups adopt radical interpretations 

of their faith, often leading to intolerance, discrimination, and even violence. Extremist organizations such as 

ISIS, the Taliban and the Ku Klux Klan have used religion to justify terrorism, ethnic cleansing, and brutal acts 

against those they consider heretics or non-believers. Such radical ideologies reject pluralism and attempt to 

impose religious laws on entire populations, violating human rights and democratic principles. Even in less 

violent forms, religious fundamentalism often results in social polarization, where one group views itself as 

morally superior to others, leading to hostility and division. 

5. Economic Exploitation: Many religious institutions amass significant wealth through donations, offerings 

and state-sponsored funding, often at the expense of their followers. In some cases, religious leaders exploit 

believers by demanding financial contributions in exchange for blessings, miracles, or promises of salvation. 

Scandals involving televangelists, fraudulent “faith healers,” and corrupt religious organizations have revealed 

how some religious figures manipulate people’s faith for personal gain. Additionally, some religious groups 

accumulate vast landholdings and financial assets while their followers remain in poverty. This economic 
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disparity raises ethical concerns about whether religious institutions genuinely serve the public or merely 

benefit from their influence. 

6. Suppression of Critical Thinking: Many religious teachings discourage questioning, skepticism and 

scientific inquiry, emphasizing faith and obedience over rational thought. In some societies, religious dogma 

takes precedence over evidence-based knowledge, leading to the rejection of science and technology. Historical 

examples include the persecution of intellectuals like Galileo and the opposition to Darwin’s theory of 

evolution. Even today, certain religious groups resist scientific advancements such as stem cell research, 

vaccinations, and climate change awareness, arguing that they contradict religious beliefs. By discouraging 

independent thought and critical analysis, religion can limit intellectual development and hinder progress in 

fields like medicine, education, and technology. 

7. Psychological Guilt and Fear: Many religions instill fear and guilt in followers through doctrines centered 

on sin, divine punishment, and the afterlife. Concepts such as hell, karma, and eternal damnation create 

psychological burdens that can lead to anxiety, self-doubt, and low self-esteem. Strict moral codes imposed by 

religious institutions may cause individuals to feel unworthy or sinful for natural human behaviours, such as 

questioning faith, experiencing sexual desire or seeking personal happiness. This psychological manipulation 

can make followers dependent on religious guidance for emotional security, discouraging them from making 

independent moral choices. In extreme cases, individuals may suffer from religious trauma, experiencing guilt 

and fear long after leaving a faith community. 

8. Political Manipulation: Religion and politics have long been intertwined, with religious institutions often 

influencing government policies and leaders using religious rhetoric to maintain power. In many countries, 

religious leaders endorse political candidates, shaping public opinion and elections. Governments, in turn, 

exploit religious sentiments to justify laws and policies that restrict personal freedoms, such as banning abortion 

or enforcing religious dress codes. The rise of religious nationalism, as seen in India, the U.S., and some Islamic 

states, blurs the line between religion and governance, leading to biased policymaking that favours one religious 

group over others. This manipulation undermines secularism and democracy, as laws and policies become 

influenced by religious ideology rather than public welfare. 
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9. Oppression of Women: Many religious traditions have patriarchal structures that limit women’s rights and 

reinforce gender inequality. Religious texts and interpretations often prescribe strict roles for women, dictating 

how they should dress, behave, and participate in society. In many conservative religious communities, women 

are discouraged or outright forbidden from becoming religious leaders, receiving higher education, or making 

decisions about their own bodies. In certain societies, harmful practices like child marriage, female genital 

mutilation, and honour killings have been defended using religious reasoning. Even in progressive countries, 

religious opposition to women’s rights continues to influence policies on reproductive health, equal pay, and 

workplace discrimination. 

10. Interference in Secular Matters: Religious institutions often seek to influence government policies, 

education systems, and healthcare, sometimes prioritizing religious teachings over scientific reasoning. For 

example, in some countries, religious groups lobby against sex education in schools, leading to misinformation 

and increased rates of teenage pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections. Similarly, religious beliefs shape 

debates on issues such as euthanasia, contraception, and same-sex marriage, often resulting in policies that 

restrict individual freedoms. In extreme cases, religious laws, such as Sharia law in some Islamic countries or 

biblical laws advocated by certain Christian groups, are imposed on entire populations, leading to legal 

discrimination against non-believers and marginalized communities. This interference challenges the principles 

of secularism and the separation of religion from the state. 

While religion has historically provided moral guidance, social cohesion, and a sense of purpose, it also has 

significant dysfunctions that impact individuals and societies. When taken to extremes or manipulated for 

power, religion can foster division, justify inequality, suppress free thought, and hinder progress. Recognizing 

these dysfunctions allows for a more balanced and critical approach to understanding religion’s role in shaping 

human societies. 

6 Sociological Perspectives on Religion 

Before delving into sociological viewpoints on religion, it’s crucial to outline three key sociological 

perspectives: 
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1. Functionalist Perspective: The functionalist perspective draws heavily from the ideas of Herbert Spencer, 

Emile Durkheim, Talcott Parsons, and Robert Merton. It posits that society operates like a well-oiled machine, 

with various interconnected components working in tandem to uphold a state of equilibrium. For instance, 

social institutions such as the family play crucial roles in nurturing and socializing individuals, which are vital 

for society’s continuity. Education serves as a conduit for passing down skills, knowledge, and cultural values 

to the younger generation. Political structures govern societal members, while economic systems oversee the 

production, distribution, and consumption of goods and services. Religion offers moral guidance and serves as a 

platform for spiritual worship. Functionalist theory underscores the interdependence of these societal elements, 

highlighting how they mutually influence one another. 

2. Conflict Perspective: The conflict perspective finds its roots in the foundational writings of Karl Marx. 

Unlike the functionalist viewpoint, which sees society as a harmonious system of interdependent parts, the 

conflict perspective posits that society consists of disparate groups vying for power and resources. Through this 

lens, social phenomena are interpreted by examining which groups wield power and gain advantages within a 

given societal structure. 

3. Symbolic Interactionist Perspective: Macro sociology, as delineated by both the functionalist and conflict 

perspectives, delves into the broader societal framework, examining how social issues intersect with 

institutional dynamics. Conversely, symbolic interactionism offers a micro-level analysis, focusing on the 

intricate interpersonal dynamics within small groups. It underscores the notion that human behaviour is shaped 

by the symbolic meanings and interpretations crafted through social interactions. The roots of symbolic 

interactionism can be traced back to the pioneering contributions of sociologists and philosophers like George 

Simmel, Charles Cooley, George Herbert Mead, and Erving Goffman. 

1.7 Composition of Religion 

Most of the human population on earth have a strong belief in sprituality or super power or commonly they 

belief in GOD which is basically we call religion. Studies by scholars have confirmed that more than 4000 

varieties o0f religion exist on planet earth. However, we only count the major religions which we commonly see 

around us or which have got a large following. Some of the major religions on earth are – Christianity, Islam, 

Hinduism, Buddhism etc. 
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Christianity is the largest followed religion on earth. It is followed by Islam, Non-Religious, Hindus and so on. 

It is interesting to note that though Christianity is the largest followed religion on earth but bit will gradually be 

surpassed by Islam because the followers of Islam religion is growing very fast. It has been found that every 

muslim women has 2.9 children per head which is highest among any other religion. 

Let’s discuss some important religion in detail:  

1) Christianity: This religion is centered on Jesus Christ. It is a monotheistic religion that is having only one 

God. It became the state religion of the Roman Empire and got popularity in European continent. But in the 

present time the followers of Christianity are declining in Europe and increasing in North America, South 

America etc.  

2) Islam: It is also a monotheistic religion which is being started by Prophet Muhammad who said himself to be 

the messenger of GOD OR ALLAH. It started in the present-day Saudi Arabia. His teachings were collected in 

Quran. He started his journey of religion from a place called the Mecca where he was severely criticized and 

later, he gathered hiss follower from Medina and spread the religion to every corner of the World.  

3) Non-religious: This group of people do not have faith in any religion. They are secular in nature.  

4) Hinduism: It is believed to be the oldest religion but it has no clear founder. It dated back to the Vedas. It is 

a religion having numerous deities and gods. This religion has got so many reformations and modifications in 

its entire course of evolution. It is concentrated in its distribution and mainly found in India, Nepal etc.  

5) Buddhism: This was founded by Siddharth Gautama more than 2500 years ago in India. There are about 470 

million followers of this religion. It is mostly followed ineast and south East Asia. These religious beliefs in 

Noble truth which explains the causes of ones worries and sufferings and also the ways to mitigate them.  

6) Judaism: It is a monotheistic religion. They believe their god communicates through prophets and reward 

good deeds while also punish evil. They worship in holy places called the synagogues and their spiritual leader 

is called rabbis. The sixpointed star of David is the symbol of Judaism. Most of the followers are found in 

United States and Israel. 

1.8 Beliefs and Rituals 

Beliefs and rituals have always been the main focus of anthropologists to study and understand society that how 

and what they reveal about political, social and aesthetic aspects of societies and cultures. We study beliefs and 

rituals not only to know the meaning and significance, but also to know the effects they have on the lives of 
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their participants and how they influence their thoughts and activities. Both beliefs and rituals can be found in 

every society because these two elements are embedded in the culture and structure of society. Every society 

possesses beliefs. Beliefs and rituals vary from culture to culture, time to time and society to society. One ritual 

which is considered as sacred in one region might not be considered as sacred in another region. Variations can 

be observed easily across the world. To understand the reason behind their existence is quite a difficult task. 

Supernatural forces are discussed in different ways in different places. One must look for the differences & the 

similarity among them. Explaining the unknown with the help of unknown is the goal.  

BELIEFS 

Broadly speaking belief in supernatural forces/power, symbolic expression of feelings and rituals performed by 

individual and groups explains the pattern and the reason for particular behavior of some people at some 

occasion in every society. Many a times belief and ritual help in finding the universal questions like nature of 

humans, nature of universe, relationship between humans and the universe, nature of death, life after death, 

reincarnation & transcendental world. People assume a kind of world they live, in which forces or elements are 

controlling it and what is the position. Beliefs and rituals should always be studied with other social institutions 

to get a holistic, universalistic & comparative understanding. Belief is embedded in aspects of everyday life and 

ritual is core of religious belief. Religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices, which unite into one single 

moral community. Every religion is comprised of beliefs, rituals, symbols, organization and feelings & 

emotions. 

Belief was found from Homo sapiens (who lived 60,000 years ago), burial pattern, graves revealed the presence 

of rituals at that time, because remains of food, tools, objects that were essentially required of everyday life was 

kept along with the dead which probably implies a belief which shows a need for after life. Various symbols, at 

the entrance of hut or rock shelter, rock paintings and prehistoric art show a belief in practicing some rituals to 

protect themselves from evil powers. Anthropologists looked at why belief and ritual is found in all societies 

and how and why it varies from society to society. Some believe humans created religion and rituals, whereas 

some believe religion is prior to humans. With the need for intellectual understanding, reversion of feelings, 

anxiety and uncertainty and need for community, humans created these elements like belief, rituals, customs, 

ceremonies and religious practices. 

  

A number of hypotheses regarding the origins of belief, rituals and religious practices have been developed 

by scholars of anthropology. They have tried to study these elements with respect to other social institutions like 
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polity, economy, kinship, marriage and family etc. they studied belief & ritual in two-stage operation, first 

analyzing the system of meanings embodied in the symbols which make belief and religion proper and second, 

the linking of these systems to social-structural and psychological processes. 

  

In the late nineteenth century, one of the earliest evolutionists proposed a theory of the origin of religious 

belief was Sir Edward Burnett Tylor (1871). In his view the most primary form of religion was animism. He 

suggested that religious belief oriented in people’s speculation about dreams, trances, and death. He thought that 

there was a dual existence of all things- a physical, visible body and psychic, invisible souls. Soul leaves the 

physical body at the time of death. Even though the death occurs but souls continue to live on. Souls were the 

earliest form of religion. He used the term animism, a belief in the existence of souls, spiritual beings or spirits. 

This view reflected the intellectual component not the emotional component therefore faced criticism. He also 

suggested that early humans devised the notion of spirits to explain the images of people they encountered in 

their dreams and trances. He said every simplest religion to most complex religion had some animistic belief. 

Belief in spirits is fundamental to the concept of animism and provides the basis of later forms of religious 

beliefs. Explaining the evolutionary ladder of religious belief, his views were animism in the starting point then 

spirits took greater power and authority and eventually became deities. Non-human entities or elements 

(animals, plants, and inanimate objects or phenomena) possess a spiritual essence. Tylor redefined animism in 

his 1871 book Primitive Culture, as “the general doctrine of souls and other spiritual beings in general”. It 

includes a belief that natural objects other than humans have souls. Eventually this process of evolution 

transformed animism into polytheism then to monotheism. Polytheism is the belief in the existence of many 

gods like in Shinto tradition. Monotheism is the belief in only one God like in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam 

includes one supernatural being. 

 Different Types of beliefs 

Gods are anthropomorphizing, attributing human characteristics, motivations to non humans particularly 

supernatural events. The name god is given to the spirit or being who is worshipped as the creator and ruler of 

the world and the one who has power over nature or world. Monotheistic religion: members believe in one God, 

like in Christianity and Islam. Polytheistic religion: members believe in many gods. Some believe gods are 

anthropomorphs like human having a face, body, limbs, whereas some believe god has no form. 

  

Spirits are the part of you which is not physical, and is invisible that consists of your feeling. Gods and spirits 

may be predictable and unpredictable aloof form or interested in human affairs, helpful or punishing. Some 
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believe they can connect to spirits by practicing some actions. The manner to approach to the supernatural 

varies from one to other like requesting, praying, pleading, fasting, sacrificing, etc. 

  

Spirituality is any kind of meaningful activity or blissful experience. It aims to recover the original shape of 

man, image of God. Like in Judaism the Torah, in Christianity Christ, in Buddhism Buddha and in Islam 

Muhammad. 

  

Ghosts- Spirit of a dead person that someone believes they can see or feel. Some communities like of 

northern Ghana, sisala believe in ancestor ghosts who take care and protect their community from bad things 

and punish them who violate rules or norms of behavior. Belief in ghosts is universal. 

  

Deity is a god or goddess. There are family deities in many caste groups of Hindu. Like some groups have 

family deities as lord Krishna, lord shiva whom they worship individually and collectively with family. 

  

Divination, an art or practice of discovering what will happen in the future using supernatural means. It seeks 

practical answers from supernatural about anything like decisions to be made or curing illness. Diviners use a 

variety of methods like tarot cards and alter conscious mind. 

 

Magic is a system of supernatural belief that involves the manipulation of supernatural forces for the purpose 

of intervening the human activities and natural events. When people believe that their actions can compel the 

supernatural to act in a particular and intended way, it is known as magic. Supernatural creatures or forces are 

believed by some people to exist or happen, although they are impossible according to scientific laws. 

 

Totemism- a belief in which each human is believe to possess a spiritual connection with another physical 

being like animal or plants, these are often called as spirit-being or totems and serve as their emblem or symbol. 

For example, in Orissa there is a tribe Bondo in which two phratries are there who have their different totems 

tiger and cobra. The people of one clan can never imagine of hunting or killing their clan totem. 

 

Shrine is a place where people visit and treat with respect, worship that place that is associated with a 

particular holy person/object. Like in Toda of Nilgiri hills have matrilineal shrine. Satanists are individuals who 

believe and worship the devil. 
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Superstition is any belief or practice which is explained by supernatural causality, and is in contradiction to 

modern science. Belief and practices that are considered as superstition by some people might not be considered 

the same by others. 

  Characteristics of Belief 

 Belief of a person or a people forms the basis of behavior of an individual or group or community. Some 

believe ancestor-spirits protect them and punish them if they violate rule of behavior. Whereas some 

believe one should punish their enemies, who have had done something wrong to them. They 

themselves punish enemies by harming them (sorcery and witchcraft). 

 It shapes human’s life and the surrounding environment. 

 Belief is fundamentally an inner condition, a psychological state. 

 Belief sometimes is the key determinant of the status or position of what it is and where it stands in 

society and in individual’s life. 

 Belief brings distinctive nature between two groups. There are Latin Christians, Syrian Christians and 

the Protestants. All three differ from each other by the beliefs they hold. 

 Belief is flexible, structured or anti-structured 

 Belief is central to all religions. Hinduism, Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Jainism, etc. Beliefs are more 

or less similar. But there are similarities and differences in belief among these religions. For example, 

Judaism shares some similarities with Islam. The Torah, teaching of the law stands at the core or central 

of Judaism. But there is difference among these two religions. In Islam, parallel is closer: the “five 

pillars” of Islam- witness to God and his prophet come close to being a credo and some formal creeds. 

The duties of relationship, practice of ritual, following of Islamic custom, and the observance of Islamic 

law are some beliefs of Islam. 

Example, Fundamental aim of Jain faith is to perfect the soul by following the teachings of the Jinas which 

reveals the essential truth of the universe and provide guidance to reach liberation through the cycle of rebirth. 

Jains believe and live by the principles of the most recent Jina, Mahavira. Jain believes in soul, karma and 

knowledge. Knowledge is required to recognize the delusions of world. With this, the highest type of 

knowledge, truth of universe is known. Non-violence is the most underlying principle of Jainism. 
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 Functions of Belief 

 Belief transforms signs to meaningful symbols which assures mystical providence. And forms a design 

or framework by founding social drama. 

 Belief put a high worth on the human person, both as flesh (visible physical body) and spirit (invisible 

form). 

 Belief magnifies the value of life by making its conservation and renewal into a cult (a group with its 

own beliefs, rituals and practices which might be an anti social group). 

 It acknowledges the material domain under spiritual authority. 

 Belief may/may not include a structure, a fixed order. 

 Belief includes discipline to subdue egotistical man to a sacred, continuing motive. 

 Belief expresses a philosophy of assent to life’s terms. 

 Beliefs inculcate attitude and personality. The major cults inculcate a sense of mystery through the use 

of symbolisms pointing to ultimate or metaphysical realities that are known by their signs. 

RITUALS 

Ritual is a religious service which involves a series of actions performed in a fixed order. In other words, a 

ritual is a way of behaving as per prescribed or established form of religious ceremony. It is observance of a set 

form or system of rites as a part of public/private worship. Rituals are practices, services or procedures done as 

rite, especially at regular intervals in set precise manner. Religious rituals reinforce the basic tenets of religion. 

When rituals make people feel good, they reinforce the belief that their religion in the correct one. Religions 

have their own rituals attached to their beliefs. Some rituals across religions (like fasting) are specific to one 

religion while others are practiced throughout. Ritual gives shape to emotions and helps humans come to terms 

with the major events of life. They have generally been seen as indispensable in deepening spiritual insight. The 

repetition of rituals instils religious values and attitudes in the lives of the worshippers. Rituals motivate and 

move us. Through ritual we build families and community, we make transitions and mark important events in 

our lives, we exppress ourselves in joy and sorrow, and perhaps, most importantly, we create and sustain 

identity. Our ancient ancestors used the bond of rituals to create ties of kinship necessary for survival in a world 

full of dangers.  

Rituals formed structure and hierarchy and helped define their places in the world, which in turn led to early 

forms of worship such as totemism, animism. and paganism. (modern religious movement incorporating beliefs 
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or practices from outside the main world religions, especially nature worship). "Modern paganism includes a 

respect for mother earth" In increasingly secular times, we may no longer need rituals for our physical survival, 

but it still remains essential for our mental, emotional and spiritual well-being. Rituals are expressions of 

culture. Ritual keeps us aware. of the meaning of who we are. In times of transition, loss, disconnection and 

loneliness, rituals offer transformative power. It can provide a language for expression, stability and serve as an 

integrative force in community, mediate tradition, and offer emotional support. Rituals survived criticisms 

(from perspective of rationality, progressive knowledge, science etc.) They do continue to play an important 

role in human life. We continue to have rituals of healing, rituals to mark rites of passage such as attaining 

puberty, or getting married, deathrituals etc. 

Rituals are ingrained in the spiritual believe system. As rituals have their roots in religion, they are agents of 

controlling our behavior in community and through which develop the sense of belongingness. Metaphorically, 

rituals are extremely important. A time to rest, replenish and restore ourselves on our long and winding path 

through life. Rituals help us to re-evaluate our journey thus. and to reaffirm that the path we are following is the 

right one for us. Rituals remove us from the ordinary space and time and place us in the sacred space. Even in 

the world of reason/science, rituals give our lives a sense of meaning and purpose. The terms sacred (the 

transcendent realm) and profane (the realm of time, space and cause and effect) have remained useful in 

distinguishing ritual behavior from other types of actions the belief systems, myths and the line are viewed as 

expressions of the nature of the sacred realm in which ritual become the determining the conduct of the 

individual in a society expressing a relation to the sacred and profane. Rituals are characteristically symbolic in 

relation to its reference. Ritual is often described as a symbolic expression of actual social relations, status or 

the role of individuals in the society. 

 Characteristics of Rituals 

 Formalism: ritual uses a set of expressions in an organized and limited manner; anthropologists call it 

“restricted code”. Example, use of Latin in a Tridentine Catholic Mass. There are certain formal things 

that gives ritual a restriction code such as use of particular language while reading the holy book like 

Bible or Quran or Bhagvad Geeta or while reciting phrases or prayers, mantras. Restriction like a fixity 

of order, louder, intonations, oratorical style, etc. Formalism is followed and brings compliance and 

acceptance among the communities. 

 Traditionalism: rituals follow tradition and generally repeat the historical actions, practices. A good 

example is of American thanksgiving dinner which is based on early puritan settlement of America. 
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Rituals reflect tradition, history and shows how humans have adapted, modified and absorbed these 

rituals. Performing rituals show historical transmission and changes in traditional practices. 

 Invariance: rituals are invariants marked by bodily discipline. For example, in monotheistic religion, 

prayers are performed in union or in groups. We can see in churches a day before and on the day of 

Christmas, good Friday and Easter or in mosques, men who follow Islamic religion gather there and 

pray together with discipline or in temples at certain festivals like shivratri, janmashtmi or during jagran 

people pray in groups or individually perform rituals. 

 Rule-governance: rituals are sometimes governed by rules that impose rules, norms on the behavior 

which defines the outer limits of what is in order. A legitimate communal authority is evoked by 

customs approved by individuals in community. In some societies fighting or violence is not conducted 

in wars. 

 Sacral symbolism: activities based on the belief in gods or supernatural beings are considered as rituals 

like in religious belief practices. It requires a human response who expresses generalized belief in the 

existence of the sacred beings. Symbols, sign, objects become sacred through a process. People identify 

these things as sacred symbols which are an identity of any religion, country or nation. Example, flag, 

specific folding, saluting and raising the flag represents a nation which shows it should not be treated as 

a piece of cloth. Example are symbols or sign or objects or holy book of religion that gives people a 

religious feeling when they see it like in Christianity or Islam. 

 Performance: it creates a frame around the activities, symbols and events which shape the order/pattern. 

It is said that until there is performance, ritual is socially meaningless. Not only is seeing or believing 

but doing too. Performance is clearly observed in all types of rituals. Rituals are determinants of all 

known human societies and cultures which include worship rites, sacraments of organized religions and 

cults, rites of passage, atonement, purification, rites, oaths of allegiance, dedication ceremonies, 

coronations and marriage, presidential inaugurations, funerals, traditions, ceremonies and customs. 

 Different types of Rituals 

Rituals can be of more than one type. Rituals are performed or practiced by people to protect their village from 

crisis, illness, bad luck, omens, drought, scarcity of food and water, gynecological troubles, difficulties and 

severe physical injuries. Some believe rituals are formed by supernatural powers like gods or goddesses, if not 

performed in prescribed manner likely chances are there for the occurrence of bad things either to individual or 

to the whole group or community. There are no obvious types of rituals but those ritual types which are 

commonly seen: 
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 Contingent rituals: it can be subdivided into life-crisis ceremonies, performed at birth, puberty, 

marriage, death to demarcate the passage from one state to another in the individual or group’s life 

cycle. These rituals are performed to placate or exercise preternatural forces (preternatural abilities or 

qualities are very unusual in a way that might make think that unknown forces are involved) for 

protection, safety and security in a meaningful manner. 

 Seasonal rituals: rituals may be seasonal or climatic depending on the crops, availability of food, water, 

pastures, and resources. For example, pastoralists still practice religious rituals before selecting pastures 

or breeding of their animals. Shifting cultivators still follow the rituals prescribed from earlier times, like 

performing rituals before selecting a plot, before cleaning up the land, before burning the land, before 

sowing seeds and weeding, before harvesting and fallowing. These people perform rites by taking care 

of direction of wind, sun, moon, lunar or solar eclipse, etc. culturally defined moment of change in the 

climatic cycle or the inauguration of an activity such as planting, harvesting, setting up a new hut for 

shelter or moving from winter to summer or at the time of crisis. 

 Divination rituals: other class called as divinatory rituals, ceremonies, customs that are performed by 

political, authority to ensure the health and fertility of human beings, animals, crops in their area or 

territories; invitation into priesthoods devoted to certain duties, into religious associations or into secret 

societies where the daily offering of food along with libation of deities or ancestral spirits. 

 Functions of Rituals 

 Rituals give social control 

 Satisfy psychological needs 

 Maintains past-historical essence 

 Medium of rebellion 

 Gives Structure and anti-structure 

 Performs as social dramas 

 Gives a form of communication 

 Serve a disciplinary program 

 Provides methodological measure of religiosity 

 Enhances with ritualization 

 Performs with religion 
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1.9 Let us sum up 

Thus, to conclude, the role of religion in society is complex and multifaceted. It can offer moral guidance, foster 

community, provide psychological support, and influence political and economic systems. However, it also 

poses challenges, including potential intolerance, gender inequality, and resistance to change. 

1.10Self Assessment Questions 

Q. 1 Define religion and give its constituents. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________ 

Q. 2 Write a note on beliefs and rituals. 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

Q. 3 Discuss the theories of religion. 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

Q. 4 Write an essay on naturalism. 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

Q. 5 Discuss Malinowsk’s functional theory of religion. 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 
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Q. 6 Analyse Radcliffe- Brown’s functions of religion. 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

Q. 7 Briefly explain a note on animism. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

Q. 8 How would you relate sociology of religion with the positivism of 19th century. 

__________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

_________ 

Q. 9 It is argued that religion is non-rational, collective and symbolic. Explain this statement. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

Q.10 Analyse religion as a ritual and belief. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________ 

1.11Suggested Readings 

1. Haralombus, M. 1980; Sociology - Themes and Perspectives, Oxford University Press. 

 

2. Madan, T. N. 1991; Religion in India, Oxford University Press. 

3. Madan, T. N. 1997; Modern Myths, Locked Minds, Oxford University Press. 

4. Macionis J. J. 1997; Sociology, Prentice Hill, Inc. 

5. Schaeffer, R. T. & Lamm, R. P. 1992; Sociology, McGraw Hill Inc. 

6. Giddens, A. 1989; Sociology, Blackwell Publisher Ltd. 
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UNIT - I LESSON No. 2 

 

MAGIC, RELIGION AND SCIENCE 
 

2.1 Objectives 

The main objectives of this lesson are to equip you with: 

 Conceptual framework of Religion, Magic & Science. 

 Elements of Religion. 

 Elements, Theories & Types of Magic. 

 Relation between Magic & Science, Magic & Religion. 

 Structure 

2.1 Objectives 

2.2 Introduction  

2.3 Elements of Religion 

2.4 Magic: Meaning 

2.5 Elements of Magic 

2.6 Theories of Magic 

2.7 Types of Magic 

2.8 Magic & Science 

2.9 Magic & Religion 

2.10 Let us sum up 

2.11 Self Assessment Questions 

2.12 Suggested Readings 
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2.2 Introduction  

Magic and religion are inter-related in the worlds of E.B. Tylor: Religion is the belief in supernatural. The idea 

of religion is closely related to magic and science. 

We have discussed the constituents of religion in preceding lesson. Here we would only reiterate that 

religion has its several elements. These elements are in one way or the other related to magic. Before we 

discuss their relationship, we would, in short, give the elements of religion. 

2.3 Elements of Religion 

Social anthropologists, particularly the British ones, have generated voluminous data on primitive 

religion. The data relate to the primitive and tribal people of India, Africa and Australia. The US 

anthropologists have, however, shown lesser concern on primitive religion. On the strength of the 

ethnographic data available we present below in this section some of the elements of religion which also 

characterized religion of several tribal groups: 

Durkheim has described ritual as an important element of religion. Ritual is a practice of religion, or 

say, the action part of religion. Conceptually, ritual is different from religious phenomena or beliefs. Beliefs are 

ideas or thoughts and ritual is their implementation. At the empirical plane of any religion, primitive or otherwise, rural 

cannot be separated from religion. Parsons in Structure of Social Action has explained the relationship of religion 

and rituals in the following words: 

The fundamental distinction between religion and ritual is that between two categories of 

religious phenomena—beliefs and rites—the first is a form of thought, the second of action. But 

the two are in separable, and central to every religion. Without knowing its beliefs, the ritual of 

a religion is incomprehensible. That the two are inseparable does not, however, imply any 

particular relation of priority, the point is, at present, the distinction. Religious beliefs, then, are 

beliefs concerning sacred things, their origin, behaviour and significance for man. Rites are 

actions perform in relation to sacred things. 

If a Santhal of Bihar offers a hen to his local deity, it is a ritual in consideration of his belief or 

thought that the deity has to be appeased to ward off the evils inflicted on the community. Thus, 

the sacrifice of a hen is ritual and belief in the power of deity is thought. We see that in an empirical 

situation both belief and ritual work together. 
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(a) Arousing of Feelings 

In order to get consciousness about religion or the existence of belief, some feelings and 

emotions are also aroused. Fear of God, fear for doing evil things, charity, living a sacred life are all 

patterns of behaviour which arouse feelings for a religion. Sometimes, however, feelings are also 

aroused to create terror in the followers. 

(b) Beliefs 

The edifice of religion stands on the structure of beliefs. The earlier social anthropologists 

defined religion in terms of beliefs only. Tylor argued that there cannot be any religion without 

belief. And, what is important about belief is that it cannot be argued; it cannot be empirically 

proved. It is only a matter of understanding. 

In recent anthropological literature, the element of belief in religion is severely criticized. It is said 

that religion has to be understood in sociological and logical terms. Belief has no existence because it 

does not stand the test of reality. 

(c) Organization 

In the early history of religion, we have evidence to say that there was some organization to 

regulate the activities of a particular sect. Max Weber, who is said to be the founder of modern 

sociology, observed that all the great religions of world—Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and Hinduism—

had some kind of organization. The function of organization was to regulate the activities and 

functioning of the religion. Christianity has its church which works as a central body to keep the 

Christians together. Likewise, Hinduism has its four dhamas where Sankracharyas work as head and 

regulate the activities of Hindus. 

(d) Symbols and Myths 

Each religion has its own symbols and myths. For instance, church, temple, mosque, flag and a 

specific kind of dress and worship are symbols of various religious cults. Similarly, there are mythological 

stories related to each religion. The tribals who believe in animism have their own totems which are 

reflected in animals, plants and trees. The origin of the clans is also illustrated by mythological stories. 
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(e) Taboos 

In order to differentiate itself, each religious faith has its own taboos. These taboos are related to food 

habits and way of living. For instance, Jainism professes that its followers should not take their meals after sunset 

and that they should be strictly vegetarian. The behaviour patterns of the followers are also determined by 

religion. 

In the above list of the elements of religion, a few more could be added. It must be remembered that 

these elements undergo change and transformation at the local level. New interpretations are also added to the 

elements with the functioning of various social and cultural processes. Some new elements also appear. 

2.4 Magic: Meaning 

According to James Goerge Frazer (1922) “Magic is inventory of beliefs and forms of behavior 

which are not subject to criticism, recheck and elimination”.  

According to Beals and Hoijer (1975) “Magic is a body of techniques and methods for controlling the 

universe on the assumption that if certain procedures are followed minutely certain results are 

inevitable. It presupposes an orderly universe of cause and effect”. 

 According to Prof. Keesing (1962), “A magical act is a rite carried out to twist nature in a specific 

way to satisfy human desire.”  

The classification of magical practices most firmly established, comes to us from J. G. Frazer. He 

found that magical formulae are based on two principles:  

• Like produces like; and  

• Once in contact always in contact.  

He has reduced these principles into laws. The first he calls the law of similarity and the second is the 

law of contact, or contagion. Basing on these laws, he classified magic into two categories: (a) 

Imitative or homoeopathic magic and (b) contagious magic. If we make a quick survey of research in 

sociology and social anthropology, we realize that during the last few decades no empirical study on magic 

has been made by social anthropologists. Sachchidananda has prepared an elaborate bibliography on rural 

studies, and to our surprise no study has been conducted on the influence of magic among the Indian tribes. 

Similarly, the project Peoples of India does not mention anything about this. On the other hand, the textbooks 

on social anthropology invariably carry a chapter on tribal magic. Clearly, there is a wide gap on what we 

find today and what is given in the textbooks. It is beyond comprehension as to what makes the textbooks 

writers devote many pages to vivid accounts of tribal magic. Perhaps, the fault does not lie with the textbook 

writers. The responsibility of including magic rests with the framers of the syllabuses. 
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Magical practices in India go back to medieval and pre-capitalist society. Magic has a specific role in 

the evolution of our institutions. Malinowski, Evans-Pritchard and Frazer were evolution lists. It is this 

evolutionary perspective which led these anthropologists to write about tribal magic. Religion, too, like any 

other social institution, has evolved through a long process of development. Magic was perhaps the first 

stage in the evolutionary phase of development of religion. Besides tribals the non-tribal groups who 

were living in isolation also had firm faith in magic. 

The allopathic system of treatment had not come into existence then, and people were perennially 

becoming victims of varying ailments. They were living in unfriendly environments. There was scarcity, 

famines, epidemics, and the people had no other alternatives other than resorting to magic. 

Malinowski and Frazer who worked among theatricals reported the role of magic in tribal 

society in middle of the 19th and 20the centuries. Malinowski’s Trobrianders and Evans-Pritchard’s 

Azandes have now taken to modernization. All of them have accepted the modern system of 

medicine. 

In India, the ‘civilized’ castes also took to magical practices and in some cases, these 

proved more sophisticated than tribals.’ When there was invasion on Somnath temple (Gujarat), the 

Hindu Rajas invited a group of Brahmins to perform magic so that the invasion could be made 

ineffective. Even today, we see that when political leaders or elites of high status are in a 

struggle with death, Brahmins and tantriks are called to perform Mratunjaya Jap—a clear 

example of belief in superstitions. The point which we want to emphasize here is that magic 

was note a specific art practiced only by theatricals. The whole subcontinent believed in magical 

practices.  If Frazer and Malinowski mentioned tribal magic, they were only discussing the 

tribal situation which was found during the medieval and pre-capitalist periods, not only of 

India but the whole of Europe. 

What is Magic? 

It is a term that denotes a special kind of behaviour, not necessarily religious, which follows from the 

acceptance of beliefs in one or another type of supernaturalism. If people believe in animism, they act 

so as to get certain things done with the help of the spirit beings ‘whom they believe to be present. If 

people believe in mana or animatisms, they may act in a somewhat different way in order to effect 

desired ends with the help of the impersonal sort of power they presume can be tapped. They also 

assume that certain things will happen inevitably because the power has always operated in that way. 

If people believe in a pantheon of deities, one or another of ‘those deities will be propitiated, sacrificed 

to, vangled in some way in order to bring about other desired ends. However, the essential characteristic 

of magic is that its procedures tend to be mechanistic and to function automatically if one knows the 

proper formula.” Religion and magic are alternative techniques. Sometimes, one is supplementary to 

another. 
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Anthropologists have defined magic on the strength of their experience in the field, though a ‘few 

of the definitions are not directly related to empirical observations. However, we would make an attempt 

here to define magic in systematic way. Let us begin with John Lewis. He says: 

“Magic is the technique of coercion by making use of belief in supernatural power. 

Sympathetic or imitative magic supposes that an action committed upon something that stands 

for a person or a thing will have the desired effect upon the actual person or thing”. 

Malinowski has defined magic in a very precise way as, “Magic is a body of purely 

practical acts, performed as a means to an end.” 

According to Herskovits, “magic is a substantial part of culture”. People often use prayer as a 

form of worship. A prayer uses words to bring about the favourable intervention of the powers of’ the 

universe in the affairs of men. Magic stand in contrast to prayer and this contrast was for the first time 

attempted by Evans-Pritchard in the discussion of the magic among the Azandes. Herskovits draws his 

comprehension of magic from Evans-Pritchard and Frazer. His understanding of magic is explained 

as below:  

The charm and the spell are widely spread devices employed in magic. A specific power, held 

to reside in a specific object, is set in operation by the pronouncement of a formula that, of 

itself, can wield power. The magic charm takes innumerable forms. It most often includes 

some part of the object over which its power is to be exerted, or some element that, because of 

outer resemblance or inner character, habitually achieves the desired result. 

Though the definitions of religion given by the anthropologists vary in their form and content, 

the basic idea is more or less the same. The tribals believe that there is one supernatural power. None 

can contest it. It is universal. This supernatural power is endowed with ample power which is positive 

(white) and negative (black) both. The person, who wants to obtain expertise in the art of magic, 

appeases the supernatural power to make it bestow some power on him. The supernatural thus can be 

obliged to part with some of its power through certain magical performances. These performances 

vary from society to society. 

2.5 Elements of Magic 

Magic is an art and has to be acquired. The practitioner has to work hard to develop the skills of magic. 

Some of the important elements of magic are given below: 

(1) Tylor has classified ‘the practices of magic. These practices are scientific. The practitioner works 

as a scientist. For instance, Tylor says that things, which appear similar, are put into one category. 

For example, jaundice bears yellow colour and gold also has the same colour. Magic establishes 

relationship between these two because of their similar colour. Bohannan does not agree with this 
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theory. He says that in magical practices no logic of association applies. 

(2) Magic is individual-oriented. A person perceives a thing in a particular way; this perception 

works in his magical practices. 

(3) According to Malinowski, there is important role of mantras. Mantras have the power to 

imitate the natural voice and, therefore, for successful result of magical practices mantras are 

important. Second, the magician explains the present situation in this language and orders for 

the fulfillment of his desires. Third, the mantras refer to the name of those ancestors who have 

imparted the magical skills. 

(4) While chanting the mantras the magician continuously does some activities; for instance, he 

moves his hands, makes faces and gestures. These physical activities are believed to strengthen 

the power of magic. 

(5) The magician exercises some restrain in terms of diet and sex relations during the days when he 

engages himself in magical practices. 

(6) Magical practices cannot be done at the discretion of the magician. There are some fixed 

days which are considered to be suitable for this. For instance, the last day of the dark half of 

month or amavasya is most suitable for learning and doing magic. Again, the days of 

Dassehra, particularly Navratri, is good for magical practices. 

(7) Malinowski says that discipline is most important in the practice of magic. 

 

The first thing which is required of a magician is to spell out the objectives of magic. He has to 

perform them with great caution. A little fault could boomerang on the magician himself. It is 

because of this that the magician lives a pathetic life in his old age. 

(8) In accordance with the objectives of magical practices the magician makes physical gestures to 

empower his magic. 

Frazer and Malinowski have observed interesting instances about the magical practices among 

the tribals of Australia and Africa. Nadel has also referred to magic in his description of Nupe religion. 

Evans-Pritchard gives elaborate descriptions about magical practices and its elements among the 

Azandes. 

2.6 Theories of Magic 

Some anthropologists have developed theories of magic. Tylor has very specifically 

differentiated magic from religion. He has constructed three basic theories of magic which are as 

under: 

(1) Magic is related to a kind of behaviour which is based on general knowledge. 
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(2) Whatever is done by nature, can also done by magic. In this situation people do not 

differentiate between the functioning of nature and magic. 

(3) If the magic fails, it is considered due to the faulty chanting of mantras 

or some lapse in the regular life of the practitioner. 

Thus, Tylor’s theory of magic makes two important points: (i) magic is an ideology, and it has 

to be relied upon; and (ii) magic is based on logic. If the magical practices were done on these two 

principles, the results would always be forthcoming. Evan-Pritchard observes that magic and religion 

are found in all the societies. 

In all the societies, there is the influence of magic, science and religion. But the extent of 

influence is not similar. For instance, if a society lives at a lower level of culture such as that of tribals and 

backward classes, the extent of magic and religion would be larger. The larger members of this society 

would depend much on magical practices and rituals. However, if the society has a higher-level of culture, 

there would be lesser space for magic and religion; and more space for science. In other words, science 

has a predominant place in advanced societies whereas the backward societies practice more of 

magic and religion. 

Tylor’s theory of magic has been improved upon by Frazer. In the literature on social 

anthropology, Tylor is very well known for his two classical works: Whatever Tylor has propounded 

in the form of theory in these books has been taken up for discussion and analysis by Frazer. While 

interpreting Tylor, Frazer gives the theory of the law of sympathy which says that the tribal people 

look at material things in terms of sympathy between the two similar things. Sympathy is of two kinds: 

(i) on the basis of outward similarity, for instance, between the colour of jaundice and the colour of 

gold; and (ii) based on contact. It is on the basis of these two sympathies that Frazer has given three 

theories of magic: (1) theory of sympathy, (2) theory of similarity and (3) theory of contact. 

Frazer’s theory of magic believes that when a tribal practices magic, he does it as he has 

learnt it, and he has nothing to do with the theories of magic and his concern is with the outcome 

only. It is because of this that Frazer considers magic to be semi-art and semi-science. Magic has 

two basic objectives: first through magic certain objectives are achieved, and second, some of the 

unwanted incidents can be avoided. The first objective is called sorcery and the second taboo. 

No doubt, Tylor has given certain fundamentals of magic which are found among the tribals. 

These fundamentals are further elaborated, reinterpreted and recast by Frazer. The credit of 

dividing magic into sorcery and taboo is another important contribution substantially to this field. His 

hypothesis is that magic and religion provide political solidarity to a society. Both Frazer and 

Durkheim look at magic and religion as sources of political solidarity. 

2.7 Types of Magic 
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Students of social anthropology often distinguish two kinds of magic.  

1.The first kind which is named by Frazer is called imitative or homeopathic magic.  

2 . T he second is called Contagious Magic.   

Describing the two kinds of magic Herskotvits writes: Both are held to operate in accordance 

with a principle of ‘like t o  l i k e ’  also called a  ‘principle of sympathy’.  

 

1. ‘Contagious’ magic: This magic is associated with the law of contact i.e. things once in contact 

with each other remain forever in association even if the contact is physically severed. 

Primitives have been found not to use each other’s clothing, not for reason of hygiene, but 

because cloths are regarded as a part of that person’s body who wore them first. The main 

implication of the law of contact is that a part is always associated with the whole to which it 

belongs or belonged; once a part is always a part. This association is extended to clothing, 

nail-cuttings, hair-trimming, utensils, personal effects and so on. It is because of this belief 

that the personal belongingness of the dead is not made use of by many primitive groups but 

are instead buried or cremated along with the dead body.  

 

2. ‘Imitative’ magic would, let us say, be found in the performance of a dance in which the simulated 

killing of an animal was enacted so as to assure success in hunting. Imitative Magic: It is the 

magic which is associated with the law of similarity i.e. like produces like or that an effect 

resembles its cause. Following this law, the magical practitionerinfers that he can produce any 

desired effect by imitating it. Imitative magic includes both “white” or beneficial and “black” 

or armful magic 

The two kinds of magic as above neither constitute the entire field, nor are they absent from certain 

practices to which the term ‘religious’ is customarily given. 

Yet another typology of magic is that of ‘black’ and ‘white’.  

1. Black magic is that kind of magic which is always used to do harm in the society. One of the most 

striking and prevalent form of the black magic is ‘the image magic’. Images range from highly 

concrete and pictorial, doll-like representations of human beings or animals to the symbolic 

representations. The acts which one performs upon images by imitation are thought to come about 

in actuality. Thus, burning of effigies is the common form of black magic. It is believed that when 

the effigy is burnt, its original will suffer like-wise. Black magic has some evil intentions. According 

to it, the victim is inflicted with some injury. The second type, white magic is beneficent in its intent. In 

social anthropological literature much emphasis is placed on black magic. “The reason for this is 

two-fold. There is the challenge to the investigator to uncover what his informants are least willing to 
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divulge. More than this though is the dramatic appeal of black magic for the people themselves. Once a 

willingness to talk about it is established, informants will dwell on the subject with relish and exuberant 

detail, leaving ‘white’ magic as something taken for granted.” The horror shows which are presented 

with different names on television depict several of the practices of black magic. If revenge has to 

be taken, a magician makes a clay image of the victim and gives it all kinds of pains. These pains, 

in turn, are experienced by the victim. We have innumerable instances of magic reported from 

different parts of the world.  

2. White magic: The magical ceremony which isperformed for beneficial end is known as white 

magic. Familiar examples are fertility rites to ensure or increase the growth of crops and the 

successful birth of animals or human being by acts as symbolically depicting bountiful harvests or 

sexual intercourse, pregnancy and parturition. Like the cave art of the Old Stone Age or totemic 

rites of Australian aborigines, imitative magic may also be used to ensure or increase the food 

supply of edible animals. Rain magic involving the imitation of falling rain or flowing water is 

common among primitive people who subsist chiefly by horticulture. Some tribal groups believe 

that thunder with its rumbling noise, is the direct cause of rain. Therefore, when they want rains, 

they go to a hill top, sacrifice a hen or a pig and then start flinging down stones, rocks and boulders 

down the hill, expecting rain to follow the rumbling noises created by their actions, just as it 

follows thunder. However, the instances of white magic are very few. This category of magic is 

also extended to include much of native medicine. Surprisingly, there is prevalence of white and 

black magic among the literate peoples too. However, the increase in literacy and education, many 

of the magical practices are going out of vogue. 

 

 Witchcraft 

Disease and hardships are common to mankind. To overcome these bodily ailments or social 

crises people have an inventory of remedies. Premises for the secular practice of medicine, unencumbered by 

supernaturalism re, therefore, found among all societies. Such knowledge, which of course was empirical and 

not analyzed in a scientific fashion, was usually available to and utilized by all the people. There were 

however, innumerable afflictions which people in primitive societies supposed were caused by factors of 

anon-material kind. The treatment of such ailments required magical procedures, such as returning a 

poisonous power injected by an evil shaman or magic man into his victim. Individuals who had 

acquired or inherited or purchased supernatural power and procedures based thereon were asked to 

help persons supposed to be ill from these non-material causes. 

In all societies shamans were only part-time workers engaged in curing people or at some 

ceremonies for which their power also fitted them. The practice of medicine among the people in 

primitive societies is thus everywhere characterized by a few actually useful devices and drugs, but 
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incorrect theories as to causation of more deadly ailments and by resort to the supernatural for 

treatment of the latter. 

Each society has its specialists who treat the diseases by their skills. These are called witch 

doctor, shaman, ozha or bhopa. The shamans or ozhas are those who have the power to detect 

witches and cure a bewitched person. They profess to be able to look into the future, escape harm, 

transform themselves and accomplish superhuman tasks. 

Evans-Pritchard, who has worked among the Azandes of the southern Sudan during 1926-36, 

has given elaborate information about witchcraft and oracles. In Azande tribe, any misfortune can be, 

and generally is, attributed to witchcraft. Azandes consider it to be real. The witch dispatches what 

he calls the soul, or spirit, of his witchcraft to cause damage to others. The sufferer consults oracles or 

a diviner to discover who is injuring him. This may be quite a lengthy and complicated 

procedure. When the culprit is revealed, he is requested to withdraw his malign influence. If in a 

case of sickness, he does not do so and the person dies, the kinsmen of the dead man could, in 

future, take the affair to the chief and exact vengeance, or they could make, as they do today, a 

counter magic to destroy the witch. 

Among Indian tribals too the practice of witchcraft is found. A witch can injure anyone 

by a psychic act and gradually bring about his death. This power arises from a certain 

substance in the body of the witch. Witchcraft can explain all unfortunate events. It plays its 

part is fishing, agricultural pursuits, in the demotic life of the village as well as in communal 

life. Thus, witchcraft plays a prominent role in the total life of the tribal community. If for 

instance, the maize crop is diseased, it is attributed to witchcraft. If the milch cow dries, it is due to 

witchcraft. 

The occurrence of witchcraft is explained by various causes. Though there is natural 

causation, but whey did the accident happen just when it did and to that particular man? A man 

is injured by a bullock. Why this man? And why this bullock? Witchcraft is a causative factor in 

the production of harmful phenomena in particular places at particular times, and in relation to 

particular persons. If a tree falls and kills a man, that is natural but why did it fall jut as he was 

passing. 

An oracle is consulted to determine whether some individual is bewitching another individual. 

One of the most popular kinds of oracle is the poison oracle. Fowls are taken into the bush and a 

small amount of poison is administered to them. If the fowl lives, the man is adjudged to be a witch. 

The witch doctors are not those magicians who cure the ailments. There are other kinds of specialists 

who counteract magic. The witch doctor is a diviner who exposes witches and a magician who 

thwarts them. He also acts as a leech, or doctor. 

 Relations between Magic and Religion  
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Magic and religion are very close to each other in their role as tools of adaptation. The following are 

some points of relationship between magic and religion. 

 • Magic and religion are both imbued with the mystery of the world.  

 • Religion seeks an explanation in terms of spirits and gods. Magic does in terms of force. Nonetheless 

the roles of magician and priest are often combined in one person.  

• The art of magician and many religious rituals are meant to create an atmosphere of suggestibility.  

• The technique of both magic and religion is ritualistic, the performance of which is governed by a 

traditional order.  

 • The veil between the two is very thin. So, a slight change in the formulation of words may convert a 

magical formula into religious prayer. 

2.8 Magic and Science 

Tylor was the first who discussed magic as a science. The question that plagued him and 

aroused his curiosity was that when scientifically religion has no basis, why do tribals practice it? The 

question was valid and begged an answer. Tylor noticed that the tribals themselves knew that magic 

was not true even then it had a vital place in their life. He contemplated to answer the question: 

(1) Magic is related to the commonsense behaviour. 

(2) What magic does is actually done by nature also. 

(3) Even when the magic fails to perform a certain action, there is no fault with it; there must have 

been something wrong in the practice of magic. 

(4) If magic inflicts some injury, there is always counter magic. 

(5) The success stories of magic outweigh its failures. 

 

Tylor argues that the development of magic in a systematic way takes the form of science. The crux 

of his argument is that magic runs on the principles of nature. Nature is run by positivistic laws, so it is 

also a science. 

Frazer does not accept magic as a pure science. However, he does admit that magic is a semi-

science. According to him, magic takes place on the basis of certain logic and rules. Ordinary people do 

not understand that magic is practiced on rules which are similar to science. People only see its applied 

aspect. They do not think about the principles which guide the magical performances. For a magician, 

magic is only an art even he does not understand that these are principles which are solely based on 

science. In theory magic is based on abstract laws. 
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Malinowski has worked among the people of the Trobriand islands. He has generated a rich 

stock of data though he has notarized the question of scientific nature of magic. He takes a functional 

perspective and says that magic exists in society; people practice it because it has certain functions to be 

fulfilled. However, he accepts that the methods of magic and science, if not same, are truly similar. Both 

magic and science work on the logic of cause and effect. 

Evans-Pritchard fell in the same line of thinking as Tylor and Frazer. Despite their different 

approaches all the three agree on the following hypotheses :(1) There is some supernatural power. This 

power has two faces. Its one face is benevolent and provides salvation to men. The second face of it is 

ugly and harmful. Science explores the benevolent face while magic the ugly face. Science and magic 

are the two aspects of supernatural power. 

(2) Ruth Benedict argues that magic is not science. The findings of science are verifiable, whereas 

the findings of magic are beyond any verification. 

(3) There are constant experiments in science. It has made tremendous progress during the last several 

centuries; instead of registering any progress, magic is increasingly becoming oblivious. Less and less 

people show their belief in magic. 

(4) The basis of science is pure logic whereas the major premise of magic is faulty. 

 

 

 Difference and Relations between Magic and Science  

Science and magic are closely related. Both science and magic depend upon mechanistic procedures. The 

magician must follow the same type of process as is done by the scientist. But whereas the scientist deals 

with the natural world, the magician deals with the supernatural. Magic and science both assume the 

existence of non-variant relations and the operation of impersonal causes in a more or less mechanical 

fashion. In magic there is assumed uniformity of cause and effect such as is postulated in natural laws. 

Frazer says that the two are essentially the same, the difference being that magic is based on wrong 

assumptions regarding causal relations. That is why he calls magic the “bastard sister” of science. He holds 

that science is valid, magic is invalid and false. Therefore, magic is barren. Science is legitimate, magic is 

illegitimate. Hence magic is not science. At best, it appears as science. In other words, it is pseudo-science. 

When it becomes true and fruitful, it would no longer be magic but become science. 

 

2.9 Magic and Religion 

What is the relationship between magic and religion? The distinction comes with more ore less 

personified beings, but most religious rites contain examples of magical symbolism, and a good deal of 

magic includes reference to spirits. In fact, it is not really possible to distinguish clearly between magic and 
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religion. 

There is a fundamental differentiation in religion and magic. First, the rituals of a religion are public 

and collective. They affect the people as a whole, absorbing all its energies for the period of magico-

religious activity. This gathering together of large numbers of people for sowing, harvest feasts and similar 

celebrations unites the whole community in a mood of happiness and harmony. It gives solemn and 

collective expression to the social sentiments of an organized community, on which the constitution of a 

society depends. 

2.10 Let us sum up 

The magico-religions rites are not for any celebration but for averting or dislodging the visiting evil. The magical 

practices relating to hunting have certain rites, which help in the easy killing of the animal. Sometimes, the entire 

hunting performance is done in a ritualistic dance, wearing some part of the animal’s skin. It clearly shows that 

magic is related to religion. There are field reports from Malinowski and Leach which establish that magic is 

used for successful attainment of goals. For instance, Malinowski reports that when a fisherman sails on the 

currents of the sea, he applies magic and believes that his boat would not meet any tragedy. The Trobrinders also 

practise magic to win the heart of their beloved. Durkheim, who is the founder of the sociology of religion, does 

not see any difference in religion and magic. For him, both the practices are meant to attain certain 

objectives. 

2.11Self Assessment Questions 

Q. 1 Explain Tylor’s definition of religion. 

        _______________________________________________________________    

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

Q. 2 What are the elements of religion. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 

Q. 3 Define magic as has been done by John Lewis. 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________ 

Q. 4 Describe fully the elements of magic. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

___________________ 

 

Q. 5 Analyse some of the theories of magic. 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

__________________ 

 

Q. 6 What are the types of magic? Enumerate these. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q. 7 Write a note on witchcraft. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________ 

Q. 8. Discuss the relationship of magic and religion. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q. 9 Analyse Tylor’s views on magic as a science. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________ 

 

Q.10 How magic is related to science. 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2.12 Suggested Readings 

1. Haralombus, M. 1980; Sociology - Themes and Perspectives, Oxford University Press. 

2. Madan, T. N. 1991; Religion in India, Oxford University Press. 

3. Madan, T. N. 1997; Modern Myths, Locked Minds, Oxford University Press. 

4. Macionis J. J. 1997; Sociology, Prentice Hill, Inc. 

5. Schaeffer, R. T. & Lamm, R. P. 1992; Sociology, McGraw Hill Inc. 

6. Giddens, A. 1989; Sociology, Blackwell Publisher Ltd. 
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UNIT - I LESSON No. 3 

 

SACRED AND PROFANE; CHURCH, CULT &SECT; PRIESTS, SHAMAN’S &PROPHETS 

 

 

    3.0 Objectives 

The main objective of this lesson is to equip you with: 

 Durkheim’s religious Ideas. 

  Sacred & Profane. 

  Church & Cult. 

Structure 

3.0 Objectives 

3.1 Introduction 

3.2 Sacred and Profane: Definitions and characterstics 

3.3 Durkheim’s Religious Ideas 

3.4 Difference between sacred and profane 

3.5 The significance of understanding the sacred and the profane 

3.6 Church 

3.7 Sects 

3.8 Cults 

3.9 The concept of Priest/Priesthood 

3.10 Shamans 

3.11 Prophets 

3.12 Let us sum up 

3.13 Self Assessment Questions 

3.14 Suggested Readings 

 

44



 

 

 

 Priests 

 Shamans 

 Prophets 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Durkheim is said to be the father of sociology of religion. He argues that religion has certain elements and these 

elements are determined by the society. For him, religion is objective, it is a reality. He further says that 

religion is not the product of individual. 

It is the child of society. When we discuss sacred, profane, church and cult, we would 

refer to Durkheim and say that these aspects are created by the society. In other words, the things which are 

sacred for society are sacred in religion; the things which are profane for society are profane for 

individual. The things which are held in respect are sacred. For instance, coconut and flowers are 

sacred for the Hindus. These are offered to gods and goddesses. The profane has use valued, the 

cycle, the engine, the factory have use value for society. They are utilitarian. Thus, Durkheim describes 

all the things of the world into sacred and profane. 

 

3.2 Sacred and Profane: Definitions and Characterstics 

Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) explained the positive function of religion for society. His major 

argument about religion has been incorporated in his book, Elementary Forms of Religious Life. It was 

published in French in 1912 and was translated in English in 1915. Durkheim wanted to demonstrate 

the social functions of religion by taking totemism as the test case.  

 

He studied Totemism among the central Australian tribes. He chose to study totemism for two reasons: 

 1. He considered totemism to be an elementary form of religion.  

2. He considered that sacred-Profane distinction arose from the totemic practice. 

  

Features of totemism were unique to itself. Durkheim rejected animism and naturism. Both assumed 

that religion arose out of primitive people’s ignorance about nature. Totemism is a system of beliefs 

and rites centered on totem. This is very often an animal or a vegetable spice or a mythical ancestor. 

The totem is the symbol of totem a community/tribe. The totem is sacred and it is held in respect and 

cannot be approached without proper rites and ceremonies. To approach the Totem, which is sacred, 

one has to purify oneself both internally and externally. The object at the centre of the totemic religion 
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is the pictorial representation of the animal etc. which is worshipped. It serves as clan-identity. Against 

the sacred world of Totem lies the profane world. The profane world includes human beings and all 

that is not related with the sacred totem. 

 

Myths, legends, dogmas and beliefs represent the sacred totem, its power, virtues and relationship with 

the profane world. The sacred and the profane are entirely different and the lines of separation are 

clearly demarcated. According to Durkheim, the distinction between the sacred and profane is 

“absolute”.These two worlds are often hostile to each other. He argues that this type of sacred – 

profane dichotomy is common to all religions. The sacred refers to those collective representations that 

are set apart from society, or that which transcends the humdrum of everyday life. The profane, on the 

other hand, is everything else, all those mundane things of our routine everyday life. 

 Sacred: Definition 

The term "sacred" refers to those aspects of life and existence that are considered divine, holy, or worthy of 

reverence and respect. It encompasses the spiritual, transcendent, and ethereal dimensions that are beyond the 

grasp of our everyday material world. Sacred elements often have deep connections to religious beliefs, 

symbolisms, and rituals, which vary across different faiths and cultures. 

 Characteristics of Sacred 

 Transcendence: The sacred often transcends the ordinary, representing a connection to the divine or a 

higher power beyond our comprehension. 

 Inviolability: Sacred elements are regarded as inviolable and protected from any profane or impure 

contact. 

 Ritual Significance: Sacred objects, places, or actions often play a central role in religious ceremonies 

and rituals. 

 Communal Experience: The sacred is frequently experienced and celebrated as a collective, fostering a sense 

of unity and belonging among believers. 
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 Examples of Sacred 

 Holy Sites: Mecca in Islam, the Western Wall in Judaism, and the Vatican City in Christianity are 

revered as sacred places. 

 Religious Artifacts: The Holy Quran, the Torah, and the Bible are considered sacred texts in Islam, 

Judaism, and Christianity, respectively. 

 Religious Symbols: The Cross in Christianity, the Star of David in Judaism, and the Om 

in Hinduism are sacred symbols with profound spiritual meanings. 

Profane: Definition 

In contrast to the sacred, the term "profane" pertains to elements that are secular, ordinary, and lacking in 

spiritual significance. The profane encompasses the mundane aspects of daily life, devoid of any religious or 

sacred connotations. This does not imply that the profane is necessarily disrespectful or negative; rather, it 

denotes the absence of sacred qualities. 

 Characteristics of Profane 

 Everyday Nature: The profane is associated with routine activities and objects encountered in the 

course of daily life. 

 Lack of Ritual Significance: Profane elements do not hold any particular religious or ceremonial 

importance. 

 Common Usage: Profane objects and language are commonly used without any religious 

implications. 

 Changeable and Disposable: Unlike the sacred, the profane is often changeable and disposable 

without any inherent sanctity. 

 Examples of Profane 

 Ordinary Objects: Common household items such as tables, chairs, and utensils are considered 

profane. 

 Everyday Language: The language used in casual conversations and daily interactions is considered 

profane. 
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 Secular Spaces: Public parks, shopping malls, and workplaces are examples of profane spaces. 

3.3Durkheim’s Religious Ideas 

Theoretically there are two different though intertwined elements in the Formes elementaires, a theory of 

religion and an epistemology. The theory of religion will be dealt with first, as it forms the indispensable 

connecting link between what has gone before and the epistemology. 

There are two basic distinctions from which Durkheim departs. The first is that of sacred and 

profane. It is a classification of things into two categories, for the most part concrete things, often though by 

no means always material things. The two classes are not distinguished, however, in terms of any 

intrinsic properties of the things themselves, but in terms of human attitudes towards them. Sacred things 

are things set apart by a peculiar attitude of respect which is expressed in various ways. They are 

thought of as imbued with peculiar virtues as having special powers; contract with them is either 

particularly advantageous or particularly dangerous, or both. Above all man’s relations to sacred things are 

not taken as an ordinary matter of course, but always as a matter of special attitudes, special respect, and 

special precautions. To anticipate a result of the later analysis, sacred things are distinguished by the 

fact that men do not treat them in a utilitarian manner, do not as a matter of course use them as means 

to the ends to which by virtue of their intrinsic properties they are adapted, but set them apart from these 

other profane things. As Durkheim says, the profane activity par excellence is economic activity. The 

attitude of calculation of utility is the antithesis of the respect for sacred objects. From the utilitarian point of 

view what is more natural than that the Australian should kill and eat his totem animal? But since it is a 

sacred object, this is precisely what he cannot do. If he does eat it, it is only on ceremonial occasions, 

entirely set apart from workaday want satisfaction. Thus sacred things, precisely in excluding this 

utilitarian relationship, are hedged about with taboos and restrictions of all sorts. Religion has to do with 

sacred things. 

The second fundamental distinction is that between two categories of religious phenomena beliefs 

and rites. The first is a form of thought, the second of action. But the two are inseparable, and central to 

every religion. 

Without knowing its beliefs, the ritual of a religion is incomprehensible. That the two are inseparable 

does not, however, imply any particular relation of priority—the point at present is the distinction. 

Religious beliefs, then, are beliefs concerning sacred things, their origin, behaviour and significance for 

man. Rites are actions performed in relation to sacred things. A religion for Durkheim is an ‘integrated 

(solidaire) system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is separate and taboo, which unite in 

one moral community called a church all those who adhere to it.” The last criterion is one which will be 

dealt with later, as the process by which it has been arrived at cannot be understood without a further 

analysis of the other criteria. 
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Actually, Durkheim has given the concepts of sacred and profane in his book The Elementary 

Forms of the Religions Life, first published in 1912. This is perhaps the influential interpretation of religion 

from a functionalist perspective. According to him all societies divide the world into two categories: The sacred 

and the profane. Sometimes profane is also called non-sacred. Religion is based upon this division. Durkheim 

writes: 

Religion is based upon this division. It is a unified system of beliefs and practices related to 

sacred things, that is to say things set apart and forbidden. 

In the Elementary Forms of Religious Life Durkheim has defined the concept as sacred as below: 

By sacred things one must not understand simply those personal things which are called gods 

or spirits, a rock, a tree, a spring, a pebble, a piece of wood, a house, in a world anything 

can be sacred. 

Actually, for Durkheim there is nothing about the particular qualities o a pebble or a tree that 

makes them sacred. Therefore, sacred things must by symbols, they must represent something, to 

understand the role of religion in society, and the relationship between sacred symbols and what they 

represent must be established. 

 

 Emile Durkheim, in his work “The Elementary Forms of Religious Life” (1912), argued that the sacred-

profane distinction is the defining characteristic of religion. 

 He believed this division reflects the separation between the social and the individual, with the sacred 

representing collective ideals. 

• Social Functions 

1. The sacred-profane dichotomy helps maintain social cohesion. 

2. Sacred elements often reinforce collective values and identity. 

3. Rituals transitioning between sacred and profane (e.g., rites of passage) mark important life stages 

• Cultural Variations 

1. What is considered sacred or profane varies across cultures and time. 
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2. Some societies have more fluid boundaries between the two realms 

• Modern Applications 

1. Sociologists like Jeffrey Alexander have applied these concepts to understand “civil religion” and the 

sacralization of secular ideals in modern societies  

2. 2. The sacred-profane framework can be used to analyze phenomena beyond traditional religion, such as 

nationalism or celebrity culture 

In conclusion, the concepts of the sacred and the profane provide a powerful analytical tool for understanding 

how societies categorize and attach meaning to different aspects of life. This distinction continues to be relevant 

in studying both traditional religious practices and contemporary social phenomena. 

3.4 The Difference between sacred and profane 

1. Distinct Nature 

The key distinction between sacred and profane lies in their inherent nature. Sacred elements possess spiritual 

or religious significance, while profane elements lack such associations. 

3. Role in Society 

Sacred elements play a vital role in religious practices, ceremonies, and rituals, shaping the beliefs and values of 

communities. In contrast, profane elements are essential for the smooth functioning of daily life and societal 

activities. 

4. Attitude and Behavior 

Sacred elements often elicit feelings of awe, reverence, and solemnity, leading to specific attitudes and 

behaviors when encountering them. On the other hand, profane elements evoke familiar and casual attitudes, 

often leading to more relaxed behaviors. 

5. Impact on Culture 
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The sacred and profane together shape the cultural fabric of societies. The reverence for the sacred influences 

art, architecture, literature, and various other aspects of culture where as the profane, on the other hand, 

provides a foundation for practical aspects of human existence. 

 

DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SACRED AND PROFANE 

SACRED PROFANE 

1 Set apart from the profane, 

extraordinary, inspiring, awe and 

reverence. 

Mundane and ordinary, everyday things. 

2 Associated with collective, society 

and social order. 

Associated with individual personal desires 

and interest. 

3 Imbued with a sense of holy, 

supernatural and divine. 

Lacks any special significance or meaning. 

4 Separated by the profane by rituals, 

symbols and taboos. 

In contact with the profane on regular basis. 

5 Essential for maintaining social 

solidarity and cohesion. 

Not essential for maintaining social 

solidarity and cohesion. 

 

51



 

 

 

 

 

3.5The Significance of Understanding the Sacred and Profane 

The concepts of the sacred and profane hold immense significance in understanding human behavior, cultural 

practices, and belief systems. By exploring the interplay between the sacred and profane, we can gain insights 

into the following areas: 

1. Anthropology and Sociology 

The study of sacred and profane helps anthropologists and sociologists comprehend the values, norms, and 

rituals that shape societies. It sheds light on the cultural practices and how they impact the daily lives of 

individuals. 

2. Philosophy and Theology 

In philosophy and theology, understanding the sacred and profane aids in the examination of metaphysical 

questions, the nature of existence, and the human relationship with the divine. 

3. Art and Literature 

The concepts of sacred and profane serve as profound sources of inspiration for artists, writers, and poets. They 

offer rich symbolism and themes that are reflected in various artistic expressions. 
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4. Ethics and Morality 

The sacred often forms the basis for ethical systems and moral guidelines in religious and philosophical 

traditions. The study of these concepts contributes to the understanding of moral reasoning and decision-

making. 

5. Cultural Diversity and Global Understanding 

Exploring the sacred and profane across different cultures fosters a broader understanding of cultural diversity 

and encourages global harmony and mutual respect. Durkheim is said to be the father of sociology of religion. He 

argues that religion has certain elements and these elements are determined by the society. For him, religion is objective, 

it is a reality. He further says that religion is not the product of individual. It is the child of society. When we discuss 

sacred, profane, church and cult, we would refer to Durkheim and say that these aspects are created by the society. In 

other words, the things which are sacred for society are sacred in religion; the things which are profane for society are 

profane for individual. The things which are held in respect. 

3.6 CHURCH 

In sociology, a "church" refers to an established, bureaucratic religious organization with a hierarchical structure, a 

universal and often compulsory membership (typically by birth), and a positive relationship with the wider society and 

state. Unlike a sect, a church is generally inclusive, conservative, and seeks to uphold social order by reinforcing 

traditional norms. Sociologists like Ernst Troeltsch and Max Weber developed these concepts, which provide an "ideal 

type" for understanding these large, mainstream religious institutions. 

 Key Characteristics of a Church 

1. Bureaucratic and Hierarchical Structure: Churches have formal, complex organizational structures with a 

clear hierarchy and paid officials.  

2. Universal Membership: Membership is typically universal and compulsory, with individuals born into the 

church rather than choosing to convert.  

3. Integration with Society: Churches are well-integrated into society and tend to have a positive, often close, 

relationship with the state or political power.  

4. Conservative Orientation: They are generally mainstream, conservative forces that seek to maintain the 

existing social status quo and reinforce traditional values.  
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5. Claim to Truth: Churches often claim a monopoly on religious truth and aim to serve the entire society with 

their beliefs and practices.  

Passive Relationship with Members: The relationship between the church and its members can be passive, with less 

demand for intense personal commitment compared to a sect.  

 Distinction from Other Religious Organizations 

The church concept is often contrasted with the sect, which is a voluntary, exclusive, and often marginal religious 

movement that stands in tension with societal values and seeks a more radical spiritual experience. The church and sect 

are considered part of a broader church-sect typology, a framework developed by sociologists like Ernst Troeltsch to 

categorize and understand different types of religious organizations.  

 Theoretical Perspectives 

Functionalism: 

From a functionalist viewpoint, churches provide social cohesion, emotional comfort, and help reinforce social norms 

and values, contributing to social stability.  

Marxism: 

Marxist theorists view churches as conservative forces that maintain the existing social order and uphold the power of 

the dominant classes by promoting a "false consciousness" that justifies inequality.  

 Evolution of the Concept 

In modern society, particularly in the context of globalization and secularization, the traditional characteristics of a 

sociological church are under pressure. Some churches are becoming less able to conform to the "ideal type" of a 

universal, bureaucratic, and integrated institution, reflecting broader societal changes and shifts in the relationship 

between religion and society. 

It was Max Weber who initiated to devise categories for the analysis of religious organization. It is important to 

note that these categories were devise specifically in the context of Christianity. Their applicability for the analysis of 

other religious traditions is problematic. Max Weber has discussed the dichotomy between church and sect in The 

Protestant Ethnic and Spirit of Capitalism. While making differences in church and sects Weber writes: 

The basic difference between a church, which was ‘a sort of trust foundation for supernatural ends, an institution, 

necessarily including both the just and the unjust…’ and the ‘believer’s church, which saw itself ‘solely as a community 

of personal believers of the reborn, and only these. In other words, note as a church but as a sect.’ Since this 
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distinction was made in a discussion of the Baptists, Mennonites and Quakers it is clear that Weber attached crucial 

importance to the membership principle as a key characteristic of sects, and he emphasized the sectarian provision that 

‘only adults who have personally gained their own faith should be baptized.’ Much of the later debate about sect 

development has centered on this feature; and some of the other characteristics that Weber attributed to sects in 

contrast to churches have also been employed in subsequent research. The observation, for example, that separation 

from the State characterizes some churches as well as sects, and cannot thus be termed a distinguishing characteristic of 

sects, and cannot thus be termed a distinguishing characteristic of sects, seems closely allied to the approach of a 

number of later sociologists. Similarly, the shared though differently interpreted concept of extra ecclesiam nulla salus 

held by both the church and the sect, which Weber indicated, has been effectively adopted by David Martin in order to 

contrast the denomination, which has a somewhat less exclusive ethos. The separation from the world which Weber 

noted in sectarian groups has likewise been given amore extensive analysis in the work of Bryan Wilson. 

 

3.7 SECT 

A sect is a relatively small religious group. Its members are usual though by no means always, drawn from 

the lower classes and the poet Sects often reject many of the norms and values of the wider society and 

replace them with beliefs and practices which sometimes appear strarger to the non-believer. As a result, sects 

are, in Peter Berger's words, tension with the larger society and closed against it'. Sects are ensuring groups 

which are largely closed to those who have not gone through the initiation procedures for membership. They 

institute a strict pattern', behaviour for members to follow and make strong ciaims on their loyality. 

Belonging to a sect is often the dominant factor in a member's life. The organization of Sects tends to be in 

terms of small face to face group, without a hierarchy of paid officials and a bureaucratic structure. Of 

worship is characterized by an intensity and open commitment which is lacking in many churches and 

denominations. The Black Muslim sect illustrates many of the above points. It also shows the relationship 

between the circumstances of its members and the beliefs and practices of these sects. 

A sect is a subgroup of a religious, political or philosophical belief system, usually an offshoot of a 

larger religious group. The word sect comes from the Latin Secta, meaning an organized religious body or 

organization, oriented towards ‘a course of action or way of life’. In other words, A sect is a type of religious 

group that is distinguished by having broken away from a larger organization. Members of sects are 

predominantly lower class and have usually attained membership through conversion. The power structure in 

a sect is informal and leaders are untrained and typically chosen by the members. In relation to other religious 

organizations, sects tend to be nonconformist and oppositional, although they are less so than cults. 

Troeltsch characterised sects as organisations that broke away from a church (through a schism) because 

they were dissatisfied with its teachings or practices. This would be a small-scale schism with the sect formed 

by dissatisfied members of a congregation rather than a split towards the top of the hierarchy. Troeltsch said 

of sects: 
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 They claim a monopoly over the truth and are often hostile to other religious organisations 

 They do not have a complex, bureaucratic hierarchy, instead usually being led by a charismatic leader. 

 They are small 

 They demand total commitment from members, and therefore are not accessible without significant 

sacrifices on the part of members 

 They are usually hostile to the state and to mainstream society (what Wallis called world-rejecting) 

 Often made up of marginalised, deprived groups, such as those on low incomes or from marginalised 

minority-ethnic groups. 

 Sects might include extremist organisations like Jim Jones’ the People’s Temple or David Koresh’s 

Branch Davidians. These are the sorts of organisations that (outside sociology) we might refer to as 

cults (see next section). 

Troeltsch used the term to refer to small Christian organisations like the early Methodists, Baptists and 

Calvinists who over the time moved into the mainstream, becoming what Niebuhr called 

denominations. Sects tend to grow quickly (especially if there is a charismatic leader) but can also 

decline very quickly. If the sect was built around a leader, then that leader’s death can also lead to the 

end of the sect. Also, if the sect made some specific predictions (for example, the end of the world!) 

then the prediction not coming about can also lead to the quick demise of the sect. 

Founded in Detroit in the early 1930s, the Black Muslims, or more correctly the Nation of Islam, 

had some fifty Temples in1959 in low-income Black ghetto areas. The sect rose to prominence in the 

early 1960s when the Black American movement for self-determination developed. Members are largely 

drawn from those in poverty; the stated objective of the sect is to recruit the Negro in the mud'. The 

Black Muslims believe that Blacks are 'by nature divine' and that Whites are inferior and evil by nature. 

They prophesy that Whites and their religion will be destroyed in the year 2000 and that Blacks will then 

rule forever 'under Allah's guidance in a 'New World'. On initiation into the sect, members replace their 

'slavename' with a Muslim name. They are told; you are not a Negro from this day on. You are now a 

Muslim. You are now free. Accompanying this identity transformation is a rejection by members of their 

former life style, of their non-Muslim friends and of lower-class Black society which is referred to as 'the 

dead world'.  

In most large cities the Muslims operate small businesses - barber's shops, clothing stores and 

restaurants and their Economic Blueprint for the Blackman advocates economic and dependence from 

White America. The Muslims are encouraged to work hard, save and abstain from luxuries. A strict 

moral code similar to ascetic Protestantism, which forbids the use of alcohol, tobacco and narcotics, sexual 

intercourse outside of marriage, dancing, dating and many forms of sport, is imposed on all members. In 
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particular, the responsibilities of the man as husband, father and breadwinner are emphasized. Life 

revolves around the Temple. Members are either attending services or courses on self-improvement, 

looking after the welfare of fellow members or recruiting new members. 

The early 1960s was a period which promised change and improvement the position of Blacks 

in America. For many Blacks in the areas of eatest poverty, the Black Muslim sect offered a means to 

translate this promise into reality. It provided possible solutions to the problems of poverty, 

unemployment, broken families and the negative self-concept produced by the stigmas of blackness and 

poverty. Statements by members indicate that sect membership gave them purpose, direction, pride, self- 

respect and hope for the future. 

Max Weber argues that sects are most likely to arise within groups which are marginal in society. Members 

of groups outside the maainstream of social life often feel they are not receiving either the prestige 

and/or the economic rewards they deserve. One solution to this problem a sect based on what Weber calls 

a 'theodicy of disprivilege' (a theodicy a religious explanation and justification). Such sects contain an 

explanation for the disprivilege of their members and premise them a 'sense of honour' either in the 

afterlife or in a future 'new world' on earth. 

An explanation for the developmtmt of sects must account for the variety of social background 

represented in their membership. Sects are not confined to the lower strata of society. For example, the 

Christian Science sect has a largely middle-class membership. The concept of relative deprivation can be 

applied to members of all social classes. Relative deprivation refers to subjectively perceived deprivation, 

that which people actually feel. In objective terms the poor are more deprived than the middle class. 

However, in subjective terms certain members of the middle class may feel more deprivation than the poor. 

Relative deprivation applies to the middle-class hippy in California who rejects values of materialism 

and achievement and seeks fulfilment in Transcendental Meditation. It applies equally to the unemployed 

Black American who joins the Black Muslims. Both experience deprivation in terms of their own particular 

viewpoints. Sects can therefore be seen as one possible response to relative deprivation. 

Sects tend to arise during a period of rapid social change. In this situation traditional norms are 

disrupted, social relationships tead to lack consistent and coherent meaning and the traditional 'universe of 

meaning' is undermined. Thus, Bryan Wilson sees the rise of Methodism as a response by the new urban 

working class to the 'chaos and uncertainty of life in the newly settled industrial areas'. He argues that, 'newly 

emergent social groups are, at least in the, context of a society in which the religious view of the world 

dominates, likely to need and to evolve new patterns of religious belief to accommodate themselves to 

their new situation'. In a situation of change and uncertainty, the sect offers the support of a close-knit 

community organization, well defined and strongly sanctioned norms and values and a promise of 

salvation. It provides new and stable 'universe of meaning' which is legitimated by its religious beliefs. 

 Characteristics of Sect 
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 A sect is a relatively small religious group. It is an organized body of people developing a kind of 

religious consciousness and raising as a major critic to mainstream 

 Sect is ideologically and operationally closed. 

 Its members are usually, though by no means always, drawn from the lower classes and the poor. 

 Sects often reject many of the norms and values of the wider society and replace them with beliefs and 

practices which sometimes appear strange to the non-believer. 

 Sect institute a strict pattern of behaviour for members to follow and make strong claims on their 

loyalty. 

 TYPES OF SECTS 

 Sects in Hinduism 

Hinduism has four major sects – Vaishnavism, Shaivism, Shaktism, and Smartism. 

1. Vaishnavism  

This sect worships Lord Vishnu, and the followers call themselves vaishnavites. The followers give 

significance to Lord Vishnu and His ten incarnations. Their beliefs and practices that help develop 

notions such as Bhakti and Bhakti Yoga are based on ancient texts like Bhagavad Gita and the Padma, 

Vishnu, Bhagavata Puranas and the Upanishads. The sect has enjoyed significant recognition 

internationally since the mid-1900s through the Gaudiya Vaishnava branch. 

2. Shaivism  

This sect worships Lord Shiva as their most Supreme Being, and the followers call themselves Shaivas. 

They have a firm faith that Lord Shiva is the be all and end of all things. The devotees of Shaivism put 

sacred ash – which in Sanskrit is called bhasma or vibhuti – on their foreheads and other body parts. 

3. Shaktism 

Followers of this sect are ardent worshippers of Devi or Shakti, whom they consider as the Hindu Divine 

Mother or the Supreme Brahman itself. The sect has various tantric and non-tantric disciplines spread 

across the Indian subcontinent and beyond. 
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4. Smartism  

Followers of Smartism follow all Vedas and Shastras and believe that all Hindu deities are forms of the 

Brahman.  

 Islam  

Islam is the religion followed by Muslims all over the world. They believe in one God called Allah. 

Though all sects inside Islam pray to Allah, they are different in other aspects. These sects are: 

 Sunni Islam  

The Sunni sect is the largest sect of Islam globally. The followers of this sect are called Sunnis, and they 

follow ‘sunnah,’ – the tradition and practices of Prophet Muhammad. They consist 85% to 90% of the 

total Muslim population. They believe that Abu Bakr was the first caliph and Prophet Muhammad’s 

successor.  

 Shia Islam  

Shia is a derivation of an Arabic term, shi’at ‘Ali. The followers of this sect are Shia Muslims. They 

believe that Ali was the true successor of Prophet Muhammad, which is different from what the Sunni 

Muslims believe. This sect is the second largest among Muslims. 

 Ismailis or Seveners  

 The Ismailis belong to those Shia Muslims who split up in 765 AD over the disagreement of the 

6th Imam. The sixth imam was the Ja’far al-Sadiq, and they believe that Ismail, the eldest son of 

Imam Ja’far, was his rightful successor. 

 Zaidiyyah or Fivers  

This sect of the Shia community believes the grandson of Ali, Zayd ibn Ali, is the fifth Imam.  

 Christianity 

Christianity is broadly divided into three sects that have their sub-sects. The sects are as follows: 
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 Roman Catholicism  

Roman Catholics believe Jesus is the son of God whose aim was to eradicate sins from earth through his 

teachings, death and resurrection. 

 Protestantism  

Protestantism originated in the 16th century, and its followers hold the Bible as the ultimate authority in 

matters of religious truth.  

 Orthodox Christianity  

For an Orthodox Christian, Jesus Christ is God himself. They also believe in the incarnation, crucifixion, and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 Buddhism 

The three sects of Buddhism are:  

 Theravada 

 Mahayana 

 Vajrayana 

 How did the Concept of Sect originate? 

 Max Weber argues that sects are most likely to arise within groups which are marginal in 

society. Members of groups outside the main stream of social life often feel they are not receiving either 

the prestige and/or the economic rewards they deserve. 

 One solution to this problem is a sect based on what Weber calls a ‘theodicy of dispreviliged’ (a 

theodicy is a religious explanation and justification). Such sects contain an explanation for the 

disprevilige of their members and promise them a ‘sense of honour’ either in the afterlife or a in a future 

‘new world’ on earth. 

 According to other Sociologists, an explanation of the sects must account for the variety of social 

background represented in their membership. Sects are not confined to the lower strata of 
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society. For example, the Christian Science sect has a largely middle-class membership. The concept of 

relative deprivation can be applied to members of all social classes. 

 In objective terms the poor are deprived than the middle class. However, in subjective terms certain 

members of the middle class may feel more deprivation than the poor. Sects can therefore be seen as one 

possible response to relative deprivation. 

 Sects tend to arise during a period of rapid social change. In this situation traditional norms are 

disrupted, social relationships tend to lack consistent and coherent meaning and the traditional ‘universe 

of meaning’ is undermined. 

3.7 CULT 

The concept of “cult” was introduced into sociology in 1932 by American sociologist Howard 

P. Becker as an expansion of German theologian Ernst Troeltsch church-sect typology. Troeltsch aim 

was to distinguish between three main types of religious behavior: churchly, sectarian and mystical. Becker 

created four categories out of Troeltsch first two by splitting church into “ecclesia” and “denomination”, 

and sect into “sect” and “cult”. Like Troeltsch “mystical religion”, Becker’s cults were small religious 

groups lacking in organization and emphasizing the private nature of personal beliefs. 

Later formulations built on these characteristics while placing an additional emphasis on cults as 

deviant religious groups “deriving their inspiration from outside of the predominant religious culture”. This 

deviation is often thought to lead to a high degree of tension between the group and the more mainstream 

culture surrounding it, a characteristic shared with religious sects. 

The term often highlights smaller religious movements or movements involving particularly 

intense religious devotion. The cult is a voluntary organisation open to all who wish to join or participate in 

it. According to Johnson, A cult emphasizes one doctrine (above all others) or it focuses upon a God or 

Goddess with certain definite characteristics.  

The word “cult” descends from the Latin “cultus,” an ancient word encompassing the concepts of 

adoration, education, and cultivation. At first, it became a catch-all term for groups devoted to a specific 

subject. This could be something philosophical and religious or more mundane and material. By the 

nineteenth century, it evolved to mean an unorthodox group of zealous and eccentric believers. Still, the 

definition of “cult” remains somewhat expansive. While it’s synonymous with these sorts of often 

destructive movements and bizarre forms of belief, it can also refer to an ordinary group of people. For 

example, a movie might have a “cult following,” meaning it appeals to a niche group of people. This 

doesn’t imply anything nefarious about the film itself.  

 Characteristics of a Cult 
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Each cult has its own distinctive focus, but almost all of these groups share at least some elements in common, 

such as: 

1. Authoritarian control: Cultism hinges on encouraging maximum dependency. People in the cult must 

feel incapable of living an individual life outside the norms of the group. These beliefs often go hand in 

hand with a worshipful attitude toward the group’s authoritarian leader. 

2. Extremist beliefs: Cult members hold to very dogmatic and extreme beliefs. They also are unable to 

question these belief systems without fear of reprisal or punishment from the leader or other group 

members. 

3. Isolation from society: As soon as new members join a cult, other adherents work hard to isolate them 

from family members and friends. This helps fulfill the mind control aspirations of the leader. It also 

creates a hive mind of sorts between the new person and the other members. 

4. Veneration of a single individual: Charismatic leaders are often at the center of most cults. Consider the 

Manson family of the late 1960s. As their name suggests, they adopted the beliefs of their leader, Charles 

Manson, and fulfilled his requests. The same pattern repeats in almost all other cults, albeit to less violent 

ends in many cases. 

5. A cult, also has a high degree of tension with the surrounding society, but its beliefs are (within the   

context of that society) new and innovative. 

6. Cults are not reactionary or revolutionary but instead are revisionary. Cult does not stand opposite to 

religion. 

7. Cult is a supplementation of religion than being a challenge to religion. 

8. Cult’s existence is greatly linked to life span of cult leader. He or she is a charismatic person for his 

followers. 

9. Cults are engaged in catering to day-to-day problems of people. 

10. Over a period, cult may develop into a sect i.e. Calvinism to Protestantism. 

11. In Indian society, according to K.M. Panikkar it was during Mughals rule that sectarian division among 

Brahmins was greatly glorified i.e. Shaivism and Vaishnavism, because Hinduism was losing its great 

tradition because of loss of political patronage. 

 TYPES OF CULTS 

There are many different types of cults focusing on different end goals or beliefs. Here are just a 

few general groupings: 
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1. Doomsday cults: Certain cults come together to prepare for the allegedly imminent end of the 

world. For instance, the Branch Davidians stockpiled firearms and explosives in a Waco, Texas, compound 

over the 1980s and ’90s to prepare for the apocalypse. This led to an infamous standoff with the federal 

government. 

2. Political cults: Political groups on both the left and right can morph into cults. Janja Lalich 

wrote an entire account of her own experience in such an environment. 

3. Religious cults: Spiritual beliefs serve as the bedrock for many cults. Some cults are offshoots of 

mainline religions while others offer brand-new dogmas and theology. 

 Examples of Cults 

Cults have made headlines over the years due to their outrageous and sometimes tragic behavior. 

Perhaps you’ve even heard of some of these notorious cultic groups: 

1. Heaven’s Gate: Inspired by the Book of Revelation, Bonnie Nettles and Marshall Applewhite formed 

Heaven’s Gate as a doomsday cult with a focus on UFOs. In 1997, all the members died by mass suicide 

in an effort to ride a comet passing by the Earth. 

2. The Peoples Temple: Jim Jones, a charismatic preacher from the United States, formed the Peoples 

Temple to spread his own flavor of Christianity before moving to Guyana. There, he founded Jonestown, 

a compound for his religious group of followers. They died by mass suicide in 1978. 

3. The Unification Church: A new religious movement that began in South Korea, The Unification Church 

spread to the rest of the world. All adherents follow the teachings of Sun Myung Moon, hence their 

colloquial nickname (the Moonies). 

 Why Do People Join Cults? 

People join cult movements for various reasons, most of which revolve around a desire for meaning 

and community. Many who become part of such organizations have troubled backgrounds and difficulty 

fitting into society. They might also feel mainstream culture has no place for them and nothing of spiritual 

value to offer either. Former cult members often describe the long-lasting sense of loneliness and nihilism 

they felt prior to becoming part of something bigger than themselves. This encourages them to put down 

their defenses and accept the stranger elements of their new communities. Of course, this has sometimes 

led to horrific and even deadly outcomes in extreme circumstances. 

Anthropologists have worked on the concept of cult. A cult is a set of practices and beliefs of a 

group, in relation to a local go. In sociology, it is a small group of religious activities, whose beliefs are 

typically synergetic, esoteric, and individualistic. Although it is related to the concept of a sect, the cult is 

not in Western society associated with mainstream Christianity. As a scientific term, it is often difficult 
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to dissociate the idea of a cult from its commonsense pejorative significance and it does not have a precise 

scientific meaning. Cultic practices appear to satisfy the needs of alienated sections of urban, middle-

class youth. Cultic membership among young people is typically transitory, spasmodic and irregular. 

Research societies, cults have proliferated in the post-war period, and are often associated with the 

counter-culture. 

Steve Bruce has mentioned about ‘mysticism’ as a tradition within Christianity in addition to the 

church and sect. Bruce describes it in this way: 

Unlike the other forms this (cult) was a highly individualistic expression, varying with personal 

experiences and interpretation. 

To Bruce, this corresponds to the idea of a cult, which is: 

Loosely knit group organized around some common themes and interests but lacking any 

sharply defined and exclusive belief system. 

 

A cult tends to be more individualistic than other organized forms of religion because it lacks a fixed doctrine. 

Cults tolerate other beliefs and indeed their own beliefs are often so vague that they have no conception of 

heresy. Cults often have customers rather than members and these customers may have relatively little 

involvement with any organizations. Ones they have learnt the rudiments of the beliefs around which the 

cult is based. 

3.9The Concept of the Priest/Priesthood 

A priest is a religious leader authorized to perform sacred rituals and ceremonies, acting as an intermediary 

between humans and a deity. The role of a priest is known as the priesthood. Types of priests vary by 

religion but often include religious scholars and ministers who conduct services, offer blessings, and 

provide guidance to their community.  

 MEANING 

 Intermediary: Priests serve as a link between the human community and the divine, performing rites and 

prayers to ensure the completion of religious ceremonies.  

 Authorized Ritual Performer: They have the authority and knowledge to perform religious rites, such as 

baptisms, weddings, or sacrificial offerings.  

 Spiritual Leader: Priests often provide spiritual guidance, counseling, and education, acting as a source of 

wisdom and support for their followers.  

 TYPES OF PRIESTS 

The specific roles and titles of priests differ across various religions, but here are a few examples: 
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 Catholic Priests: In hierarchical Christian churches, a priest is a clergyman who ranks below a bishop. 

 Diocesan Priest: Serves a particular diocese and is available to the people of that region, acting as a 

spiritual leader for parish communities. 

 Monk Priest: Takes vows to live and work within a monastery, making promises of obedience to the 

Abbot of the monastery rather than a bishop.  

 HINDU PRIESTS: 

In Hinduism, priests, often from the Brahmin class, strengthen sacrifices and offer prayers. 

1. Vaidika (Vedic Priests): Study Sanskrit and perform rituals based on Vedic texts and chanting. 

2. Pauranika (Purāṇic Priests): Perform rituals and chants based on the Puranas and Tantra, a less rigorous 

path that can include women.  

 JAIN PRIESTS: 

In Jainism, priests are spiritual figures within the religious community.  

 NEWAR BUDDHIST PRIESTS (VAJRACHARYA): 

             A specific type of priest within Newar Buddhism.  

In most common parlance, the priest is a religious functionary whose role is to administer an established 

religion - to celebrate the traditional rituals, practices, and beliefs. Two essential features characterize him, namely 

regular cult, and inherence in a religious institution. Weber explains that "It is more correct for our purpose in order to 

do justice to the diverse and mixed manifestations of this phenomenon. to set up as the crucial feature of the priesthood the 

specialization of a particular group of persons in the continuous operation of a cultic enterprise, permanently associated 

with particular norms, places and times. and related to specific social groups. The first feature implies that, "The main 

function of the priest ... is cultic... Worship, as the very expression of religious experience, however primitive or 

rudimentary its form may be, is the main concern of the priest. He guarantees the right performance of formalized acts 

of worship." The priest mediates between God and humans; he not only interprets the divine will but also regulates and 

strengthens the relation between God and his fellow human beings. The basis of his existence and authority is a 

continuous and regular communion with the Divine. "For the priesthood regular ritual (liturgical) observance and 

a fixed theology are essential. Weber reiterates that there can be no priesthood without a cult, although there may 

well be a cult without a specialized priesthood because a rationalization of metaphysical views and a specifically religious 

ethic are missing in the case of a cult without priests. 

The second essential characteristic of the priest is his linkage with an organized religion, and 

legitimation by religious authorities. An extended, cross-cultural description of the priest is, "any 

religious specialist acting ritually for or on behalf of a community. The priest inheres in a religious 
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organization as a representative of that establishment, and his actions mediate between its traditions and the 

people. Differing from other related role types, "the priest serves the altar, in the temple or shrine, as the 

representative of the community in his relations with the gods and the sacred order by virtue of the 

status and its functions that have been conferred upon him at his ordination, bestowing its sacredness and 

attendant taboos. Bendix interprets Weber, and reiterates that the priest serves in a holy tradition, and "even 

when the priest possesses a personal charisma, his function is legitimate only by virtue of a regular 

organization of worship." About the Levitical priests of Judaism, Brown points out that even "if a man was born 

into the priestly tribe, he still had to be installed in the priestly office." Often ttle priest is the official 

representative of a religion. Greenwood, while affirming that the priest is called to be a witness, says, 'The 

priest is required personally to be the representative of all the other members of the Jocal church within which 

she (the priest) presides to the wider community. " 

Preparation and education play an important role in priesthood. The systematic training of priests is 

intended to help them to develop the faculties and abilities required for the performance of cults. It 

centres in the development and maintenance of the pmper communion with the numen, from which the 

mana or 'sanctity' of the priest’s results. While ascetic practices are to bring body and will under the 

necessary control, meditation and prayer are destined to prepare the soul, and instruction and study to 

train the mind. History of the development of religions evidences that great systems of knowledge and 

schools of learning of various disciplines have emerged in association with centres of the training of 

priests. The rational training and discipline of priests is distinguished from the combination of partly 

"awakening education" using irrational means and aimed at rebirth, and partly training in purely 

empirical lores of magicians. 

 The Priest and Related Role Types 

 

The identity of the priest may be better comprehended by differentiating it from other related 

role types. The priest is distinct from the shaman. The term shaman comes from Siberian Tungus noun 

saman which signifies "one who is excited, moved, raised." As a verb it means "to know in an ecstatic 

manner." Shaman is a man with "a high degree of nervous excitability" (frequently an epileptic). He is the 

charismatic61 figure par excellence - one who actually displays the presence of the sacred while in a state 

of ecstatic trance. Waston LaBarre writes, "The real difference between shaman and priest is who and 

where the god is, inside or out." 

 

The Priest is not the magician. The Magician in present-day society is one who makes visible things 

disappear, or invisible things appear as a means of entertainment. But that has not been the case always. 

According to Wach, magic connotes forcing the numen to grant what is desired, while religion, with which priests 

are associated, means submission to and worship of the divine power upon which man feels dependent. 

Magician's authority is proportionate to his fulfilment of the expectations of his clients. His prestige is less firmly 

established and more dependent upon his professional 'success' than that of the prophet. On the one hand 
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Weber observes that in many religions, including Christianity, the concept of the priest includes a magical 

qualification. But on the other hand, he concurs with Wach in asserting that the priest is a functionary of a 

regularly organized and permanent enterprise concerned with influencing the gods by means of worship, in 

contrast with the individual and occasional efforts of magicians who coerce gods by magical means. While the 

priest operates in the mterests of his organization, the magician is self-employed. Moreover, the professional 

equipment of special knowledge, fixed doctrine, and vocational qualifications of the priest bring him in contrast 

with sorcerers, prophets and other types of religious functionaries who exert influence by virtue of personal 

gifts (charisma) made manifest in miracle and revelation. 

The priest is distinct from the prophet. The prophet is someone who confronts the powers that be 

and the established ways of doing things, claiming to be taken seriously on religious authority. Weber 

finds that "the personal call is the decisive element that distinguishes the prophet from the priest. The latter 

lays claim to authority by virtue of his service in a sacred tradition, while the prophet's claim is based on 

personal revelation and charisma. It is no accident that almost no prophets have emerged from the 

priestly class... The priest, in clear contrast dispenses salvation by virtue of his office. Emphasising the 

distinctness of prophetic call, Wach opines, "The consciousness of being the organ, the instrument, or 

mouthpiece of the divine will is characteristic of the self-interpretation of the proprlet." Furthermore, 

Weber distinguishes between two types of prophets: exemplary prophets who point out the path to 

salvation by exemplary living, usually by a contemplative and apathetic- ecstatic life, and the emissary 

prophets who address their demands to the world in the name of a god. Naturally these demands are 

ethical, and often of an active ascetic character. Vernon observes that prophets usually appear during 

periods of unrest, when the established value systems are being challenged. They find little welcome at 

peaceful times. 

According to Nisbet, the prophet and the magician have certain common features, namely, secret powers 

and assumption of importance in times of collective crisis or personal difficulty. But they do differ. 

But whereas the central function of the prophet is that of interpretation of the sacred tradition and 

of gaining access to the deity in ways denied the bulk of populace, the central function of the magician is 

that of effecting exceptions to the natural order... The magician's role is that of the doer - but what he 

does is reserved for times of crisis and for activities which are affected by risk or uncertainty of outcome. 

His role is the outcome of special knowledge that he holds to himself and to his legitimate descendant’s 

knowledge that he holds to himself and to his legitimate descendants. 

It is not viable either to make categorical distinctions among these role types, or even to grade 

them in ways universally acceptable to all religions. At any rate, Wach detects the uniqueness of 

priesthood in the comprehensive nature of the activities of priests. "The institution of the priesthood is 

inferior to the great types of personal religious charisma, but the priestly is the most comprehensive of all 

specifically religious activities in the history of man. The sociological implication and import of this activity 

are accordingly very far-reaching. 

A healthy, or at times even unhealthy, competition is noted in certain religious traditions among 
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these role types. This may occur between two persons belonging to different role types, for instance, the 

priest and the prophet, or it may even be within one person, challenged with a role-set or multiple roles. 

In Buddhism tension has existed between holy men (monks), given to cultivation of wisdom, mental 

concentration and ethical virtue, and priestly ritual specialists. The Sanskrit and Pall terms, Bhiksu and 

Bhikku, meaning beggar or mendicant, do not connote a priestly role as such. Weber speaks of a similar 

problem between monasticism and hierocratic charisma in Christianity.” The inherent tensions emerge; 

the more genuine monasticism is independent of institutional charisma because its own charisma is 

immediate to God." The combination of three role types - the priest, the king and the prophet - in the role 

type of the Christian priest today seems to leave room for a similar conflict. 

 The Evolution of Priesthood 

Priesthood, the office of a priest, a ritual expert learned in a special knowledge of the technique of worship 

and accepted as a religious and spiritual leader. Throughout the long and varied history of religion, the 

priesthood has been the official institution that has mediated and maintained a state of equilibrium between 

the sacred and the profane aspects of human society and that has exercised a stabilizing influence on social 

structures and on cultic organizations. The term priest is derived etymologically from the Greek word 

presbyteros (“elder”), of which it is a contraction, and it is equated with the Latin word sacerdos (the 

Roman officiant at the sacrifices and sacred rites). 

 NATURE AND SIGNIFICANCE 

The primary role of the priest is that of the ritual expert, the one who has a special and sometimes 

secret knowledge of the techniques of worship, including incantations, prayers, sacrificial acts, songs, and 

other acts that are believed to bridge the separation between the divine or sacred and the profane realms. 

The priest gains such knowledge through the institution known as the priesthood, which may be composed 

of various groups or guilds devoted to all or only a few aspects of the priestly craft. Because the priest gains 

his special knowledge from a school for priests, he is differentiated from other religious and cultic leaders, 

such as the magician, shaman (healer and visionary), diviner, or prophet, who obtain their positions by 

means of individual efforts (e.g., learning from a master magician or diviner; individual ecstatic 

experiences that are publicly recognized). As a member of the institution that regulates the relationship 

between the divine or sacred and the profane realms through the various rituals of a particular religion, the 

priest is the accepted religious and spiritual leader in his society. 

At various times in the history of a culture or society the priestly institution may be attacked by 

other institutions or groups that vie for the religious leadership (and thus sometimes the social, political, 

and economic leadership) of a people. Such anticlericalism is a phenomenon not only of modern society (as 

noted in the Russian Revolution of 1917, the Mexican Civil War that began in 1857, and other less 

dramatic movements) but also in the ancient world, such as in Egypt in the 14th century bce, when the 

priesthood of the god Amon and the priesthood of the god Aton changed positions. Anticlericalism may be 

fostered by battles for religious leadership between two or more opposing priestly groups, or by prophets 
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and others who are concerned with religious experiences in their personal rather than in their institutional 

forms. Among Protestants the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers (i.e., all believers have direct 

access to God) militates generally against strong anticlerical tendencies within their own ranks. In Islam 

there is, technically, no priesthood, though there are local spiritual and community leaders, such as the 

imam, the mullah, the mufti, the qadi, and others. 

 THE PRIEST AND HIS OFFICE 

The function of the priest as the mediator and maintainer of the equilibrium between the sacred and 

the profane in human society, and as the stabilizer of the social structures and the cultic organizations, 

determines the various criteria for holding the priestly office. In preliterate society the functions are 

accomplished by ritual experts who are trained in the special knowledge and techniques of magico-

religious disciplines in which sacred power is believed to be inherent. They also are trained in disciplines 

that enable them to gain a supernormal psychic knowledge and in the techniques of mystical experience. 

As agents of the sacred power, they are believed to have the ability to control and manipulate through ritual 

natural processes and events and to engage in a sacramental relationship between humanity and the sacred 

order on which the community and its members depend for their sustenance, survival, and well-being. 

Because religious institutions and beliefs are intimately connected with other social institutions, 

those who are set apart to establish efficacious relations with the transcendental powers that are believed to 

control the universe, as well as human affairs and destinies, occupy a key position at the dynamic centre in 

the social structure. Thus, in certain types of societies the office and functions of the priest may be limited 

to those having a particular ancestry, those belonging to certain tribes (such as the Levites in Judaism), 

families (such as the Eumolpids of the Eleusinian mystery religion of Greece), or castes (such as the 

Brahmans in Hinduism), and those initiated into certain professional orders (such as the cure doctors 

among the Maya). 

Besides such sociocultural criteria, there are also certain personal requirements in various cultures 

for those who would become members of a priesthood. Celibacy (as in Roman Catholicism and the 

Archakas of the Digambara sect in Jainism), asceticism (as in various Buddhist groups), and religious 

experiences (as among some Holiness Protestant sects) are among the personal requirements for those who 

aspire to or are chosen to assume the priestly office. 

 PRIESTHOOD IN THE RELIGIONS OF THE WORLD 

 Nonliterate cultures 

The office of priesthood in nonliterate society ranges from the medicine man, who magically 

manipulates the sacred power as a quasi-impersonal force, to the shaman, who, as an agent of divine or 

spiritual beings, may be at once a medicine man, a visionary, an occult diviner, and a genuine sacerdotal 

cult leader. Not infrequently, chiefs or headmen of a clan or village may become sacred men or ritual 
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experts displaying supernatural insight and knowledge as the agents of spiritual beings. As such, they may 

eventually become prophets or sacral kings occupying a unique status in the community. This status may 

be acquired by accepted claims of descent from a mythical divine ancestor or God on whom the fertility of 

the crops and the welfare of the community in general are thought to depend. Occult power and insight 

may be derived from spirits with which the prophet or diviner is related in a trance or ecstasy, or else in 

dreams, visions, or auguries and oracles that make known the divine will. To occupy such a position, a 

strenuous course of training is frequently required, involving some knowledge of therapeutics (healing), 

leechcraft (use of leeches in healing), trephining (operating on the skull), herbs, poisons, and perhaps 

sleight of hand and similar techniques, together with the development of psychical and occult qualities. 

While charlatanry (pretensions to medical knowledge) is often practiced, the office also demands an 

understanding of the technical equipment calculated to bring about the results that are sought, and the 

proper type of temperament, conditions of mind, and state of emotion. 

Unlike the shaman and the medicine man, both of whom exercise their respective functions while 

relying largely on their own initiative and psychic and occult powers of divination, healing, and direct 

access to the spirit world at their command, the priest supplicates and conciliates supernatural forces 

superior to himself, guards the sacred tradition in his care, and acts as the master of sacrifice. The shaman 

or magician officiates in his own name and by his own methods and techniques; the priest serves the altar, 

in the temple or shrine, as the representative of the community in his relations with the gods and the sacred 

order by virtue of the status and its functions that have been conferred upon him at his ordination, 

bestowing its sacredness and attendant taboos. 

 The ancient Middle East 

In the Nile valley the occupant of the throne (the pharaoh) was regarded as a god incarnate, the 

sacred king. Because he was believed to be the epitome of all that was divine, he alone was the 

intermediary between humankind and the gods whom he summed up in his complex personality. Before 

Menes, founder of the 1st dynasty (c. 3100–2890 bce), centralized the rule of Upper and Lower Egypt, the 

high priest and king “Scorpion” was traditionally considered to be the incarnation of Horus (the sky god). 

Under the powerful influence of the priesthood of Heliopolis, the sacred kingship was given a solar 

significance; the pharaohs were represented as the sons of the sun god Re, who was identified with the god 

Atum. When Memphis became the imperial city, Re-Atum was brought into relation with its god, Ptah (the 

creator), and subsequently with Osiris, a fertility god who also was regarded as a god of the dead. Osiris 

was equated with the life-giving waters of the Nile and believed to be the first civilizing king, reigning in 

the person of the pharaoh as his posthumous son Horus. Therefore, in Egypt the divine origin and status of 

the monarchy was so firmly established that it became the stabilizing force of the civilization in the Nile 

valley. 

In theory, the king of Egypt was the high priest of every god, and in all important ceremonies he 

alone was depicted in the temple scenes as the officiant. For practical purposes, however, he delegated his 
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functions to the particular professional local priesthoods. In due course the priests, courtiers, and officials 

shared in his divine powers and privileges. Even though they only acted on behalf of the divine ruler, his 

representatives shared in some measure his personality and potency. As the priest par excellence, the 

pharaoh remained unique, and it was from him that the priesthood and nobility exercised their sacerdotal 

functions when the solar theology of Heliopolis was established in the 5th dynasty (c. 2494–c. 2345 bce). 

After the 5th dynasty the pharaoh was accredited exclusively with having built all the temples, and on their 

walls, he was portrayed officiating as the mediator between humanity and the gods in all important rites. In 

fact, nevertheless, his place was taken by one of the retinue of priests attached to the royal household or to 

the local temples. Only very occasionally did he perform his sacerdotal duties in person. Every temple had 

its high priest who, in addition to his sacred offices, might also be a high judicial official, thereby 

combining sacred and profane roles, varying with the actions performed. 

 

From the number of titles assigned to priestly officials in the Old Kingdom (c. 2686–c. 2160 bce), it 

appears that one priest must have served simultaneously a multiplicity of cults in the shrine to which he 

was attached and received a share of the offerings and emoluments. In wealthy great temples in the New 

Kingdom (c. 1567–c. 1085 bce) there was an elaborate organization, and a large staff engaged in 

administrative, civil, and educational duties, as well as in their sacerdotal and mortuary functions. There 

were also a number of priestesses associated with the mother-goddess Hathor (wife of the sun god Re), 

who were mainly concerned with playing the sacred sistra and other musical instruments. From the 18th to 

the 21st dynasties (1567–1085 bce), however, under the Theban priesthood of Amon-Re, the priestly 

hierarchy was able to create an absolute “state within a state.” 

In Mesopotamia, where kingship occupied a less prominent position than it did in the Nile valley, 

powerful priesthoods and highly organized temples were firmly established in and after the 4th millennium 

bce. The temples were centres of sacred learning of the content and methods of incantation, 

prognostication, exorcism, and political and economic administration, and their attendant priests were 

divided into classes with special sacerdotal and secular functions. The valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates 

rivers contained a series of city-states loosely bound together under the rule of a governor (patesi or ensi) 

and of a high priest (sangu mah). Their main functions were to integrate the temple communities of the 

city, their revenues and boundaries; and the unigallu, or head of the priesthood, was responsible for the 

performance of the seasonal rites, with the assistance of those who sang the liturgies and directed the 

temple music and those who uttered the lamentations, invoked the oracles, and interpreted the astrological 

signs and omens. The duties of other members of the priesthood included making incantations and 

pronouncing spells and exorcisms. The seers, or baru, foretold the future by means of soothsaying, 

interpreting dreams and visions, and communicating revelations. 

An important function of the priesthood in the ancient Middle East was that of exorcism. All down the ages 

good and evil have been viewed as two contending forces in perpetual conflict, and in the dual task of the 
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riddance of evil and the induction of good the exorcist, the shaman, and the seer have exercised complementary 

functions hardly distinguishable in the higher cultural levels in Babylonia and Assyria. When the function of the 

driving out of demons from human beings and buildings by incantations and ritual expulsions was separated from 

the interpretation of omens and astrological portents, the office of the exorcists was in ever increasing demand. 

According to cuneiform texts from about the 3rd millennium bce, exorcists held a position of supreme 

importance, assisting at the consecration of temples, at funerals, and at seasonal ceremonies. In the temple 

schools, exorcists, diviners, and astrologers, together with physicians, scribes, and judges, fostered the study of 

astronomy, medicine, and jurisprudence. In their sacerdotal functions and capacities, they were regarded as the 

agents and exponents of the gods, having a monopoly on sacred knowledge, controlling for good or evil the 

destinies of the community and its members. Therefore, their power was enormous, and they maintained the 

relation between religion and culture by their all-embracing hierarchy that determined the present welfare and 

future destinies of both human beings and the social order. 

Similar beliefs and practices occurred in northern Syria in the middle of the 2nd millennium bce, 

before the Israelite settlement in Canaan. Here, again, the priesthood was responsible for the dramatic 

rituals on which the social structure and the well-being of humans were believed to depend, especially in 

the climax of the autumnal festival that culminated in the enthronement of the year god. The priestly 

movement was centred in the temple of Ugarit, and the religious texts discovered there (Ras Shamra) were 

essentially liturgical documents devised to make the sacred drama enacted there efficacious. Baal, the 

weather god, was regarded as “the lord of the furrows of the field,” responsible for the rain and the 

production of the fruits of the earth. A series of temples was erected in his honour in Syria and Palestine. 

The temple at Ras Shamra was a considerable structure with a lattice, the opening of which was supposed 

to produce the autumnal rains, and its liturgical ritual was celebrated by the priests and priestesses in their 

official capacities as those who personified the gods and goddesses responsible for providential bounty and 

beneficence. 

 The Journey from the Natural Priesthood to the Professional Priesthood in Religions 

Priesthood is said to owe its origin to the universal need of mediation of superhuman 

assistance, felt by humankind in the struggle of life. In its evolution we note two phases, namely the 

phase of the natural priesthood and the phase of the professional or regular priesthood. There are 

indications to affirm that originally everyone invoked the gods each for oneself. In the early times, 

worship was confined to the deified members of the kindred, and later to those of tribes. Then the 

heads of families or tribes most spontaneously performed the worship was confined to the deified 

members of the kindred, and later to those of tribes. Then the heads of families or tribes most 

spontaneously performed the priestly role because they as the oldest and most experienced members of 

the family stood closest to the ancestors When powers of nature also began to be worshipped and 

the group of worshippers extended beyond a family; the regular priesthood was initiated. As 

everyone is not equally proficient in mediation, the expertise of professionals, supposed to possess 

greater knowledge and power is sought to secure better results. But to a very great extent both the 
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forms stayed intermingled. Gradually those proficient in interpreting the wIshes of gods and 

practising magical arts won the confidence of people and attained a certain pre-eminence, and formed a 

special class. Among some people’s certain classes who had unmistakable priestly affinities - those 

who, when in a state of ecstasy, are believed to be inspired by the gods, those ministering in famous 

shrines or sanctuaries, those who work miracles - were the forerunners of a regular priesthood. When 

rituals lost their simplicity, professional priesthood became even more necessary. 

Priestly functions are exercised among identical groups by their heads or leaders; such as the father in 

the family, the chieftain in the clan or tribe, the king in the nation or people. With the growing development 

and differentiation of social organizations and stratification, ceriain cultic functions of the leader are 

associated with special individuals or professionat groups, and as a result, professional magicians, 

diviners, and even prophets emerge in the more highly differentiated "primitive" societies. 

[These functions are referred to as semi-priestly.] With the increasing complexity of cultural and 

sociological condItions, professional differentiation tak.es place, and a professional priesthood appears. 

The history of several religions testifies to an evolution of priesthood from the natural to the 

regular or professional. In the case of Hinduism, for example, Dr. Radhakrishnan maintains that, 

The original Aryans all belonged to one class, every one being priest and soldier', trader and 

tiller of the soil. There was no privileged order of priests. The complexity of life led to a division of 

classes among tile Aryans. Though to start with each man could offer sacrifices to gods without anybody's 

mediation, priesthood and 

, aristocracy separated themselves from the proletariat... When sacrifices assume an important role, 

when the increasing complexity of life rendered necessary division of life, certain families, distinguished 

for learning wisdom, poetic and speculative gifts, became representatives in worship under the title of 

Purohita, or one set in front. In view of their great function of conserving the tradition of the Aryans, this 

class was freed from the necessity of the struggle for existence... The Brahmins are not priesthood 

pledged to support fixed doctrines, but an intellectual aristocracy charged with the moulding of the 

higher life of the people. 

It is pertinent to remark here that priests and cults had not been a sine qua hon in all religions at 

all times. In the case of early Buddhism, for instance, the possibility of cultic priesthood was very remote. 

"Buddhism had no order or ritual of sacrifice to require the services of an officiating priest, with expert 

knowledge of the modes and significance of the rites. In fact, Buddhist scriptures do mention instances 

wherein the Buddha himself ridiculed ritualistic practices of Brahmin priests. But already during its 

early history in China, when confronted by the strong cultic traits of Confucianism, Buddhism adopted 

cultic practices. HInduism speaks of the Teacher - Brahmin, the Priest-Brahmin, and the Superman-

Brahman. 
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Professional priesthood exists in two forms, namely the hereditary and the vocational. 

According to the former, priesthood is the privilege of a particular family or tribal lineage. The Jewish 

Levitical priesthood, the Hindu Brahmanical priesthood and Zoroastrian priesthood are a few 

examples. Vocational priesthood recruit’s candidates from the pool of its promising young 

members, on the basis of devotional, intellectual and moral qualities. Professional priests 

distinguish themselves by special costumes, long hair, separate language and some· ascetIc 

regulations such as sexual control and fasting. Along with institutionalization, elements such as 

initiation rites and training assumed' importance. While in the past most religions - Hinduism, 

Buddhism, Taoism, Zoroastrianism, Christianity have reserved priesthood to male members, 

recent trends in certain sections of religious membership such as the Anglican Church have been 

found to advocate women priesthood. While many religions in their history have been found to move 

to and from priestly celibacy for various reasons, the Latin Rite of Roman Catholicism is one of 

the strongest in its favour in contemporary times. 

As history evolves, in the great world religions, the representatives of the priesthood are 

organized into a highly complex structure in which a more or less differentiated order of groups 

corresponds to the priestly hierarchy with its various activities. At the start the divisions were on 

simpler grounds such as the natural group (clan, tribe, people), the local group (village, town, district), 

and the political group (nation). Later, priests are connected with the formation of specifically religious 

organizations, temporally integrated by the personal charisma of the priestly leader alone, or 

organized as institutional units like the parish. 

 The Sacred Versus the Secular Powers 

According to the nature of the governance of a country, Weber identifies three types of 

relation between the secular and the sacred powers in the history of the world. While in the first 

type, a ruler is legitimated by the priests, in the second the high priest is also the king, and in the 

third, the secular ruler exercises supreme authority in sacred matters too. Thus, while some 

countries had kings who were also priests, some others had priests who were also kings. Even in Islam 

that, unlike most other religions, does not have a class of priests or clergy, In the strict sense of the 

term, we find that there was a time when the roles of Imam (the leader of the prayers in the worship 

rites In mosques) and ruler of the place were assigned to the same individual. 

When a governor was appointed to a province, he was also appointed as Imam to lead the prayers, 

and this practice continued for a long time. In fact, the honour of leading the prayers (imamat) in Islam 

was great as the honour of kingship, and the two offices, the office of the spiritual leader and that of the 

temporal leader were combined in one person for a long time. As the ruler himself was the Imam at the 

centre, so were his governors the tmams in the different provincial headquarters. The priest and the 

presentday mullah had no place in early Islam. 
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According to Weber, in hierocratic domination, priestly power seeks ascendancy at the cost of 

the political power. Often the latter is presented as an inevitable evil, permitted by God due to the 

sinfulness of the world, and which believers should resign to but refrain from. At times it is 

projected even as a God-given tool for the subjection of anti-ecclesiastic forces. "In practice, therefore, 

hierocracy seeks to turn the political ruler into a vassal and to deprive her/him of independent means of 

power ..." Meanwhile, hierocracy makes every attempt to protect itself: an autonomous 

administrative apparatus, a tax system (tithes), legal forms (endowments) for the protection of 

ecclesiastic landholdings, bureaucratization of administr'ation, and development of office charisma at 

the cost of personal charisma. 

In Weber's mind, the extreme opposite of any kind of hierocracy is Caesaro- papism - the 

complete subordination of the priestly to the secular powers. Herein religious affairs are but a branch 

of political administration. The political rulers fulfill these obligations either directly or with the 

assistance of the state-maintained priestly professionals. Caesaro-papism is nowhere found in its purest 

form. As a rule, priestly charisma compromises with the secular power either tacitly or even through a 

concordat. On the whole, the general picture of the relationship between the two, as portrayed by 

Weber is one of a cold war. 

"Everywhere state and society have been greatly influenced by the struggle between military and 

temple nobility, between royal and priestly following. This struggle did not always lead to an open 

conflict, but it produced distinctive features and differences..." 

 

According to Aberbach, even though there are important differences between the sacred and the 

secular, history of religion testifies to a close parallel between the two: while even in its secular forms, 

charisma has a religious dimension; traditional religious charisma is rarely devoid of political and other 

significance. "Political charisma draws on the language, the spirit and even the ideological conviction of 

religion. Charismatic religious leadership is no less infused with politics. The devotees of religious 

charismatics are inspired not only by their message but also by their political skill and military success." 

The major religions of the ancient world were all official State religions. Many of the great political 

charismatics were born into families at least nominally religious, were educated in religious schools, and 

had their outstanding qualities associated with religious leadership: Washington's personal humility, 

Garibaldi's asceticism, Robespierre's propensity for solitude and meditation. He concludes that, "the 

many parallels between religious and political charisma mean that in practice the two are often 

indistinguishable." The linkage between charismatic political leaders and figures of religious authority - 

priest and prophet, saviour and messiah - though varying in intensity, is little surprising. R Robertson 

notes the two simultaneous processes of quite drastic politicization of religion during the past fifteen years, 

and the 'religionization' of government which denotes the involvement of the modern state in 'deep' 

issues of human life, and the ways in which the state-organized society has become, in varying degrees, an 

object of veneration and 'deep' identification. 
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It is challenging to note here that in the evolution of most, if not all, religions, priesthood 

wassElldom always confined to cultic activities. Priests perform many other functions: directly or 

indirectly related to cuttic functions. He is the guardian of traditions and the keeper of the sacred 

knowledge and of the technique of meditation and prayer. He is the custodian of the holy law, 

corresponding to the cosmic moral and ritual order. As an interpreter of this law, the priest may 

function as judge, administrator, teacher, and scholar, and formulate standards and rules of conduct. 

Since he performs the sacred rites, he contributes towards the development of sacred song, writing, 

literature, music, dance, sacred painting, sculpture and architecture. As the guardian of tradition, the 

priest is also Ule wise man, the adviser, educator, and philosopher. In the extent of the performance of 

these multifarious functions, there exists difference among religions according to their stage of 

evolution from primitive civilizations to the highly developed ritualistic religions. 

The Babylonian priests had much to do with the interpretation not only of moral and religious 

law, but also with many of the civil enactments. It was the duty of some of them to receive the tithes, and to 

certify that they had been paid. It is said of the Shinto priests that they "not only serve in the performance of 

formal shrine rituals but also bear responsibility for such administrative tasks as the upkeep and management of 

shrine facilities and finances... (After the Second World War), great expectations are placed on them as well for 

activities in thH areas of social welfare and education” among the Indo-Aryan speaking invaders of 

Northwestern India in the middle and late second millennium BCE. the priestly social class was "responsible 

not only for a wide range of cultic functions but also for the composition and preservation of the sacred 

traditions of oral poetry." The Rigveda mentions the purohita (the domestic priest of the king or of some 

wealthy noble) who was not only in the constant and intimate service of the king, but was closely concerned with 

the king in his more worldly functions. The ethic of compassion (karuna) was the fundamental motivating 

force of Buddhism. So, the Buddhist monks have traditionally filled the role of spiritual advisers and teachers of 

the laity. Now it is not uncommon to find sangha social services in Theravada countries like Thailand and 

Sri Lanka. 

In Judaism, besides cultic functions, priests had oracular functions, therapeutic functions, 

instructional and juridical functions, and administrative and political functions in fact, history testifies that 

during the period of the Second Temple, when Judaea and Jerusalem were under the domination of foreign 

empires, the priesthood of Jerusalem played an important political role, the priests serving also as 

leaders of Jewish communities. In Islam there is properly no caste, class, or profession which 

monopolizes the performance of religious rites when these were at first performed in public, the leader was 

properly the chief of the community, and name imam" 'leader in prayer' is therefore used for 'sovereign,' 

'chief authority,' and the like. The sovereign of the capital took the lead in prayer. 

On account of the direct and immediate contact that priests have with those who depend on him 

for mediation of the divine, priests come to exert tremendous influence on them. Not only in 

hierarchically graded ecclesiastical bodies but also in religious groups of more or less egalitarian 

bodies, the religious leader may become implicitly trusted, rightly revered, and indispensable guides of 
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their followers. From originally a primarily religious influence, the influence extends to moral, social, 

cultural; and political spheres. 

The history of religions has sufficient evidence to show that a degeneration of priests and 

priesthood has been part and parcel of almost all religious traditions at one time or other. Scholars of Indian 

thought have observed the shift from the simple offerings of the early Vedic times to the complicated and ritual-

ridden sacrifices of the Brahmana period. Persuasion of gods gives way to compelling of gods while the 

sacrifice was exalted even above the gods. Introducing a distinctly magical element into the rituals, "priest and 

prayer henceforward become transformed into magician and spell." Speaking of Nambutiris who were 

the temple priests in Kerala, Thulaseedharan says that it was remunerative services that attracted them. 

They lived in exuberant comfort and luxury. Though they were to be guardians of the ethics of society, they did 

nothing of that sort. "On the contrary, they were eager only to drink life's sweet honey to the lees, not leaving 

even a drop to the lower castes." Some historians detect a similar state of affairs among Christian priests 

during the time preceding the Protestant Reformation. The practice of simony, corruption, sale of 

indulgences and craving for money were marks of the age. 

Nevertheless, priests have often been throughout history regarded as the official go between the 

sacred and the profane. "Throughout the long and varied history of religion, the priesthood has been the 

official institution that has mediated and maintained a state of equilibrium between the sacred and the 

profance aspects of human society and that has exercised a stabilising influence on social structure and 

on cultic organization." But the various administrative duties derived from the cultic activities of priests. 

Therefore, the less the communion with the numen expressed in formalized cult, the closer he is to a 

magician. "As long as the mediation of the priest is desired to secure material or ideal advantages (do ut 

des), religion is still close to magic, but a higher stage is reached where it becomes the function of the 

priest to thank and to adore in his own and other's name." 

3.10 Shamans 

In sociology, a shaman is a part-time religious specialist who enters an ecstatic state to 

communicate with the supernatural world, serving as a healer, diviner, and intermediary for their 

community. Derived from Siberian practices, the term has become a catch-all but is also criticized for 

being culturally biased and oversimplified. Shamans operate outside formal religious hierarchies, using 

their unique trance abilities and spiritual partnerships to address community needs, from finding game 

to placating spirits and influencing agriculture.  

 KEY CHARACTERISTICS IN A SOCIOLOGICAL CONTEXT 

 Part-time Practitioner: Unlike full-time priests, shamans perform their spiritual duties alongside 

other means of earning a living.  

 Ecstatic Trance: A core aspect is the ability to enter a trance to perform spiritual journeys, often 

involving out-of-body experiences.  
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 Direct Spirit Contact: Shamans are believed to communicate directly with spirits, who may grant 

power or provide aid.  

 Community Service: They act on behalf of individuals or the community, performing tasks such as 

healing, divination, and influencing subsistence activities.  

 Social Role: They are seen as valuable specialists who bridge the human and spiritual worlds.  

 ORIGIN AND USAGE OF THE TERM 

 Siberian Roots: The word "shaman" comes from the Siberian Tungus-speaking peoples.  

 19th Century Adoption: Western social scientists adopted the term in the 19th century, sometimes 

placing it at the beginning of a supposed "unilineal evolution" of religion.  

 Critiques: The term is often criticized for its broad application, which can mask cultural diversity and 

perpetuate stereotypes about non-Western societies, leading to a lack of analytical utility.  

 CULTURAL CONTEXT AND FUNCTION 

 Diverse Practices: Shamanic practices vary significantly across cultures but share the common 

element of using spiritual trance to interact with a non-ordinary reality.  

 Examples: Shamans are found in various cultures, including those in Siberia, Sub-Saharan Africa, 

East Asia, North and South America.  

 Specific Roles: In their communities, shamans might perform agricultural rituals, guide souls to the 

afterlife, or provide healing and spiritual guidance. 

There is currently unprecedented interest, excitement and confusion aboutshamanism. 

Shamanic literature, rituals and workshopsare proliferating and have spawned a veritable cottage 

industry. Genuinely shamanically trained anthropologists such as Michael Harner and highly 

controversial figures suchas Lynn Andrews, "the shaman of Beverly Hills" (Clifton, 1989), are offering 

shamanism workshops. Given that only a few years ago there was concern that shamanism would soon 

be extinct, it is clear that the tradition, or at least its contemporary Western version is doing rather well. 

What is not so clear is what exactly a shaman is. In fact, on this controversial - point there is 

remarkable controversy. On the one hand the views shaman has been called "mentally deranged" and "an 

outrightof psychotic" (Devereaux, 1961) “veritable idio (Wissler, 1931), a charlatan, epileptic and, perhaps 

most often (Kakar, 1982; shaman Noli, 1983) a hysteric or schizophrenic. 

On the other hand, an opposite but equally extreme view seems to be emerging in the popular literature. 

Here shamanic states are being identified with those of Buddhism, Yoga or Christian mysticism. Thus, for 
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example, Holger Kalweit (1988, p. 236) 

Unfortunately, there seem to be serious deficiencies with these comparisons which appear to 

be based on gross similarities rather than careful phenomenological comparisons (Walsh, 

1990). Space does not allow presenting such analyses here. Suffice it to say when careful 

phenomenological comparisons are made, then it becomes apparent that shamanic experiences differ 

significantly from those of traditional categories of mental illness or those of mystics from other 

traditions (Noli, 1983; Walsh 1990). 

So, contrary to much popular and professional thinking we cannot simply define (or 

productively discuss) shamans and shamanism in terms of either diagnostic categories or other mystical 

traditions. Rather we need to consider and define them as unique phenomena. Clearly an adequate 

definition might do much to help reduce the enormous confusion con cerning the nature of shamanism. 

 

 DEFINITION 

The term Shaman itself comes from the work man of the Tungus people of Siberia, meaning 

"one who is excited, moved, raised." It may be derived from an ancient Indian word meaning "to heat 

oneself or practice austerities" (Slacker, 1986) or from a Tungus verb meaning know" (Hultkrantz, 

1973). But whatever its derivation the term shaman has been widelyadopted by anthropologists to refer to 

specificgroups of religious healers in diverse cultures who have sometimes been called medicine men, 

witch doctors, sorcerers, wizards, magi cians or seers. However, these terms do not adequately define 

thespecific subgroup of healers who fit more stringent definitions of shaman such as the one to be used 

here. The meaning and significance of this definition, and of shamanism itself, will become clearer if 

we examine the way in which our definitions and understanding of shamanism have evolved over time. 

Early anthropologists were particularly struck by the shamans' unique interactions with 

"spirits." Many in the tribe might claim to revere, see, or even be possessed by spirits. However, only 

the shamans claimed to have some degree of control over them and to be able to command, commune 

and intercede with them for the benefit of the tribe. Thus Shirokogoroff (1935, p. 269),' one of the earliest 

explorers of the Siberian Tungus people, stated that: 

In all Tungus languages this term (saman) refers to persons of both sexes who have mastered 

spirits, who at their will call introduce these spirits into themselves and use their power over the spirits in 

their own interests, particularly helping other people, who suffer from the spirits; in such a capacity 

they may possessraplex of special methods for dealing withhespirits. 

But whereas early explorers were most impressed by the shamans' interactions with spirits, 

later researchers have been impressed by the shamans' control of their own states of consciousness in 

which these interactions occur (Dobkin, de Rios & Winkleman, 1989; Noli, 1983; Peters, 1981 ; Peters 

& shamanism Price-Williams, 1980, 1983)As Western culture has become as more interested in altered 
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states of consciousness (ASC), so todirst resewchers have become interested in the use of altered 

statetradition in religious practices (Tart, 1983a, b), and it appears that the to use first tradition to use 

such states was shamanism. Contemporary altered definitions of shamanism have therefore focused on 

the use of states such states (Harner, 1982; Noli, 1983; Pete & Price-Williams, 1980). 

 The origin of Shamas 

 

However, there are many, many possible states of consciousness (Shapiro & Walsh, 1984; Walsh 

& Vaughan, 1980; Wilber, 1977, 1980), and the question therefore naturally arises as to which ones are 

peculiar to, and defining of, shamanism. There are broad and narrow definitions in the broad definition the 

"only defining attribute is that the specialist enter into a controlled ASC on behalf of his community" 

(Petes Price Williams, 1980, p. 408), Such specialists would include, for example, mediums who enter a 

trance and then claim to speak for spiritst should he noted at this point that the use of the term"spirits" 

hereisnot meant to necessarily imply that there exist separate entities that control or communicate with 

people. Rather the term is simply being used to describe the way in which shamans and mediums interpret 

their experience. 

So, a broad definition of shamanism would include any practi tioners who enter controlled altered 

states of consciousness no matter which particular states these may be. Narrow definitions on the other 

hand specify the altered staters) Quite precisely as ecstatic states. Indeed, for Mircea Eliade (1964 one of 

the greatest religious scholars of the 20th century, "A first defini tion of this complex phenomenon, and 

perhaps the least hazardous, will be: shamanism technique of ecstasy." Here ecstasy infers not much 

blissbut more sense, asthe Random House dictionary defines it of being taken or moved out of one's self or 

one's normal state and entering a state of intensified or heightened feeling." This definition of ecstasy as 

"being taken out of one's self or one's normal state" is, as we will see, particularly appropriate for 

shamanism. 

The distinctive feature ofthe shamanic ecstasy is the experience of "soul flight" or "journeying" or 

"out-of-body experience" (Eliade, 1964; Harner, 1982). That is, in theiecstaticstate shamans experience 

themselves, or their soul/spirit, flying through space and traveling to either other worlds or distant parts 

of this world. In other words, "the shaman specializes in a trance during which his soul is believed to 

leave his body and ascend to the sky or descend to the underworld" (Eliade, 1964, p. 5). These flights reflect 

the shamanic cosmology which comprises a three-tiered universe of upper, middle, and lower worlds, the 

middle one corresponding to our earth. The shaman ranges throughout this threefold world system tender to 

learn, obtain power, or to diagnose and treat those who come for help and healing. During these journeys 

shamans may experience themselves exploring other worlds, meeting other worldly people, animals or spirits, 

seeing the cause and cure of apatient's illness, or interceding with friendly or demonic forces. 

So far, then, we have three key features of shamanism to include in any definition. The first is that 

shaman’s can volun tarily enter altered states of consciousness. The second is that in these states they 
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experience themselves leaving their bodies and journeying to other realms in a manner analogous to 

contem porary reports of some out-of-body experiences (Monroe, 1971; Irwin, 1985) or lucid dreams 

(LaBerge, 1985). Third, they use these journeys as a means for acquiring knowledge or power and helping 

people in their community. 

Interaction with spirits is also frequently mentioned in defini tions of shamanism. In addition, Michael 

Harner, an anthro pologist who may have more personal experience of sharnanic practices than any other 

Westerner. suggests that a key element of shamanic practices may be "contact with an ordinarily hidden 

reality" (Harner, 1982, p. 25). Thus, he definesa shaman as "a man or woman who enters an altered state of 

conscious nessatwill to contact and utilize an ordinarily hidden reality in order to acquire knowledge, power, and to 

help other persons" (Harner, 1982, p.25). 

Should these two additional elements, "contacting a hidden reality," and "communication with 

spirits," be included as essential elements of a definition of shamanism? Here we are on tricky 

philosophical ground. Certainly, this is what shamans experience and believe they are doing. 

However, it is an enormous philosophical leap to assume that this is what they are actually doing. The 

precise nature (or in philosophical terms the ontological status) of both the realms which shamans 

experience themselves traversing and the entities they meet is an open question. To the shaman they 

are interpreted as independently and fully "real"; to a Westerner with no beliefi n other realms or 

entities they would likely be interpreted as subjective mind creations. 

It may, in fact even be impossible to decide this question. Technically speaking we may have here 

an example of ontolo gical indeterminacy due to the under- determination of theory by observation. 

Speaking more simply, this is the inability to determine a phenomenon's ontological status because the 

observations allow multiple theoretical interpretations. The result is that one's interpretation of such 

indeterminate pheno mena (in this case of the nature of hidden reality" and "spirits") depends largely on 

one's own philosophical leanings or worldview. We are therefore on safer grounds defining shamanism if 

we skirt these questions of philosophical inter pretation as much as possible. 

In summary, shamanism might be defined as a family of a traditions whose practitioners focus 

on voluntarily entering summarizing altered states of consciousness in which they experience 

definition themselves, or their spirit(s), traveling to other realms at will of and interacting with other 

entities in order to serve their shamanism community. 

 ORIGIN 

Whatever its origin, shamanism has been widely distributed throughout the world. It is found 

today in areas as widespread as Siberia, North and South America, and Australia and it is believed to have 

existed in most parts of the world at one time or other. The remarkable similarities among shamans from 

widely dispersed areas of the world raise the question of how these similarities developed. One 

possibility is that they emergedspontaneouslyn different locations perhaps because of a common innate 
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human tendency or recurrent social need. The other is that they resulted from migration and diffusion 

from common ancestors. 

If migration is the answer, then that migration must have begun long ago. Shamanism 

occurs among tribes with so many different languages that diffusion from a common ancestor must 

have begun at least 20,000 years ago (Winkleman, 1984). 

This long time period makes it difficult to explain why shamanic practices would remain so 

stable for so long in so many cultures while language and social practices changed so drastically. 

These difficulties make it seem unlikely that migration alone can account for the long history and far-

flung distribution of shamanism. 

It follows that if the worldwide, history-long distribution of shamanism cannot be attributed to diffusion 

from a single invention in prehistoric times, thent must have been rediscovered discovered and rediscovered 

in diverse times and cultures. This suggests that some recurring combination of social forces and innate 

abilities must have repeatedly elicited and maintained shamanic roles, rituals and states of consciousness. 

 Shamanism rediscovered diverse times and cultures 

Certainly, there seems to be evidence of some innate human tendency to enter specific altered 

states. Studies of different meditative traditions suggest that an innate tendency to access altered states can 

be very precise. For example, for two and a half thousand years Buddhists have described accessing 

precisely eight highly specific and distinct states of extreme concentration. These concentrated states 

that jhanas, are extremely subtle, stable, and blissful and have been very precisely described for 

millennia. Today a few Western meditators are beginning to access them and have been fortunate to 

interview three of these people. In each case their experiences tallied remarkably well with ancient 

accounts. Clearly then there seems to be some innate tendency in the human mind to settle into certain 

specific states ifi t is given the right conditions or practices. 

The same principle may hold for shamanic states. Observations of Westerners in shamanic 

workshops suggest that most people are readily able to enter shamanic states to some degree. These states 

can also be induced by a wide variety of conditions which suggest that there may be some inherent 

tendency for the mind to adopt them. The conditions which induce them can include such natural 

occurrences as isolation, fatigue, mic sound, or ingestion of hallucinogens (Winkleman, 1984; Walsh, 

1989, 1990). Thus, they would likely be rediscovered by different generations and cultures. Since the 

states may be pleasurable, meaningful and healing they would likely then be actively sought after and 

the methods for inducing them remembered and transmitted across generations. 

 Distribution due to innate tendency and diffusion 

Thus, shamanism and its widespread distribution may reflectan innate human tendency to enter 

certain pleasurable and valuable states of consciousness. Once discovered, then rituals and beliefs 

which support the induction and expression of the states would likely also arise and shamanism would 
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emerge once again. This natural tendency might be supported and amplified by communication 

between cultures. For example, shamanism in Northern Asia appears to have been modified by the importation 

of yogic practices from India (Eliade, 1964). Thus, the global distribution of shamanism may be due to both 

innate tendency and diffusion ofi nformation. The end result is that this ancient tradition has spread across the 

earth and has survived for perhaps tens of thousands of years, a period which represents a significant proportion 

of this time that fully developed human beings (modern Homo sapiens) have been on the planet. 

Given that shamanism has endured so long and spread so widely the question naturally arises as to 

why it occurs in some cultures and not in others. Answers are beginning to emerge from cross-cultural 

research. One notable study examined 47 societies spanning almost 4000 years from 1750 i.e., the 

Babylonians, to the present century (Winkleman, 1984, 1989) is interesting to note that, prior to Western 

influence, all of these 47 cultures used altered states of consciousness as a basis for religious and 

healing practices. However, although shaman ic practices were found in most regions of the world they 

occurred only in particular types of societies. These were primarily simple nomadic hunting and 

gathering societies. These peoples relied very little on agriculture and had almost no social classes or 

political organization. Within these tribes the shaman played many roles, both sacred and mundane: 

medicine man, healer, ritualist, keeper of the cultural myths, medium, and master of spirits. With their 

many roles and the power vacuum offered by a classless society shamans exerted a major influence on 

their tribe and people. 

However, as societies evolve and become more complex, it appears that this situation changes 

dramatically. In fact, as societies become sedentary rather than nomadic, agricultural rather than 

foraging, and socially and politically stratified rather than classless, then shamanism as such seems to 

disappear (Winkleman, 1984, 1989). In its place appear a variety of specialists who focus on one of the 

shaman's many roles. Thus, instead of shamans we find healers, priests, mediumsand sorcerers/witches. 

These specialize respectively in medical, ritual, spirit possession, and malevolent magic practices. An 

obvious contemporary Western parallel is the disappearance of the old medical general practitioner or 

G.P. and the appearance of diverse specialists. 

It is interesting to compare some of these ancient specialists with the shaman G.P,"who preceded 

them. Priests emerge as representatives of organized religion and are often religious, moral, and even political 

leaders. They are the leaders of social rites and rituals and on behalf of their society they pray to and propitiate the 

spiritual forces. However, unlike their shamanic ancestors they usually have little training or experience in 

altered states. (Hoppal, 1984). 

Whereas the priests inherit the socially beneficial religious and magical roles of the shaman, the sorcerers 

witdhesinherit the malevolent ones. Shamans were often ambivalent figures for their people, revered for their 

healing and helping powers, feared for their malevolent magic (Rogers, 1982) Sorcerers and witches, at 

least as they are defined in Winkleman's (1984) and other anthropological studies, are the specialists in 

malevolent magic and as such they tend to be feared, hated, and persecuted. 
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3.11 PROPHETS 

In sociology, "prophet" has a religious meaning referring to individuals who channel divine messages to inspire 

moral or societal change, often challenging established norms and existing structures. The concept of prophets 

extends beyond formal religion, as American sociologist Robert Merton applied the term "self-fulfilling 

prophecy" to describe how beliefs shape reality. Sociologists like Karl Marx and members of the Frankfurt 

School have also been described as secular prophets for their critical analyses of society and their efforts to 

predict and prescribe future social actions. 

 

 TYPES OF PROPHET (DONALD SWENSON) 

1. Ethical-Exemplary Prophet = A prophet who “models the path toward spiritual goodness.” For 

example, Gautama Siddhartha Buddha (c.563–483 BC) “never claimed divine revelation, as his was a 

self-liberation through renunciation and enlightenment.” 

2. Founding Prophet = A prophet who “brings a new teaching and revelation.” For example, Abraham 

(c.2000–1650 BC) “founded three monotheistic world religions that now encompass half the world’s 

population.” 

3. Reforming Prophet = A prophet who “charismatically offers new life to a highly routinized 

institutional tradition.” For example, John Calvin (1509–1564) “was actually more interested in 

reforming the Catholic Church than dividing it or separating from it.” 

4. Renewing Prophet = A prophet who “calls for a return to the original purity of a faith that is 

institutionally compromised and complacent.” For example, Benedict of Nursia (c.480-c.547 AD). 

5. Revolutionary Prophet = A prophet who “radically alters a religious tradition according to a new 

revelation.” For example, Muhammad (c.570-c.632 AD) “broke from the mythological traditions of both 

Judaism and Christianity on several fronts.” 

 PROPHET VS. PRIEST (WEBER) 

 PROPHET: “The radical minority who critique [traditional] messages and rituals, the change agents 

calling the faithful to a higher plane.” “Prophets ‘stimulate the moral imagination about both what is, 

and what if.’” They are “characterized by tensions in both their inner lives and in their relations with the 
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external world.” They tend to have “purer motivations” than priests because they “are free of 

organizational entanglements.” 

 PRIESTS: “The conservative majority of religious functionaries who faithfully repeat sacred messages 

and carry out sacred rituals.” They are “products of routinization, and more concerned with status and 

prestige than with charisma” 

 

The Table 1 shows the characeteristics of Prophet and Priest. 

 According to Donald Swenson, ‘the focus of the priest is to secure some permanency of the message of 

the prophet, to ensure the economic existence of the enterprise, and to control the authority of the 

collective.’ 

 WEBER VIEWS ON PROPHETS 

In his book on religion, Weber has devoted a whole chapter to the understanding of what a prophet is. He 

defines the prophet as an individual who is capable of proclaiming a religious doctrine or a divine 

commandment because of his charismatic clualities. The major difference between the priest and prophet is that 

the prophet regards his mission as a "personal call" and derives his authority from personal revelation and 

charisma or an exceptional quality. The core of the prophet's mission is to carry forward the commandment or 

doctrine he has received as revelation. Often the prophet may use magic to establish his authority. The prophet 

is, usually successful and respected till his ability to cbnvince and prove his uniqueness of purpose is intact. 

Prophets also engage in healing and counselling. Weber points out that the prophet i~sually does not belong to 

an organisation and neither does he receive economic rewards for his ideas. He is not a professional and has a 

following of disciples or a laity because they believe in his or' have faith in him. The prophet makes prophecies 

which become often the guiding principles of a religious sect or cult or even an entire religious movement. The 

prophet besides making prophecies, is a teacher of religious and philosophical wisdom. 1'0 put it simply, the 

prophet may be seen as an individual who is an instrument for carrying forward the will of God and he is 
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obeyed because of the ethical nature of his mission. He may also be a person who individually sets an example 

of attaining salvation as did Buddha. 

 

3.12Let us sum up 

Thus, to conclude religious gurus are spiritual guides who offer personalized wisdom, compassionate guidance, 

and moral teachings to help disciples achieve spiritual growth, self-realization, and a deeper connection to the 

divine. Their legacies often shape spiritual philosophies and influence society, though the role of the guru can 

also be met with skepticism and potential exploitation. A true guru is a self-realized individual, a catalyst for 

transformation, and a bridge between the seeker and the divine, providing solace and insight in a complex 

world. 

 

3.13Suggested Readings 

1. Haralombus, M. 1980; Sociology - Themes and Perspectives, Oxford University Press. 

2. Madan, T. N. 1991; Religion in India, Oxford University Press. 

3. Madan, T. N. 1997; Modern Myths, Locked Minds, Oxford University Press. 

4. Macionis J. J. 1997; Sociology, Prentice Hill, Inc. 

5. Schaeffer, R. T. & Lamm, R. P. 1992; Sociology, McGraw Hill Inc. 

6. Giddens, A. 1989; Sociology, Blackwell Publisher Ltd. 

 

3.14Self Assessment questions 

 

Q1. What is meant by cults. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

Q2. What is meant by sects. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Q3. Who are shamans and prophets. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

Q4.   Differentiate between sacred and profane. 

 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

Q5.   Differentiate between prophets and priests. 

 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

87



 

 

 

 

UNIT - II LESSON No. 4 
 

ORIGIN OF RELIGION (EVOLUTIONARY) 
 

4.0 Objectives 

The main objectives of this lesson are to equip you with: 

 Evolution of Religion 

 Various Theories of Religion 

4.1 Introduction 

In the nineteenth century the sociology of religion was concerned with two main questions. ‘How did 

religion begin?’ and ‘How did religion evolve?’ This evolutionary approach was influenced by Darwin’s on 

The Origin of Species, published in 1859. Just as Darwin attempted to explain the origin and evolution of 

species, so sociologists tried to explain the origin and evolution of social institutions and society. In terms 

of religion, two main theories, animism and naturism, were advanced to account for its origin. 

4.2 Theory of Animism, Naturism 

Animism means the belief in spirits. Edward B. Tylor believes this to be the earliest form of religion. He 

argues that animism derives from man’s attempts to answer two questions, ‘What is it that makes the 

difference between a living body and a dead one?’ and ‘What are those human shapes which appear in 

dreams and visions?’ To make sense of these events, early philosophers invented the idea of the soul. The soul 

is a spirit being which leaves the body temporarily during dreams and visions, and permanently at death. Once 

invented, the idea of spirits was applied not simply to man, but also to many aspects of the natural and social 

Structure 

4.0 Objectives 

4.1 Introduction 

4.2 Theory of Animism and Naturism 

4.3 Let us sum up 

4.4 Self Assessment Questions 

4.5 Suggested Readings 
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environment. Thus, animals were invested with a spirit, as were man-made objects such as the bullroarer of the 

Australian aborigines. Tylor argues that religion, in the form of animism, originated to satisfy man’s intellectual nature, 

to meet his need to make sense of death, dreams and visions. 

Naturism means the belief that the forces of nature have supernatural power. F. Max Muller believes 

this to be the earliest form of religion. He argues that naturism arose from man’s experience of nature, in 

particular the effect of nature upon man’s emotions. Nature contains surprise, terror, marvels and 

miracles, such as volcanoes, thunder and lightning awed by the power and wonder of nature, early man 

transformed abstract forces into personal agents. Man, personified nature. The force of the wind became 

the spirit of the wind; the power of the sun became the spirit of the sun. Where animism seeks the origin of 

religion in man’s intellectual needs, naturism seeks it in his emotional needs. Naturism is man’s response to 

the effect of the power and wonder of nature upon his emotions. 

From the origin of religion, nineteenth-century sociologists turned to its evolution. Several schemes were 

developed, Tylor’s being one example. Tylor believed that human society evolved through five major stages, 

beginning with the simple hunting and gathering band, and ending with the complex nation state. In the 

same way, religion evolved through five stages, corresponding to the evolution of society. Animism, the 

belief of multitude of spirits, formed the religion of the simplest societies, monotheism, the belief in one 

supreme god, formed the religion of the most complex. Tylor believed that each stage in the evolution of 

religion arose from preceding ones and that the religion of modern man, ‘is in great measure only 

explicable as a developed product of an older and ruder system’. 

4.3 Let us sum up 

Thus, to sum up there are many criticisms of the evolutionary approach. The origin of religion is 

lost in the past. The first indication of a possible belief in the supernatural dates from about 60,000 years 

ago. Archaeological evidence revels that Neanderthal man in the Near East buried his dead with flowers, 

stone tools and jewellery. However, theories about the origin of religion can only be based on speculation 

and intelligent guesswork. Evolutionists such as Tylor and Muller came up with plausible reasons for why 

certain beliefs were held by members of particular societies but this does not necessarily explain why those 

beliefs originated in the first place. Nor can it be argued that all religions necessarily originated in the 

same way. In addition, the neat, precise stages for the evolution of religion do not fit the facts. As 

Andrew Lang points out, many of the simplest societies have religions based on monotheism, which Tylor 

claimed was limited to modern societies. 

 

4.4 Self Assessment Questions 

1. Discuss the concept of sacred and performance as given by Emile Durkhim. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________ 

 

2. Who are priests. 

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

4.5 Suggested Readings 

1. Haralombus, M. 1980; Sociology - Themes and Perspectives, Oxford University Press. 

2. Madan, T. N. 1991; Religion in India, Oxford University Press. 

3. Macionis J. J. 1997; Sociology, Prentice Hill, Inc. 

4. Schaeffer, R. T. & Lamm, R. P. 1992; Sociology, McGraw Hill Inc 
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UNIT - II LESSON NO. 5 

 

DURKHEIM AND SOCIOLOGICAL FUNCTIONALISM 

5.1 Objectives 

The main objectives of this lesson are to equip you with: 

 Origin of Religion 

 Views of Durkheim 

 Malinowki’s Perspective on Origion of Religion 

 Max Weber & Religion 

5.2 Introduction 

It was during 18th and 19th centuries that it was a belief in the field of religion that religion is the result of 

Structure 

5.1 Objectives 

5.2 Introduction 

5.3 Origin of Religion 

5.4 The Sacred and the Profane 

5.5 Totemism 

5.6 Religion and the Collective Conscience 

5.7 Malinowski’s Perspective on Origion of Religion 

5.8 Religion, Prediction & Control 

5.9 Criticism of Malinowski 

5.10 Let us sum up 

5.11 Self Assessment Questions 

5.12 Suggested Readings 
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civilization. In other words, religion only emerged from civilization. 

Such an understanding about religion was denied by the anthropological findings of Malinowski, E.B. 

Tylor, and others. They reported that the primitive tribes had definite ideas about the origin of religion. Their 

approach was functional. In fact, the origin or religion is explained by two perspectives. One is functional and 

second is dialectical, that is, Marxist. The religion which originated from tribals says that when theTrobriand islanders 

went for fishing in the sea they were confronted with several unforeseen hazards. This motivated the tribals to 

express their belief to magic and super natural. Because there was need for religion their emerged religion. In 

this lesson we will discuss the origin of religion from the perspective of functionalism. It is here also that we will 

examine the evolution of religion from the perspective of Durkheim and Max Weber. 

5.3 Origin of Religion 

18th century was the century of evolutionary theory. Not only Durkheim and Max Weber Karl 

Marx also contributed to the theory of evolution. 

The functionalist perspective examines religion in terms of society’s needs. Functionalist 

analysis is primarily concerned with the contribution religion makes to meeting these needs. From this 

perspective, society requires a certain degree of social solidarity, value consensus, and harmony and 

integration between its parts. The function of religion is the contribution it makes to meet such functional 

prerequisites—for example, its contribution to social solidarity. 

5.4 The Sacred and the Profane 

In The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, first published in 1912, Emile Durkheim 

presented what is probably the most influential interpretation of religion from a functionalist perspective 

(Durkheim, 1961). 

Durkheim argued that all societies divide the world into two categories: the sacred and the 

profane (the non-sacred). Religion is based upon this division. It is a unified system of beliefs and 

practices related to sacred things, that is, to say things set apart and forbidden. It is important to realize 

that: 

By sacred thing one must not understand simply those personal things which are called gods or 

spirits; a rock, a tree, a spring, a pebble, a piece of wood, a house, in a word anything can be 

sacred. 

 

There is nothing about the particular qualities of a pebble or a tree that makes them sacred. 

Therefore, sacred things must be symbols, they must represent something. To understand the role of religion 

in society, the relationship between sacred symbols and what they represent must be established. 

5.5 Totemism 
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Durkheim used the religion of various groups of Australian aboriginals to develop his argument. He saw 

their religion, which he called totemism, as the simplest and most basic form of religion. 

Aboriginal society is divided into several clans. A clan is like a large extended family with its 

members sharing certain duties and obligations. For example, clans have a rule of exogamy—that is, 

members are not allowed to marry within the clan. Clan members have a duty to aid and assist each other: 

they join together to mourn the death of one of their number and to revenge a member who has been wronged 

by someone from another clan. 

Each clan has a totem, usually an animal or a plant. This totem is then represented by drawings made 

on wood or stone. These drawings are called churingas. Usually, churingas are at least as sacred as the 

species which they represent and sometimes more so. The totem is a symbol. It is the emblem of the clan. It is 

its flag; it is the sign by which each clan distinguishes it from all others. However, the totem is more than the 

churinga which represents it —it is the most sacred object in aborigine ritual. The totem is ‘The outward and 

visible form of the totemic principle or god.’ 

Durkheim argued that if the totem is at once the symbol of God and of the society, is that not 

because the god and the society are only one?” 

Thus, he suggested that in worshipping god, people are in fact worshipping society. Society is 

the real object of religious veneration. 

How does humanity come to worship society? Sacred things are considered superior in dignity 

and power to profane things and particularly to man.’ In relation to the sacred, humans are inferior and 

dependent. This relationship between humanity and sacred things is exactly the relationship between 

humanity and society. Society is more important and powerful than the individual. Durkheim argued 

that Primitive man comes to view society as something sacred because he is utterly dependent on it. 

But why does humanity not simply worship society itself? Why does it invent a sacred symbol like 

a totem? Because Durkheim argued, it is easier for a person to ‘visualize and direct his feelings of awe 

toward a symbol than towards so complex a thing as a clan.’ 

5.6 Religion and the ‘Collective Conscience’ 

Durkheim believed that social life is impossible without the shared values and moral beliefs that 

form the collegiate conscience. In their absence, there would be no social order, social control, and social 

solidarity or cooperation. In short, there would be no society. Religion reinforces the collective 

conscience. The worship of society strengthens the values and the moral beliefs that form the basis of social 

life. By defining them as sacred, religion provides them with greater power to direct human action. 

This attitude of respect towards the sacred is the same attitude applied to social duties and 

obligations. In worshipping society, people are, in effect, recognizing the importance of the social group 

and their dependence upon it. In this way religion strengthens the unity of the group: it promotes social 
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solidarity. 

Durkheim emphasized the importance of collective worship. The social group comes together in 

religious rituals full of drama and reverence. Together, its members express their faith in common values 

and beliefs. In this highly charged atmosphere of collective worship, the integration of society is strengthened. 

Members of society express communicate and understand the moral bonds which unite them. 

According to Durkheim, the belief in gods or spirits, which usually provide the focus for religious 

ceremonies, originated from belief in the ancestral spirits of dread relatives. The worship of gods is really 

the worship of ancestors’ souls. Since Durkheim also believed that souls represent the presence of social 

values, the collective conscience is present in individuals. It is through individual souls that the collective 

conscience is realized. Since religious worship involves the worship of souls. Durkheim again concludes that 

religious worship is really the worship of the social group or society. 

 
 

 Criticism of Durkheim 

Durkheim has explained the origin of religion from the tribals. The tribals taken by him were of a 

typical of other tribals. Most sociologists believe that Durkheim has overstated his case. While agreeing 

that religion is important for promoting social solidarity and reinforcing social values, they would not 

support his view that religion is the worship of society. Durkheim’s views on religion are more relevant to 

small, on- literate societies, where there is a close integration of culture and social institutions, where 

work, leisure, education and family life tend to merge and where members share a common belief and value 

system. His views are less relevant to modern societies, which have many subcultures social and ethnic 

groups, specialized organizations and arrange of religious beliefs, practices and institutions. As Malcolm 

Hamilton puts it, the emergence of religious pluralism and diversity within a society is, of course, something 

that Durkheim’s theory has great difficulty dealing with (Hamilton, 1995). 

Durkheim may also overstate the degree to which the collective conscience permeates and shapes 

the behaviour of individuals. Indeed, sometimes-religious beliefs can be at odds with and override societal 

values. Malcolm Hamilton makes this point strongly: 

The fact that our moral sense might make us go against the majority, the society, or authority shows 

that we are not quite so dependent upon or creatures of society as Durkheim claims. Society, 

powerful as it is, does not have the primacy, its Durkheim believes it has. Ironically, it often 

seems to be the case that religious beliefs can have a much greater influence upon and hold over the 

individual than society does since it is often out of religious convections that individuals will fly 

in the face of society or attempt to withdraw from it, as in the case of many sectarian movements. 

5.7 Malinowski’s Perspective on Origin of Religion 

Like Durkheim, Malinowski uses data from small-scale non-literate societies to develop his thesis 

on religion. Many of his examples are drawn from his fieldwork in the Trobriand Islands off the coast of 
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New Guinea. Like Durkheim, Malinowski sees religion as reinforcing social norms and values and 

promoting social solidarity. 

Unlike Durkheim, however, he does not see religion as reflecting society as a whole, nor does he see religious 

ritual as the worship of society itself. Malinowski identifies specific areas of social life with which religion is 

concerned, and to which it is addressed. These are situations of emotional stress that threaten social solidarity. 

 

 Religion and life crises 

Anxiety and tension tend to disrupt social life. Situations that produce these emotions include 

crises of life such as birth, puberty, marriage and death. Malinowski notes that in all societies these life 

crises are surrounded with religious ritual. He sees death as the most disruptive these events and argues 

that: 

The existence of strong personal attachments and the fact of death, which of all human events is the 

most upsetting and disorganizing to man’s calculations, are perhaps the main sources of religious 

beliefs. 

Religion deals with the problem of death in the following manner. A funeral ceremony expresses 

the belief ion immortality which denies the fact of death and so comforts the bereaved. Other mourners 

support the bereaved by their presence at the ceremony. This comfort and support check the emotions 

which death produces and control the stress and anxiety that might disrupt society. Death is socially 

destructive since it removes a member from society. At a funeral ceremony the social group units to 

support the bereaved. This expression of social solidarity reintegrates society. 

5.8 Religion, prediction and control 

A second category of events—an undertaking that cannot be fully controlled or predicted by 

practical means—also produces tension and anxiety. From his observations in the Trobriand Islands, 

Malinowski noted that such events were surrounded by ritual. 

Fishing is an important subsistence practice in the Trobriands. Malinowski observed that in the 

calm waters of the lagoon ‘fishing is done in an easy and absolutely reliable manner by the method of 

poisoning, yielding abundant results without danger and uncertainty.’ However, beyond the barrier reef in 

the open sea there is danger and uncertainty: a storm may result in loss of life and the catch is dependent on 

the presence of a shoal of fish, which cannot be predicted. In the lagoon, where man can rely completely on his 

knowledge and skill; there are no rituals associated with fishing whereas fishing in the open sea is preceded by 

rituals to ensure a good catch and protect the fishermen. Although Malinowski refers to these rituals as 

magic, others argue that it is reasonable to regard them as religious practices. 

Again, we see ritual used for specific situations that produce anxiety. Rituals reduce anxiety by 

providing confidence and a feeling of control. As with funeral ceremonies, fishing rituals are social 
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events. The group unites to deal with situations of stress, and so the unity of the group is strengthened. 

Therefore, we can summarize by saying that Malinowski’s distinctive contribu- tion to the sociology 

of religion is his argument that religion promotes social solidarity by dealing with situations of emotional 

stress that threaten the stability of society. 

5.9 Criticisms of Malinowski 

Malinowski has been criticized for exaggerating the importance of religious rituals in helping 

people to cope with situations of stress and uncertainty. Tambiah (1990, discussed in Hamilton, 1995) 

points out, for example, that magic and elaborate rituals are associat3e with the cultivation of taro and 

yams on the Trobriand Islands. This is related to the fact that taro and yams are important because men 

must use them to make payments to their sisters’ husbands. Men who fail to do so show that they are 

unable to fulfill significant social obligations. These rituals are therefore simply related to the 

maintenance of prestige in that society and have little to do with cementing solidarity or dealing with 

uncertainty and danger. A particular function or effect that religion sometimes has been mistaken for a 

feature of religion in general. 

5.10 Let us sum up 

Durkheim concluded that religion is a fundamental, sacred social institution that generates 

collective representations and fosters social solidarity and cohesion by distinguishing the 

sacred from the profane. He argued that while deified deities are societal projections, the 

decline of traditional religion doesn't end society but rather requires individuals to directly 

acknowledge their dependence on the social order, which religion previously symbolized.  

5.11Self assessment Questions 

1. Discuss Malinowski Views on religion in detail. 

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

__________ 

 

 

 

2. What is meant by sacred and profane. 
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______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________ 

5.12Suggested Readings 

1. Haralombus, M. 1980; Sociology - Themes and Perspectives, Oxford University Press. 

2. Madan, T. N. 1991; Religion in India, Oxford University Press. 

3. Macionis J. J. 1997; Sociology, Prentice Hill, Inc. 

4. Schaeffer, R. T. & Lamm, R. P. 1992; Sociology, McGraw Hill Inc. 
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UNIT - II LESSON NO. 6 

 

WEBER AND PHENOMENOLOGY 
 

6.0 Objectives 

The main objectives of this lesson are: 

 To give knowledge about Weber perspective on religion. 

 To provide information about the relationship between religion and economy. 

6.1 Introduction 

Max Weber is a great theoretician in the field of religion. He was an evolutionary functionalist. His 

book The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1958) are very important. As a matter of fact, 

Weber has contributed in a major way on the development of religion. Admittedly, Marxist and 

functionalist both have contributed immensely on the function of religion. What distinguishes Weber from 

Marxist is that the former has established that ideas can also change the world. It was denial of 

Marxist’s thesis. In this part of the lesson, we will discuss the Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 

Capitalism. 

Both functionalists and Marxists emphasize the role of religion in promoting social integration 

and impeding social change. In contrast, Weber (1958, first published in English 1930) argued that in 

some circumstances religion can lead to social change, although shared religious beliefs might 

integrate a social group, those same beliefs may have repercussions which in the long term can 

produce changes in society. 

Structure 

 6.0   Objectives 

6.1 Introduction 

6.2 Capitalism and Ascetic Protestantism 

6.3 Materialism and Weber’s Theory 

6.4 Religion, Modernity and Rationality 

6.5 Let us sum up 

6.6 Self Assessment Questions 

6.7 Suggested Readings 
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Max is generally regarded as a materialist. He believed that the material world (and particularly 

people’s involvement with nature as they worked to secure their own survival) shaped their beliefs. Thus, to 

Marx, the economic system largely determined the beliefs that were held by individuals. In Marxist terms the 

mode of production determined the type of religion that would be dominant in any society. 

Unlike Marx, Weber rejected the view that religion is always shaped by economic factors. He did not 

deny that, at certain times and in certain places, religion may be largely shaped by economic forces, but 

he denied that this is always the case. Under certain conditions the reverse can occur, that is, religious beliefs 

can be a major influence on economic behaviour. 

Weber’s social action theory argues that human action is directed by meanings and motives. From 

this perspective, action ‘can only be understood by appreciating the world view—the image or picture 

of the world held by members of society. From their worldview, individuals obtain meanings purposes 

and motives that direct their actions. Religion is often an important component of a world view. In 

certain places and times, religious meaning and purposes can direct action in a wide range of context. 

In particular, religious beliefs can direct economic action. 

6.2 Capitalism and Ascetic Protestantism 

In his most famous book, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1958), Weber 

examines the relationship between the rise of certain forms of Protestantism and the development of 

Western industrial capitalism. In the first part of his argument Weber tries to demonstrate that a 

particular form of Protestantism, ascetic Calvinist Protestantism, preceded the development of capitalism. 

He also tries to show that capitalism developed initially in areas where this religion was influential. Other 

areas of the world possessed many of the necessary prerequisites yet they were not amongst the first areas 

to develop capitalism. For example, India and China had technological knowledge, labour to be hired, 

and individuals engaged in making money. What they lacked according to Weber was a religion that 

encouraged and facilitated the development of capitalism. The first capitalist nations emerged among the 

countries of Western Europe and North America that had Calvinist religious groups. Furthermore, 

most of the earliest capitalist entrepreneurs in these areas came from the ranks of Calvinists. 

Having established a relationship —a correlation between Calvinism and capitalism—by 

comparing religion and economic development indifferent parts of the world. Weber goes on to explain 

how and why this type of religion was linked to capitalism. 

Calvinist Protestantism originated in the beliefs of John Calvin in the seventeenth century. Calvin 

thought that there was a distinct group of the elect—those chosen to go to heaven—and that they had been 

chosen by God even before they were born. Those who were not among the elect could never gain a place 

in heaven however well they behaved on earth. 

Other versions of Christianity derived from the beliefs of Martin Luther. Luther believed that 

individual Christians could affect their chances of reaching heavenly the way that they behaved on earth. It 
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was very important for Christians to develop faith in God, and to act out God’s willed on earth. In order to 

do this, they had to be dedicated to their calling in life. Whatever position in society God had given them, 

they must conscientiously carryout the appropriate duties. 

At first sight, Lutheranism seems the doctrine more likely to produce capitalism. However, it 

encouraged people to produce or earn no more than was necessary for their material needs. It attached 

more importune to piety and faith than to the accumulation of great wealth. 

The doctrine of predestination advocated by Calvin seems less likely to produce capitalism. If certain 

individuals were destined for heaven regardless of their earthly behaviour—and the rest were equally 

unable to overcome their damnation—there would be little point in hard work on earth. 

Weber points out, though, that Calvinists had a psychological problem: they did not know whether 

they were amongst the elect. They suffered from a kind of inner loneliness or uncertainty about their 

status, and their behaviour was not an attempt to earn a place in heaven, but rather to convince them that 

they had been chosen to go there. They reasoned that only the chosen people of God would be able to live 

a good life on earth. If their behaviour was exemplary, they could feel confident that they would go to heaven 

after death. 

Therefore, the interpretation that the Calvinists put on the doctrine of predes- tination contributed 

to them becoming the first capitalists. 

 The Protestant Ethic 

The Protestant ethic which Weber describes (and which enabled Calvinists to convince themselves 

that they were amongst the elect) developed first in seventeenth- century Western Europe. The ethic was 

ascetic, encouraging abstinence from life’s pleasures, an austere lifestyle and rigorous self-discipline. It 

produced individuals who worked hard in their careers or callings, in a single-minded manner. Making 

money was a concrete indication of success in one’s calling, and success in one’s calling meant that the 

individual had not lost grace in God’s sight. John Wesley, a leader of the great Methodist revival that 

preceded the expansion of English industry at the close of the 18th century, wrote: 

For religion must necessarily produce industry and frugality, and these cannot but produce riches. We 

must exhort all Christians to gain what they can and to save all they can; that is, kin effect to grow 

rich. 

These riches could not be spent on luxuries, fine clothes, lavish houses and frivolous 

entertainment but in the glory of God. In effect, this meant being even more successful in terms of 

one’s calling, which in practice meant reinvesting profits in the business. 

The Protestants attacked time wasting, laziness, idle gossip and more sleep than was necessary 

six to eight hours a day at the most. They frowned on sexual pleasures; sexual intercourse should 

remain within marriage and then only for the procreation of children (a vegetable diet and cold baths 
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were sometimes recommended to remove temptation). Sport and recreation were accepted only for 

improving fitness and health and condemned if pursued for entertainment. The impulsive fun and 

enjoyment of the pub, dance hall, theatre and gaming house were prohibited to ascetic Protestants. In 

fact, anything that might divert or distract people from their calling was condemned. Living life in terms 

of these guidelines was an indication that the individual had not lost grace and favour in the sight of 

God. 

 The spirit of capitalism 

Weber claimed that the origins of the spirit of capitalism were to be found in the ethic of ascetic 

Protestantism. Throughout history there has been no shortage of those who sought money and profit: 

pirates, prostitutes and moneylenders in every corner of the world had always pursued wealth. However, 

according to Weber, both the manner and purpose of their pursuit of money were at odds with the spirit 

of capitalism. 

Traditionally, money seekers engaged in speculative projects: they gambled in order to gain rewards. 

If successful they tender to spend money frivolously on personal consumption. Furthermore, they were not 

dedicated to making money for its own sake. Weber argued that labourers who had earned enough for their 

family to live comfortably, and merchants who had secured the luxuries they desired, would feel no need to 

push themselves harder to make more money. Instead, they sought free time for leisure. 

The ascetic Protestant had a quite different attitude to wealth, and Weber believed that this 

attitude was characteristic of capitalism. He argued that the essence of capitalism is the pursuit of 

profit and forever renewed profit. 

Capitalist enterprises are organized on national bureaucratic lines. Business transactions are 

conducted in a systematic and rational manner with costs and projected profits being carefully 

assessed. 

Underlying the practice of capitalism is the spirit of capitalism—a set of ideas, ethics and 

values. Weber illustrates the spirit of capitalism with quotes from two books by Benjamin Franklin, 

Necessary Hinds to Those that would be Rich (1736) and Advice to a young tradesman (1748). 

Franklin writes ‘Remember that time is money’, Time wasting idleness and diversion lose money. 

Remember that credit is money. A reputation for prudence and honesty will bring credit, as a will 

paying debts on time. Business people should behave with industry and frugality, and punctuality and 

justice in all their dealings. 

Weber argued that this spirit of capitalism is not simply a way of making money, but a way of 

life, which has ethics, duties and obligations. He claimed that ascetic Protestantism was a vital 

influence in the creation and development of the spirit and practice of capitalism: a methodical and 

single-minded pursuit of a calling encourages rational capitalism. Weber wrote that ‘restless, 

continuous systematic work in a worldly calling must have been the most powerful conceivable lever for 
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the expansion of the spirit of capitalism. Making money became both a religious and a business ethic. 

The Protestant interpretation of profit making justified the activities of the businessman. 

Weber claimed that two major features of capitalist industry—the standardization of production 

and the specialized division of labour—were encouraged by Protestantism. The Protestant uniformity 

of life immensely aids the capitalist in the standardization of production. The emphasis on the 

importance of a fixed calling provided an ethical justification for this modern specialized division of 

labour. 

Finally, Weber noted the importance of the creation of wealth and the restrictions on spending 

it, which encouraged saving and reinvestment: 

When the limitation of consumption is combined with this release of acquisitive activity, the 

inevitable result is obvious: accumulation of capital through an ascetic compulsion to save. The 

restraints that were imposed on the consumption of wealth naturally served to increase it, by 

making possible the productive investment of capital. 

The ascetic Protestant way of life led to the accumulation of capital, investment and 

reinvestment. It produced the early businesses that expanded to create capitalist society. 

6.3 Materialism and Weber’s Theory 

Weber, then, believed that he had discovered and demonstrate t that religious beliefs could cause 

economic change. He claimed that he had found a weakness in Marx’s materialism which implied that 

the economic system always shaped ideas. 

However, it should be stressed that Weber did not discount the importance of the economy and 

material factors. He said, ‘It is of-course, not my aim to substitute for a one-sided materialistic an 

equally one-sided spiritualistic causal interpretation of culture and of history. Capitalism was made 

possible not just by Calvinist Protestantism, but also by the technology and economic system of the countries 

in which it developed. Material factors were as important as ideas in its development; neither could be 

ignored in any explanation. 

6.4 Religion, modernity and rationality 

As well as proposing an explanation for the origins of capitalism, Weber also had a good deal to 

say about the likely consequences of the changes produced by the development of Protestantism. His 

theories have had a tremendous influence on general ideas about changes in Western societies, and in 

particular on the concepts of modernity and secularization. Modernity refers to both a historical period and 

a type of society, which is often seen as developing along with industrialization, science and capitalism. 

Secularization refers to the decline of religion. Robert Holton and Bryan Turner (1989), for example, argue 

that the central themes of all of Weber’s sociology were the problems of modernization and modernity, and that 

we should regard rationalization as the process which produced modernism. 
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As we have seen above, in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism Weber argued that 

ascetic Protestantism helped to produce modern capitalism. With that went an emphasis on rational 

calculation since pursuing the maximum possible profit required an appraisal of the profits that would 

be produced by following different lines of action. The capitalist would then follow whatever path 

would produce the greatest profit. Weber distinguished between formal rationality and substantive 

rationality. Formal rationality involved calculating the best means to achieve a given end and the 

calculations had to be in a numerical form. Substantive rationality involved action designed to meet 

some ultimate goal, such as justice, equality or human happiness. Capitalist behaviour put primary 

emphasis upon the formal rationality of accounting in the pursuit of profit maximization. Substantive 

nationality, including the morality provided by religious beliefs, tended to fade into the background in 

capitalist societies. 

To Weber, rationality would not be confined to capitalist enterprise in the modern world. As 

Holton and Turner point out, it would also involve a rational legal system, the separation of the home 

and the work place, rational financial management and the emergence of a rational system of 

administration. Weber’s ideas on bureaucracy are a good example of his belief that modern societies 

would be increasingly characterized by rationality. However, to Weber, and to many later sociologists rationality 

can be at odds with the faith that is required by religion. 

Religions do not expect their followers to try to test their beliefs scientifically, nor do they expect religious 

beliefs to be based upon weighing up the costs and benefits of joining a religious group. Followers should 

simply believe in the truth of their religion. In the rationalized modern world, though Weber thought that it 

would be increasingly difficult for followers of religion to maintain their faith. Discussing Protestant sects in 

the USA, Weber said closer scrutiny revealed the steady progress of the characteristic process of 

secularization to which all phenomena that originated in religious conceptions succumb (Weber in Gerth and 

Mills (eds.), 1948). In short, ascetic Protestantism would contribute to the development of capitalism, 

which required a rational approach to social life, which would in turn undermine religion. Protestant 

religions therefore contained the seeds of their own destruction.  

 

6.5 Let us sum up 

Thus, to conclude Once on its way, the modern economic system was able to support itself without the need 

of the religious ethic of ascetic Protestantism which in many ways could not help but sow the seeds of 

secularization in modern society by its own promotion of worldly activity and consequent expansion of 

wealth and material well-being. Calvinistic Protestantism was its own gravedigger. 

 

6.6 Self Assessment Questions 

Q. 1 Discuss the contribution of Durkheim in connection with the origin of religion. 

            ________________________________________________________________ 
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_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________ 

 

Q. 2 Explain a critique to Durkheim’s theory of origin of religion. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________ 

 

Q. 3 How does Brownislaw Malinowski explain the origin of religion from the Trobriand Islands. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Q. 4 Give a criticism of Malinowski’s theory of religion. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________ 

 

Q. 5 How does Max Weber show that in some circumstances religion can led to social change. 

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________ 

Q. 6 How Weber’s theory of Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism show change in Calvinist 

Protestantism. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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________________________________________________________________________________

___________ 

 

Q. 7 Discuss the spirit of capitalism. 

          

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

___________________ 

 

Q. 8 What does Max Weber mean by Protestant ethic. 

       

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

Q. 9 How does Weber demonstrate that religious beliefs, can bring economic change. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

__ 

 

Q.10 “Weber contributed largely on the development of capitalism in 19th century.” Comment. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

6.7 Suggested Readings 

1. Haralombus, M. 1980; Sociology - Themes and Perspectives, Oxford University Press. 
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2. Madan, T. N. 1991; Religion in India, Oxford University Press. 

3. Madan, T. N. 1997; Modern Myths, Locked Minds, Oxford University Press. 

4. Macionis J. J. 1997; Sociology, Prentice Hill, Inc. 

5. Schaeffer, R. T. & Lamm, R. P. 1992; Sociology, McGraw Hill Inc. 

6. Giddens, A. 1989; Sociology, Blackwell Publisher Ltd. 
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UNIT - II LESSON No. 7 
 

Karl Marx and Dialectical Materialism 
 

7.0 Objectives 

The main objective of this lesson is to equip you with: 

 Views of Marx on Religion 

 Religion & Social Control 

 Religion & Communism 

 Religion & Feudalism 

 Religion & Capitalism 

7.1 Introduction 

   Structure 

7.0 Objectives 

7.1 Introduction 

7.2 Religion as the Opium of the People 

7.3 Religion & Social Control 

7.4 Religion & Communism 

7.5 Religion & Feudalism 

7.6 Religion & Capitalism 

7.7 Let us sum up 

7.8 Self Assessment Questions 

7.9 Suggested Readings 
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D.N. Dhanagare in his book “Themes and Perspectives in Indian Sociology” argues that the essence 

of Marxism is dialectical materialism. 

 

In his support he refers to the Marxist historian D.D. Kosambi. Marx argues that classes, class 

conflict and alienation are all due to dialectical materialism. In the field of religion, the Marxian perspective 

equally occupies an important place. Russia for long time did not have any church. In fact, religion was 

denied in socialist countries. It is in this respect that dialectical materialism needs all consideration. In the 

lesson we would discuss the Marxist perspective on religion. 

In Marx’s vision of the ideal society, exploitation and alienation are things of the past. The means of 

production are communally owned, which results in the disappearance of social classes. Members of society are 

fulfilled as human beings: they control their own destinies and work together for the common good. Religion does not 

exist in this communist utopia because the social conditions that produce it have disappeared. 

To Marx, religion is an illusion which cures the pain produced by exploitation and oppression. It is 

a series of myths that justify and legitimate the subordination of the subject class and the domination 

and privilege of the ruling class. It is a distortion of reality which provides many of the deceptions that 

form the basis of ruling-class ideology and false class-consciousness. 

7.2 Religion as ‘The Opium of the People’ 

In Marx’s words, ‘Religion is the sign of the oppressed creature, the sentiment of a heartless world 

and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people (Marx, in Bottomore and Rubel, 

1963). Religion acts as an opiate to dull the pain produced by oppression. It is both ‘an expression of 

real suffering and a protest against suffering,’ but it does little to solve the problem because it helps to 

make life more bearable and therefore dilutes demands for change. As such, religion merely stupefies its 

adherents rather than bringing them true happiness and fulfillment. 

Similarly, Lenin argued ‘Religion is a kind of spiritual gin in which the slaves of capital drown their 

human shape and their claims to any decent life’ cited in Lane,1970). 

From a Marxist perspective, religion can dull the pain of oppression in the following ways: 

(1) It promises a paradise of eternal bliss in life after death. Engels argued that the appeal of Christianity 

to oppressed classes lies in its promise of salvation from bondage and misery in the afterlife. The Christian 

vision of heaven can make life on earth more bearable by giving people something to look forward to. 

(2) Some religions make a virtue of the suffering produced by oppression. In particular, those who 

bear the deprivations of poverty with dignity and humility will be rewarded for their virtue. 

This view is contained in the well-known biblical quotation, ‘It is easier for a camel to pass 

through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven’. Religion thus 

makes poetry more tolerable by offering a reward for suffering and promising compensation for 
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injustice in the afterlife. 

(3) Religion can offer the hope of supernatural intervention to solve the problems on earth. Members 

of religious groups such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses live in anticipation of the day when the 

supernatural powers will descend from on high and create heaven on earth. Anticipation of this 

future can make the present more acceptable. 

(4) Religion often justifies the social order and a person’s position within it. God can be seen as 

creating and ordaining the social structure, as in the following verse from the Victorian hymn  

                           All things bright and beautiful 

                          The rich man in his castle 
                           The poor man at his gate, 

God made them high and lowly, and ordered their 

estate. 

In this way, social arrangement s appears inevitable. This can help those at the bottom of 

the stratification system to accept and come to terms with their situation. In the same way, poverty 

and misfortune in general have often been seen as divinely ordained as a punishment for sin. Again, 

the situation is defined as immutable and unchangeable. This can make life more bearable by 

encouraging people to accept their situation philosophically. 

7.3 Religion and social control 

From a Marxist viewpoint, religion does not simply cushion the effects of oppression; it is also an 

instrument of that oppression. It acts as a mechanism of social control, maintaining the existing system of 

exploitation and reinforcing class relationships. Put simply, it keeps people in their place. By making unsatisfactory lives 

bearable, religion tends to discourage people from attempting to change their situation. By offering an illusion of hope 

in a hopeless situation, it prevents thoughts of overthrowing the system. By providing explanations and 

justifications for social situations, religion distorts reality. It helps to produce a false class- consciousness that 

blinds members of the subject class to their true situation and their real interests. In this way it diverts people’s 

attention from the real source of their oppression and so helps to maintain ruling class power. 

Religion is not however, solely the province of oppressed groups. From a Marxist perspective, ruling 

classes adopt religious beliefs to justify their position both to themselves and to others. The lines ‘God made them 

high and lowly / And ordered their estate show clearly how religion can be used to justify social inequality, not 

simply to the poor, but also to the rich. Religion is often directly supported by the ruling classes to further 

their interests. In the words of Max and Engels, ‘the parson has ever gone hand in hand with the landlord’. In 

feudal England the lord of the manor’s power was frequently legitimated by pronouncements from the pulpit. In 

return for this support, landlords would often richly endow the established church. 

 Evidence to support Marxism 

109



 

 

 

There is considerable evidence to support the Marxist view of the role of religion in society. 

The caste system of traditional India was justified by Hindu religious beliefs. In medieval Europe, kings and 

queens ruled by divine right. The Egyptian Pharaohs went one stepfather by combining both God and king in the same 

person. Slave-owners in the southern states ofAmerica often approved of the conversion of slaves to Christianity, 

believing it to be a controlling and gentling influence. It has been argued that in the early days of the Industrial Revolution 

in England. Employers used religions a means of controlling the masses and encouraging them to remain sorbet and 

to work hard. 

A more recent example which can be used to support Marxism has been discussed by Steve 

Bruce (1988). He has pointed out that in the USA conservative Protestants—the New Christian 

Right’—consistently support right-wing political candidates in the Republican Party and attack more 

liberal candidates in the Democratic Party. In 1980 they targeted 27 liberal candidates for attack; 23 of 

them lost. The New Christian Right supported Ronald Reagan in his successful campaign for the presidency in 

1984. In the 1988 presidential campaign, however, Reagan was unsuccessfully challenged for the 

Republican nomination for president by a member of the New Christian Right, Pat Robertson. Robertson is one 

of a number of television evangelists who have tried to gain new converts to their brand of Christianity and 

who spread their political and moral messages through preaching on television. 

According to Bruce, the new Christian Right have supported a more aggressive anti-communist foreign 

policy, more military spending, less central government interference, less welfare spending, and fewer restraints on 

free enterprise. Although Bruce emphasizes that they have had a limited influence on American politics, it is 

clear that they have tended to defend the interests of the rich and powerful at the expense of other groups 

in the population. 

 The limitations of Marxism 

Conflicting evidence suggests that religion does not always legitimate power; it is not simply a 

justification of alternation or a justification of privilege, and it can sometimes provide an impetus for change. 

Although this is not reflected in Marx’s own writing, nor in much of Engels’s earlier work, it is reflected in 

Engels’s later work and in the perspectives on religion advanced by more recent neo-Marxists. We will examine 

these views after the next section, which considers the relationship between religion and communism. 

Furthermore, the fact that religion sometimes act as an ideological force in the way suggested by 

Marx, does not explain the existence or religion. As Malcolm Hamilton points out: 

To say, however, that religion can be turned into an instrument of manipulation is no more to 

explain it than saying that because art or drama can be utilized for ideological purposes this explains 

art or drama. 

In contrast, approaches such as those used by Stark and Bainbridge (1985) do try to find an 

explanation for the almost universal presence of religion in society in basic human needs. Their 
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views will be examined shortly. 

7.4 Religion and communism 

Marx stated that ‘Religion is only the illusory sun which revolves round man as long as he does 

not revolve round himself (Marx andEngels,1957). In a truly socialist society individuals revolve 

around themselves, and religion- along with all other illusions and distortions of reality-disappears. 

Whatever the merits of this prophecy, it certainly does not reflect the situation in the socialist Israeli 

kibbutzim. Many kibbutzim are fervently religious and their members appear to experience no contradiction 

between religion and socialism. 

In the USSR communism the strength of religion was harder to gauge. After the revolution of 

1917 the communist state placed limit on religious activity and ate times persecuted religious people. 

Soviet law restricted religious worship to designated churches and other places of prayer. Religious 

instruction of children was banned. Geoffrey Hosking estimated that there were more than 50,000 

Russian Orthodox churches before the 1917 revolution, but by 1939 only about 4,000 remained (Hosking, 

1988). Writing in 1970, David Lane claimed that there were about 20,000 Russian Orthodox churches 

inn 1960, but nearly half of these had been closed by 1965 due to the policies of Khrushchev. 

On the surface such figures suggest that religion had declined, but this may have been due to the 

activities of the ruling elite rather than to a loss of faith by the population. Lane claimed that religion 

probably had little hold over the population, but it had, nevertheless shown certain resilience to 

communism. The resilience was reflected in one estimate which placed the number of baptized Orthodox 

Christians in the period 1947- 57 at90 million, which is roughly the same as in 1914. In1988 Geoffrey 

Hoskins argued that ‘The Soviet Union is already a much more “religious” country than Britain or most of 

Western Europe’. 

When president Gorbachov instituted a policy of glasnost, or openness, restrictions on religion 

were relaxed. In 1989 and 1990, unrest in a number of Soviet republics suggested the continued 

strength of religious belief. The Roman Catholic Church in Lithuania was one source of demands for 

independence. In 1990 conflict between Soviet Muslims in Azerbajijan and Soviet Christians in 

Armenia led to troops being deployed to restore order. 

When the USSR began to divide and Communist Party rule was abandoned, religious convictions 

became even more evident. In1991 David Martin described how church bells were used to summon 

millions of people to link arms around the Baltic states of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia. In other former 

communist countries, there were enormous gatherings in Poland to celebrate the feast of the Assumption 

and the passionate pilgrimages of the Serbs to monastic shrines at Kosova (Martin, 1991b). 

Opinion poll figures suggest that religion remained important to large proportions of the 

population during the communist eras in the USSR and Eastern Europe and that religion has become 

stronger since the demise of communism. Quoting data from the International Social Survey Program, 
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Andrew Greely notes that in 1991,47 per cent of the Russian population claimed to believe in God 

(Greeley, 1994). The strength of the religious revival is revealed by the fact that 22 per cent of the 

populations were former non-believers who had converted to a belief in God. Similarly, Miklos 

Tomka found that in 1978, 44.3 per cent of the population of Hungary claimed to be religious and that 

this had risen to 76.8 per cent by August 1993 (Tomka, 1995). 

One society which ha retained communism throughout the 1990s is Fidel Castro’s Cuba. 

However, even such a staunch communist as Castro was forced to acknowledge the continuing appeal 

of religion when he invited Pope John Paul to Cuba in January 1998. The Pope addressed large and 

enthusiastic crowds, suggesting that Roman Catholicism remained strong despite some 40 years in 

which the communist state had discouraged religious participation and belief. 

These examples suggest that there is more to religion than a set of beliefs and practices which 

develop in societies based on the private ownership of the means of production. 

Materialistic dialectical approach has been not only to Marx only. There is other Marxist theorist 

such as Engels and neo-Marxists. We will now provide an analysis of these neo-Marxist according to which 

religion is considered as a radical force. 

 Engels and Neo-Marxists-religion as a radical force 

Roger O Toole, commenting on the Marxist sociology of religion, argues than Beginning with the work of 

Engels, Marxis have undoubtedly recognized the active role that may be played but religion in effecting 

revolutionary social change (O’Toole, 1984). Thus, in On the History of Early Christianity, Engels compared some 

of the early Christian sects that opposed Roman rule to communist and socialist political movements (Marx and 

Engels, 1957). He said, ‘Christianity got hold of the masses exactly as modern socialism does, under the shape 

of a variety of sects. While Christianity originated as a way of coping with exploitation among oppressed groups, 

it could become a source of resistance to the oppressors and thus a force for change. 

 Otto Maduro – the relative autonomy of religion 

Maduro is a contemporary neo-Marxist. While accepting many aspects of Marx’s analysis of religion, 

he places greater emphasis on the idea that religion has some inde- pendence, or ‘relative autonomy’, from the 

economic system of the bourgeoisie (Maduro, 1982). He denies that religion is always conservative force and, 

indeed, claims that it can be revolutionary. He says, ‘Religion is not necessarily a functional, reproductive or 

con- servative factor in society; it often is one of the main (and sometimes the only) available channel to 

bring about a social revolution. 

Maduro claims that up until recently, Catholicism in Latin America tended to support the 

bourgeoisie and right-wing military dictatorships, which have represented its interests. The Catholic 
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Church has tended to deny the existence of social conflicts between oppressive and oppressed classes. It 

has recognized some injustices, such as poverty and illiteracy, but has suggested that the 

solution lies with those who already have power. 

The Catholic Church has also supported members of the clergy who have assisted private 

enterprise and government projects; it has celebrated military vic- tories but failed to support unions, 

strikes and opposition political parties. 

On the other hand, more recently, Catholic priests have increasingly demon- strated their 

autonomy from the bourgeoisie by criticizing them and acting against their interest, Maduro believes 

that members of the clergy can develop revolutionary potential where oppressed members of the 

population have no outlet for their griev- ances. They pressurize priests to take up their cause, and 

theological disagreements within a church can provide interpretations of a religion that are critical of 

the rich and powerful. 

All of these conditions have been met in Latin America and have led to their development of 

liberation theology. 

 Bryan S. Turner – A Materialist theory of religion 

Bryan Turner (1983) follows Marx in arguing that religion rises from a material base 

: that is, he agrees that religion relates to the physical and economic aspects of social life. Unlike Marx, 

however, Turner does not believe that religion has a universal role in society, nor does he believer that religion 

is always an important part of ruling class ideological control. He questions the belief that religion has always 

been a powerful force persuading subject classes to accept the status quo. 

7.5 Religion and Feudalism 

Marxists have tended to assume that, in the feudal period, religion (in particular, Roman Catholicism 

in Europe) was a belief system that played a fundamental part in integrating society. Turner rejects the 

view that religion was as important for serfs and peasants as it was for feudal lords. On the basis of 

historical evidence, he claims that the peasantry was largely indifferent to religion: their main concern 

was simply survival. 

By comparison, religion played an important part in the lives of the ruling class, the feudal lords. In 

feudalism, wealth consisted of, and power derived from the ownership of land by private individuals. For the 

ruling class to maintain its dominance it had to pass on property to an heir. Usually, a system of 

primogeniture was used: the eldest son of a landowner inherited all his father’s land. This prevented the 

splitting up of estates, which would have reduced the concentration of power in the hands of particular 

individuals. It was therefore vital to the workings of feudalism and the maintenance of a dominant class that 

there was a legitimate male heir for each landowner. Premarital promiscuity and adultery both jeopardized 

the production of such an heir. Marriage and the legitimacy of children were propped up and defended by 
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the church. Thus, in Turner’s words, ‘religion has the function of controlling the sexuality of the body in order 

to secure regular transmission of property via the family’. Without religion it would have been difficult to 

ensure there were recognized legitimate heirs who could retain concentrated landholdings in their 

family’s possession. 

A secondary function of religion under feudalism also stemmed from primogeniture. There was a surplus 

of younger sons who did not inherit land. In military feudalism, sons might meet an early death, so it was 

necessary to have a number of heirs in case one or more were killed. But those who did not receive an 

inheritance had to have some means of support. Monasteries provided one solution to the problem of 

the surplus males. 

7.6 Religion and capitalism 

Turner believes that, in modern capitalism, religion has lost the one vital function that it had for 

the ruling class. Today, he claims, individual and family property is much less important for the 

maintenance of ruling-class power. Property has become depersonalized–most wealth is concentrated in 

the hands of organizations (such as banks, pension funds and multinational corporations) rather than in 

the hands of individuals. In these circumstances, religion is no more than an optional extra for modern 

capitalist societies. Since the transmission of property via the family is no longer vital to the system, 

society can tolerate, and the church can accept, divorce and illegitimacy. 

Turner’s views on religion are similar to the more general views on the dominant ideology 

thesis advanced by Abercrombie, Hill and Turner (1980). They believe that modern capitalist societies 

do not posses a widely-accepted ruling-class ideology and that such an ideology is not necessary for the 

continuance of capitalist domination: the ruling class use coercion and naked economic power to 

maintain their position. Abercrombie et al. therefore question Marx’s beliefs about the importance of 

religion in producing false class consciousness in capitalist societies. 

7.7 Let us sum up 

Having discussed Marxist and materialist views one religion, we will now turn to a consideration of 

the relationship between gender and religion. Some feminist theories of religion have similarities with 

Marxist theories. 

7.8 Self Assessment Questions 

Q.1. Discuss the statement of Marxist, namely, ‘religion is opium of the people.’ 
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Q.2. How religion is the instrument of oppression. 
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
___________________ 

Q.3. It was the caste system which created hierarchy on the basis of religion. Comment. 

 _____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

___________________ 

Q.4. Marx stated “Religion is only he illusory sun which revolves around man as long 

as he does not revolve round himself.” Comment on this statement. 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

___________________ 

Q.5. What was the status of religion in the USSR. 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

___________________ 

Q.6. What does Engels argue about Christianity and social change. 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

___________________ 

Q.7. Discuss the views of neo-Marxists regarding Christianity and social change. 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

___________________ 

Q.8. Discuss Bryan S. Turner who professes a materialist theory of religion. 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

___________________ 

Q.9. How does religion exercise social control. 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

___________________ 
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Q.10. Compare and contrast functional and conflict theories on religion. 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

___________________ 

7.9 Suggested Readings 

1. Haralombus, M. 1980; Sociology - Themes and Perspectives, Oxford University 

Press. 

2. Madan, T. N. 1991; Religion in India, Oxford University Press. 

3. Madan, T. N. 1997; Modern Myths, Locked Minds, Oxford University Press. 

4. Macionis J. J. 1997; Sociology, Prentice Hill, Inc. 

5. Schaeffer, R. T. & Lamm, R. P. 1992; Sociology, McGraw Hill Inc. 

6. Giddens, A. 1989; Sociology, Blackwell Publisher Ltd. 
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UNIT-II LESSON NO. 8 

 

GANDHI, SWAMI VIVAKANANDA & B. R. AMBEDKAR 
 

8.0 Objectives 

 

The main objective of this lesson is to equip you with: 

 

 Gandhi views on religion 

 Vivekananda views on religion 

 Ambedkar views on religion 

 

 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

Religion is usually defined as a social-cultural system of designated behaviours and practices, morals, beliefs, 

worldviews, texts, sanctified places, prophecies, ethics, or organizations, which generally relates humanity to 
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supernatural, transcendental, and spiritual elements; however, there is no scholarly consensus. Mahatma 

Gandhiji believed that all great religions were fundamentally equal and there should be innate respect for them, 

not just mutual tolerance. He felt a person wanting to convert should try to be a good follower of his own faith 

rather than seek goodness in change of faith. Gandhi wrote that he was a Hindu because he was born in 

Hinduism, because it is the most tolerant and inclusive of all religions and because non-violence has found the 

highest expression in Hinduism. He also mentioned that he did not think of Buddhism and Jainism as different 

from Hinduism.Religion was central to Gandhi’s life, thought work and he regarded Politics as applied religion. 

However, his religious ideas were complex and his writtings varied all to the occassion. His views on Religion were 

subject to change. 

 

8.2 MAHATMA GANDHI VIEWS ON RELIGION 

As had already been mentioned, Gandhi was of the firm opinion that man cannot live without religion. 

Gandhi expressed the view that,  man without religion is man without roots. Therefore, religion is the basis 

on which all life structure has to be erected, if life is to be real‟. According to him, the problems from 

national to international, political to moral are best solved by religion. D.K. Dutta says, „Gandhi was of the 

opinion that religion is the root or key to all these problems. These can be solved in and through religion. It 

can be stressed that Gandhi breathed religion‟. Religion was the basis, inspiration and mainspring of all his 

activities. Further, his belief in God may be termed as the mainspring of his religious consciousness. 

Gandhi‟s insistence was more on the moralistic dimension since man, being inherently good and divine, 

needs to progress towards self-realisation, which is a much higher goal than that of industrialising society or 

pursuing material wealth and wants. The very existence of man is based on such ethical values that can be 

strengthened by his faith in God and religion that encompasses unity and harmony. The ethical values thus 

enhance the development of an individual and the absence of the same trigger’s dehumanisation. With the 

pursuit of materialism replacing ethical values, man stoops to much lower levels antithetic to the very 

purpose of his life and existence that has a spiritual goal. Further, materialistic pursuits weaken the 

rationality and wisdom in man, giving way to chaos and confusion, and finally leading to crisis and unrest.  

 

Gandhi advocated faith in religion and God to prevent mankind to slip into the life of misery and 

treachery. Moreover, the so-called development of science and technology, which the scientists proclaim as 

an essential means to progress of man have failed in their promise of greater happiness to mankind. With the 

human mind becoming prey to prejudices, passions and aggression, the virtues of love, humanity and 

sympathy have been relegated to the background causing untold misery to mankind. Gandhi tried to interpret 

religion as the solution to such problems. Gandhi advocated that philosophy, religion and spirituality should 

go hand in hand with other aspects. Precisely, for this reason, he linked religion with politics and other 

activities. As he said, „I must try to live in society and yet remain untouched by its pitfalls‟. 
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Gandhi‟s religion was not a formal religion, not Hindu religion; not a mere uttering of the name of God; 

neither customary nor narrow and definitely not the practice of untouchability. Religion, as Gandhi viewed it, 

meant self-realisation, knowledge of self, where God rules every breath, that which prompts us to follow the 

path of truth and non-violence, that which deals with „the science of soul‟ and that which is in consonance 

with the obedience to the Law of God. This is inherent in every individual and binds him closer to God. To 

him, truth and non-violence are eternal, equal to religion, equal to God. Religion, as Gandhi felt, expresses 

itself with the help of these two concepts. No doubt, Gandhi advocated strict adherence to these two virtues 

that are much crucial in taking man closer to God. Religion thus holds an impermeable place in our life. 

 

 GANDHI VIEWS ON RELIGIONS  

Gandhi accorded equal respect and interest for all the religions of the world. To him, all religions are 

more or less true, proceed from the same God and converge to the same point. He had some interesting 

interactions with people from other religions, following different faiths. Gandhi viewed in all religions a 

basic unity, simplicity and humanity, an essential teaching of all religions.  

 

1. ON ISLAM  

Gandhi observed Islam „to be a religion of peace‟, love and above all, that of brotherhood of man. He was 

very much impressed with its tenets of faith in only the God and its unqualified submission to God (K.N. 

Tiwari, World Religions and Gandhi, p.33). Gandhi was firmly convinced that the taking up of sword by 

some of its followers had nothing to do with, nor in accordance with the teaching of the holy book „Koran‟. 

He also decried the charges of fanaticism on Islam, as many of the passages in the Holy Book speak of 

religious tolerance and peace. Gandhi remarked that, „my association with the noblest of Mussalmans has 

taught me to see that Islam has spread not by the power of the sword, but by the prayerful love of an 

unbroken line of its saints and fakirs‟. 

 

Gandhi was drawn to some of the most tolerant and universalistic tenets of Islam. Firstly, it speaks of the 

spiritual upliftment of all human beings and secondly, by assigning the role of messenger rather than 

attributing divinity to Prophet Mohammed; the religion has displayed its simplicity and purity, making it a 

pure monotheistic religion. The sufferings and humiliation on The Prophet, which were endured in graceful 

silence, impressed Gandhi. To him, suffering was an example of peaceful and non-violent approach, the 

prominent characteristic of a Satyagrahi. Gandhi was also attracted by the blending of politics and religion in 

the history of Islam, the principles he held close to his heart. Tiwari observes that „Gandhi found in the 

history of Islam, the blending of the political with the religious and this perhaps reassured him in his faith 

that politics could not be separated from religion and that the political struggle required long and patient 

suffering‟. Islam highlighted the virtue of prayer, fasting, almsgiving, hospitality and code of personal 

conduct. This had a profound impact on Gandhi and found many of the injunctions of the discipline of 
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Brahmacharya / Celibacy. Virtues like obedience to parents, avoidance of adultery, cheating and lying, 

refraining from theft, murder, etc. are also emphasised in Islam to which Gandhi too prescribed in the code of 

ethical virtues. 

2.GANDHI’S VIEWS ON CHRISTIANITY  

Gandhi was much impressed and inspired by Christianity as it contained the gospel of love and a spirit of 

sacrifice. His Satyagraha which was a forceful non-violent means to conquer evil was based on some of the 

tenets of Christianity. The gospel of personal suffering to win over the enemy was a lesson that was learnt by 

his readings of The New Testament. He was deeply touched by the „Sermon on the Mount‟, which he 

considered „as the gift of Christianity‟ to the world. To him, it was almost akin to the reading of „The Gita‟. 

He was convinced that the „Christianity‟s particular contribution is that of active love. No other religion says 

so firmly that God is love‟. Gandhi revered Jesus for his practice of true love and non-violence, whose life 

was a living example of love and sacrifice towards all. To Gandhi, „Jesus on the cross chose to meet evil 

unarmed and unafraid with love and good will for even those who were ready to kill him‟. It is this spirit of 

sacrifice that had a deep impact on Gandhi‟s mind. Gandhi, at the same time, did not like that the true 

principles of Christianity were not adhered to by its followers. As he affirmed, the Western Christianity, „in 

its practical working, was a negation of Christ‟s‟ Christianity. I cannot conceive Jesus, if he was living in the 

flesh in our midst, approving of modern Christian Organisation, or public worship‟. He advocated the 

equality of all religions, tolerance and sympathy for all. 

 

Gandhi‟s interactions with the Christian brethren during his stay in London and South Africa brought 

him closer to them in his effort to imbibe the teachings. But he requested those who were forthcoming to 

convert Indians to Christianity to refrain from conversion. To him, a man of any religion should be a better 

human being. At the same time, Gandhi was pleased to see some of the Christians change their views for the 

better, who made efforts to recognise the merits of other religions. Gandhi, through his correspondence with 

Tolstoy, endeavoured to deepen his understanding of The New Testament; Tolstoy‟s „The Kingdom of God 

is within you‟ awakened in him a passionate spirit of love and sacrifice. Gandhi‟s interactions with C.F. 

Andrews and H.S. Polak further helped him in fostering a spirit of brotherhood and develop special kinship 

with them. Since all religions were equal to him, he venerated them without distinction. 

 

 

3.GANDHI’S VIEWS ON JAINISM AND BUDDHISM 

 Gandhi viewed Jainism and Buddhism very much similar to Hinduism and did not consider them as 

independent of each other. The influence of Jainism bore the most visible impact on Gandhi. His concepts of 

non-violence and fasting were mostly in consonance with its traditions. Gandhi had the fortune of being part 

of his father‟s interactions with Jain monks early in his life. The moral and spiritual dimension of the religion 

strengthened Gandhi‟s ideas of non-violence towards all beings. The other ethical virtues related to Jainism 

such as purity, chastity, celibacy, non-possession, compassion, truth, non-stealing, non-attachment have had 
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a direct impact on Gandhi. Fasting too constitutes an important part of the Jains‟ tradition of „Vratas‟. They 

also require abstinence from any physical adornments and temptations to physical desires. Though Gandhi 

acknowledged these tenets to other religions too, his basic understanding of these concepts may be attributed 

to his earlier exposition to Jainism. Gandhi was attracted to Buddhism by its „non-recognition of the caste 

distinctions‟. Gandhi was impressed with „the one thing that Buddha showed India was that God was not a 

God who can be appeased by the sacrifice of the innocent animals‟. Those who do so were guilty of double 

sin, as he viewed it. Gandhi perceived dharma as „God‟, who is not distinct from His own law. The law and 

lawmaker are thus one and the same, the laws being eternal and unalterable just as its maker. Buddha 

preached and practised Ahimsa in true letter and spirit. Since anger begets anger and hatred begets hate, the 

source of all evil, it may be countered by Ahimsa through the right conduct as prescribed by Buddha. 

Buddhism also emphasises self-discipline and moral conduct, through its eight-fold path. The universalistic 

and humanistic message of Buddhism was deeply imbibed by Gandhi. 

 

4.GANDHI’S VIEWS ON HINDUISM  

Gandhi, writes D.M. Datta, believed that every individual is born with definite hereditary tendencies, in a 

cultural and physical environment and is therefore, capable of development in a particular way. It is futile 

and unnecessary to ignore the religious heritage with which an individual is born‟. In spite of his extensive 

reading on different religions, his interactions with people from all faiths and his perception of the virtues 

associated with different religions, Gandhi acknowledged that Hinduism would suit him the best. Though 

this religion had its own crippling practices and preconceived notions, it is the essential ethical virtues and 

principles as cited in various texts like the Upanishads, Vedas and The Gita that pacified Gandhi the most. 

Datta further states that „the presence of God in all beings, the love of all creatures, the ethics of self-

discipline, and selfless service, leading to liberation‟ appealed to Gandhi. Gandhi considered Hinduism as 

not an exclusive religion; he opined that „there is room for the worship of all prophets of the world in it. It is 

not a missionary religion. Hinduism tells everyone to worship God according to faith or dharma, and so lives 

at peace with all religions‟. He was deeply impressed by its assimilative characteristic and its profound stress 

on the unity of all beings, which is fundamentally moralistic and spiritualistic in essence. The absolute 

oneness of all beings and omnipresence of God, in animate and inanimate beings as well represents its 

universalistic nature. Its insistence on Ahimsa towards respect for all living beings, including animals, made 

a profound impact on Gandhi. At the same time, Gandhi was pained at the discrimination Hinduism allows in 

the form of caste system and the curse of untouchability. These not only negated its universalistic nature but 

also remained as severe drawbacks of the religion. 

 

Gandhi was a religious reformer in the context of his utter dislike for untouchability, irrational ideas and 

superstitions. He felt that these features run contrary to Hinduism‟s universalistic appeal and cease to have 

moral basis. To him, „the task of religion is to guide man in his spiritual and moral development‟ (Unto 

Tahtinen, pp.20-21). Gandhi had his own understanding and interpretation of religion which he consistently 
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subscribed to. Gandhi imbibed the positive features from other religions and combined it with Hinduism. 

Hinduism speaks of attaining salvation through knowledge, action and devotion and absolves itself of any 

rigidity and giving way to liberal approach. It is this aspect of Hinduism to which Gandhi subscribed and 

termed it as accommodating: „Hinduism is a grand evolutionary process and not a narrow creed. Hinduism is 

a living organism liable to growth and decay and subject to this law of Nature‟. 

 

According to him, „to be a Hindu is to believe in God, the immortality of the soul, transmigration, the 

law of Karma, Moksha etc. and to try to practice truth and ahimsa in daily life‟. As against the Western 

concept of religion, Hinduism rules out indulgence and multiplication of wants as these hamper one‟s growth 

to ultimate identity with the universal self. Gandhi believed in the purity and sanctity of Hinduism. He felt 

that „it is not buried in its ample scriptures but is a living faith speaking like a mother to her aching child‟. 

 

 OTHER RELATED VIEWS OF GANDHIJI 

 In this IST place, he considered himself a Hindu. Writing in 1927 in “Young India”. He said, “Hinduism was the 

most tolerant of all the religions.” Its freedom from dogmas gave the largest scape for self-expression. It 

entabled the followers not merely to respect all the other religions, but to admire assimilate whatever may be good 

in other’s faith. Non violence as common to all religions but it has found the highest expression and application in 

Hinduism. Hinduism believes in oneness. There was no trace of defensiveness in the Proclamation of this faith and along 

with it went a deep acceptance of the truth of all other religions. He was proud of Hinduism but it did not prevent him from 

rejecting and criticizing secural justifications, ideas and beliefs which Hindu regard as the part of their religion for instance. 

 He not only rejected untouchability but fought against if througout his life. He was opposed to blood scrifices 

to deities. Indeed, he opposed every form of cruality to animals. He also criticised ‘Phuka’ by which Peasants 

used to drive a nail fixed to a stick into the sectum of bullocks to make them to move faster. He gave up 

drinking the milk of Cows and Buffoloes. It was only during a serious illness in 1918 that Kasturba’ 

persuaded him to drink goat’s milk to save his life. Even he was opposed to this but he contained to drink it 

for carring out his work. He rejected the Hindu-Jain concept of kindness which was confined to not killing 

an animal. He once committed the great Hindu Sin of Cow Killing, by shooting a calf a revolves in order to put 

an end to its Pain. His concept of kindness to animals was very western and Modern. He had no time for 

elaborate rituals and Pujas and he never consulted Astrologers. He was a real Karmayogi, He condemned 

the wide spread practice of Child marriage, dowery and Human Treatement of Widows. In 1918, he 

stood for gender equality. He declared, “Woman is the companion with equal mental capacities and 

she has the same right of freedom and equality.” He wanted them to have legal status as equal to men. 
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 It is a well-known fact the ‘Ruskin’, ‘Tolstoy’ and ‘Thoreau’ and the Bible & Gita all influenced Gandhi. 

From Tolstoy, he derived his critical attitude to organised religion and from Ruskin, the ideal of a simple life. 

When he considered an idea good, he tried to put it into practice but even here, however, idealistic the idea in 

Practising it, Gandhi did not give up his sense of social reality. He saw ‘Praxis’ as the necessary completion of an 

idea. He read the ‘Bible’ when he was a law student in England, the life of ‘Christ’ and the ‘Semon’ on the 

Mount went straight to his heart. The idea of returing done for hatred and good for evil captivated him, thought he 

didn’t comprehend it fully. The Gita also had a great impact on him, In particular, the ideas of ‘aparigrana’ 

(non-possession) and ‘Samabhava’ equality. He gave up all the legal practices. He also made sure that Kasturba 

accepted ‘Aparigraha’ along with him, and persuaded him to give up other valueable gold necklace. 

 Gandhi regared the Gita as his “Mother’s Milk” but, Strange as if may seem, He found in it’s, the Support 

for non-violence. According to Gandhi, theMahabharata had demonstrated the futility of violence. “Let it 

be granted” he wrote in 1929 in an introduce to his Gujarati warfare is consistent with the renunciation 

of fruit and other later on, he realised that the perfect renunciation is impossible out perfect observance of 

‘Ahimsa’ in every shape and form. Gandhi discovered non violence not only in the Gita but in the Bible and 

this Quran. According to Gandhi, in the Quran “non-violence is enjoined as duty, violence and permitted as a 

necessity His study of the Bible and Koran led him to the Conviction that there was an underlying unity in 

all relation. Acc. to win, “The time had passed when the followers of one relgion could stand and say, 

‘Ours is the only True religion and all others are false. Acc. to him, “God, Allah, Rama, Narayan, Ishwar, 

Khuda, were descriptions of the same being. He rejected the idea of conversion from one religion to 

another. 

 In Gandhi’s view, religious practices, Ideas and believes had to be subjected to the test of season, and 

those which failed the test rejected. This test he applied to all religions, while Gandhi regared all 

established religions as divinely inspired, he also recognised a higher religion which was criminal and 

which transcended Particular religions. He stated in 1940 than “Religion dest not mean sectarianism. 

B. R. Nanda, the distinguished biographer of Gandhi, has concluded from his study of 

Gandhi’s religious ideas and practices that “Gandhi’s concept of religion had little in common what 

generally passes for organised religion: dogmas, rituals, superstitition and bigotra. Gandhi’s religion was 

simply an ethical framework for the conduct of daily life. While Gandhi believed in the immanence of 

God in every human being, there were also occassions when he prayed to what appears an external 

entity for a gift or benefit. 
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In a very Perceptive observation on Hinduism, the French  Authropologists, Louis 

Dumount”, has stated that Paradoxical as it may seem, in Hinduism, the renounces (Sanyasi) are the creative 

Innovator. But is true of renouncers from the Buddha and Mahavira to Gandhi but Gandhi stood the entire 

renouncer tradition on its head. This was symbolized by his refusal to don ‘the ochre robe’, and instead 

stick to white ‘Khadi’ which because the symbol of freedom moil. It was Gandhi, who devised that potent 

instrument of collective action, ‘satyagraha’, to enable oppressed, exploited and weak people to fight against 

rich and powerful oppressors. For Gandhi, the Political, economic and social dimensions are inseperable from 

Religion. This is point, where he is most definitely not a Modernist. 

 

8.3 SWAMI VIVEKANANDA VIEWS ON RELIGION 

Swami ‘Vevakananda’ born on Jan. 12, 1863, on the festival day of ‘Makrasamkranti’ his nickname was 

‘Biley’ and in adulthood he received the adult name of ‘Narendranath’ all to the Hindu custom. His childhood 

was moulded by his mother’s deep traditional sense of Sadhu and Sansayasis his father motivated him 

towards law study to join the most radical branch of the Brahmo Samaj. The Sadharon Brahmo Samaj’ was 

led by ‘Shivananth Shastri’ and ‘Vijay Krishna Goswami’. Narendra adopted two aspects of Sadhara Brahmo 

Samaj. 

1. The belief that universal religion was pratical as entailed service to mankind. 

2. The sacredness of all social relationships - even marriage the main concern of Brahmo was to 

preach ‘Universal Theism’ not only to educated but also to uneducated masses. This approach 

would be adopted by the future Vivekananda. 

Vivekananda was the disciple of ‘Ramakrishna’ Pujari of the Datashineswar Temple outside 

Calcutta. Narendra in 1881 went to see Ramakrishna at Datashineswar. There he was invited to sit on 

Ramakrishna’s small bed. Immediately, Ramakrishna put his foot on Narendra’s chest. Narendra began 

to lose sensory awareness of his body. He experienced varying degrees of loss of body consciousness, 

loss of an ordinary sense of time, loss of or changes in personal identity etc. Thus, Narendra began to 

alter his stance which he would later identify as the key to his resistence to Ramakrishna. He would 

worship Kali and finally break the letter of his Brahmo oath all though, the spirit may have been 

allure / broken years before. 

 Search for Universal Foundation 

By August, 1889, we convinced that reinterpretation of the Vedas would provide a scriptual 

base for a socially concerned Vedanta thus reform Vedanta would be free from caste distinction and 

injustice. According to him the proper question contains itself the answers. Ramakrishna thought that 

Vedanta was the highest expression of universal religion. It is difficult to determine weather Swomi 
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‘Narendra’ searched for. Support from a traditional Siddha and Yogi etc. In his own words he stated “I 

am Ramakrishna’s slave, having laid my body at the feet of Tulsi & Tulsi leaves” and his aim is to 

devote himself to the service of the all-renouncing devotees founded by him. His command was that his 

all-renouncing devotees should group themselves together. Narendra served that India’s spirituality could 

be proven by the extraordinary accomplishments of its Gurus, Siddhis, and Sadhus. He saw all Gurus are 

one and are fragments and Raditions of God, the “Universal Guru”. 

 NEO - HINDU MISSION 

           Narendra wants Datta’s life involves three phases “ 

 The break and his Gurubhais 

 The re-establishing of Contact from America to these Saktas of Ramakrishna and 

 The return to India and founding the Ramakrishna order. 

 

 VIEWS OF VIVEKANANDA 

Swami Vivekananda very well understood the social role of religion. As a matter of fact, the tools that 

Vivekananda used to uplift the common masses from poverty, ignorance etc. were religion and 

education. He used religion for spiritual growth and education for material prosperity of the 

individuals. But he always gave more importance on the spiritual aspect of human being. Vivekananda 

was mostly influenced by Sankara’s monistic tendency. Sankara emphasized the monistic tendency of 

Upanishads and develops it into a systematic ‘Advaitavada’. He emphasized the reality of the 

unconditioned and unqualified (nirguna) Brahman, and regards God (Iswara), the individual souls 

(Jiva) and the world (Jagat) as appearance due to an indefinable principle called Maya (cosmic 

nescience). Maya is neither real nor unreal. The central doctrine of Advaita is that Brahman is the only 

Reality, all else being an illusory appearance. Sankara himself expresses the quintessence of his 

philosophy in half a verse‘Brahman Satyam Jagatmithya Jiva brahmaiva na parah.’ 

 

The meaning of this verse is that Brahman is the only ultimate reality, the world of multiplicity 

is false and ultimately the Atman and the Brahman are not different. This is the central theme of 

religion of Advaita Vedanta. The non-duality of Brahman the non-reality of the world and the non-

difference of the soul from Brahman-these three constitute the essential teaching of Advaita. In some 

texts of Upanishads, Brahman has been defined as Sat, Cit and Ananda-existence, consciousness and 

bliss. But even the description of Brahman as Sat, Cit, Ananda though more accurate than accidental 

descriptions, yet it can vary the reality of Brahman. Such description serves only to direct the mind 

towards Brahman by denying of unreality, unconsciousness and blisslessness. Hence truly speaking an 

accurate description of Brahman must be negative, that is, by way of saying that ‘It is not this’ not 

this’, or of dissociating it from all qualities and characters. Brahman is really nirguna. 
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Sankara, however, admits that Brahman may be described as the cause, the creator, the 

sustainer, the destroyer of the world and therefore also as an omnipotent and omniscient being from 

the lower attitude of our practical life. From that standpoint he appears to possess all these qualities. 

Brahman in this respect is called saguna Brahman or Isvara. Vivekananda accepts Sankara’s Advaita 

Vedanta with little modification. Like Advaita, Vivekananda says that reality is one. This only reality 

is the Absolute Brahman or infinite Brahman. Vivekananda accepts in Vedantic line that all souls are 

part of Brahman. “What is meant by part of the infinite? The infinite is indivisible; there cannot be part 

of the infinite. The absolute cannot be divided. What is meant, therefore, by saying that all these sparks 

are from Him?” Vivekananda raised such avarices from his part. His resolution is, there is but one 

Infinite Being in the universe and that Infinite Being appears as many. But the appearance of division 

is due to delusion, it is not real. Brahman has not been divided, but only appears to be divided. He is 

one Infinite Being of the universe. All others are not parts, but whole of it. 

The essence of religion is derived by Vivekananda from the above Vedantic repercussion. As 

all being is one with Brahman and hence, each soul is divine. But this divinity remains latent in human 

and other beings. The goal of religion or essence of religion is to realize this divinity, that is realization 

of the God in the self and to manifest it. Vivekananda believes that religion is not the outcome of the 

weakness of human nature. It is never because we fear. Religion is law which is upholding expanding 

aspect of human potential divinity. Every individual has to realize its divinity. He says that individual 

beings are like the sparks of Brahman and therefore divinity is potentially inherent in it. This divinity 

is termed as ‘God’. According to him, it is the realization and manifestation of such divinity in the 

soul, which form the essence of religion. So, he says “Religion is the manifestation of the Divinity 

already in man.” 

He practically represents the Vedanta philosophy of India. He realized that religion is the 

watch-word of Vedanta. There is only one reality is pervading through the universe. There is one idea 

throughout all the Upanishads that is the realization of this One reality. Hence Vivekananda says 

“Religion is realization, not talk, nor doctrine, nor theories, however beautiful they may be, it is being 

and becoming, nor hearing or acknowledging. It is the whole souls becoming, not hearing or 

acknowledging. It is the whole soul’s becoming changed into what it believes.  

Vivekananda is interested in the problem of the origin of religion. According to him religion 

originated in man’s bold attempt to go beyond the limitations of nature. Religion originated in 

fearlessness. He took into consideration two theories of the origin of religion that were given by two 

different schools of scholars. These two are–the theory of ancestor worship and the theory of nature 

worship. According to the first one, ancestor worship was the beginning of religion. It was prevalent 

among the Egyptians, Babylonians, Hindus, and Chinese etc. In ancient times peoples belong to these 

religions believed that the spirit lived even when the body was dissolved. Again, according to the 

second school, which mostly depended on ancient literature, emphasized that nature-worship was the 

beginning of religion. The different forces of nature appeared to the people in the ancient times to be 
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mysterious. These peoples deified and worshiped the forces of nature. 

These two theories have been reconciled in Vivekananda’s own theory. He claims that in this 

third view is to be found the true story of origin of religion. According to Vivekananda religion is 

originated in the struggle to transcend the limitations of nature. Explaining this point he says “Either 

man goes to seek for the spirits of his ancestors, the spirits of the dead, that is, he wants to get a 

glimpse of what there is after the body is dissolved, or, he desires to understand the power working 

behind the stupendous phenomena of nature. Whichever of these is the case, one thing is certain, that 

he tries to transcend the limitations of the senses. This is the reason behind both ancestor worship and 

nature worship. Man remains active throughout his life and at one time man dies. The primitive 

peoples could not give any explanation for this phenomenon. It is because his senses could not 

apprehend the realm beyond death. Man wanted to get a glimpse of what remained there after the body 

is dissolved. Ancestor-worship was the expression of that wish. Similarly, nature-worship was an 

attempt to understand the working behind the forces of nature. At the ancient times, man could not 

apprehend the forces of nature though their senses. From this it is clear that in both the cases an 

attempt has been made to go beyond the realm of the senses. 

Swami Vivekananda takes the specific examples of dreams so far as the first glimpse of 

religion is concerned. According to him “It is very natural that the first glimpse of religion should have 

come through dreams.” In ancient days, it appeared as quite natural to the enquiring mind that if mind 

could go on working even in the state of dream when the body was apparently dead, there is no wrong 

in supposing that it can go on working even when the body is actually dissolved. According to 

Vivekananda, that might have suggested to man the idea of soul as well as its immortality. Thus, we 

find that all the explanations of the origin of religion, like fetishism, animism, natureism etc., somehow 

presuppose the basic fact that religion originates in man’s attempt to go beyond the limitations of the 

senses. Man, in primitive times experienced uneasiness within when certain phenomena appeared to 

him as beyond his capacity of senses. Man’s religious activities were expressions of that feeling of 

uneasiness. Primitive man used to live like any other animals. His activities were confined to such 

activities only that could satisfy his basic instincts. But, when unlike other animals, he started to go 

beyond the sensuous existence, religion was born. This view appears to Swami Vivekananda as the 

most comprehensive and hence the most satisfactory explanation of the origin of religion. 

According to Vivekananda religion is that search of human heart which brings the light of 

eternal to the finite creature. Man is conscious about his limited existence and he is always dissatisfied 

with his limitations. Therefore, man wants to get something higher and mightier than him. Religion is 

the expedition which expands human self and knots finite self with infinite eternal one. It is the search 

of human destiny, realization of man’s basic divine nature, through the search of God. He writes “Man 

has wanted to look beyond, wanted to expand himself, and that we call progress, evolution, has been 

always measured by that one search, the search for human destiny, the search for God.” Amidst our 

various daily struggles to meet our needs, though we are too much immersed in our ambition, a 
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moment comes in our life when our mind wants to get out of our day-to-day work. Our mind wants to 

sour higher and higher to go beyond itself to catch some glimpses of the eternal light. Religion is an 

attempt to transcend this limit of phenomenal world. 

In Vivekananda’s view religion is the attempt to experience perfect freedom from the part of 

human self. He distinguishes between the living and the dead thus “How can we make the distinction 

between the living and the dead? In the living there is freedom, there is intelligence, in the dead all is 

bound and no freedom is possible, because there is no intelligence.” With the help of following 

example he explains this point. “A huge locomotive has rushed on over the line and a small worm that 

was creeping upon one of the rails saved its life by crawling out of the path of the locomotive. Yet this 

little worm, so insignificant that it can be crushed in a moment, is a living something, while this 

locomotive, so huge, so immense, is only an engine, a machine. You say the one has life and the other 

is only dead matter and all its powers and strength and speed of the locomotive are only those of a 

dead machine, a mechanical contrivance. Yet poor little worm which moved upon the rail and which 

the least touch of the engine would have deprived of its life is a majestic being compared to that huge 

locomotive. It is a small part of the Infinite and, therefore, it is greater than this powerful engine.” A 

small worm is a majestic being compared to a huge powerful engine which may be thousand-fold 

larger than the worm. It is because the worm has more freedom than the engine. In living creature there 

is freedom, there is intelligence. This freedom distinguishes us from mere machine. Because the 

machine has no intelligence. We are part of Infinite Ocean of consciousness, intelligence and freedom. 

In the above example Vivekananda shows us the point that as human being who has the 

intelligence, struggles for more freedom than he has already possessed. With the help of his 

intelligence human being realizes that he is a limited creature with limited freedom, and absolute 

freedom is yet to be realized. According to Vivekananda, the effort from mankind to realize absolute 

freedom is religion. Religion is an attempt to be free and hence religion and freedom both go hand in 

hand. Both religion and freedom are related terms. Here another significant point to be noted that 

intelligence is one kind of postulate of religion. In other words, to be religious, intelligence is 

prerequisite. It is because intelligence makes us conscious about our limitation. As a result, among all 

the living creature’s human being has its religion for attaining more freedom. It is not known that other 

living beings have religion except man. 

Human intelligence starts a ceaseless inquiry from the down of its consciousness, about the 

meaning and mystery of life. A universal dissatisfaction is always associated with man. We struggle 

hard to attach to some goal and then discover that we do not want that. Vivekananda writes “It is 

because freedom is every man’s goal. He seeks it ever. His whole life is a struggle after it. The child 

rebels against law as soon as it is born. Its first utterance is a cry, a protest against the bondage in 

which it finds itself. This longing for freedom produces the idea of a Being who is absolutely free. The 

concept of God is a fundamental element in the human constitution.” Thus there is always an 

unconscious struggle of the human with the spiritual, of the lower with the higher mind. And this 

128



 

 

 

struggle is to break bondage and to be free. 

Vivekananda for the justification of any issue took his stand on the nondualistic Vedanta 

philosophy of Sankara. He explained Vedanta on his own way in accordance with the knowledge he 

had received from Ramakrishna. According to Vedanta all is Brahman. Brahman is the source of 

freedom and every moment men assert freedom. Individual attains freedom only when all the 

distinction of ‘I’ and ‘not I’ disappears, or when individual is one with Brahman. This is called self-

realization or God-realization. Thus, according to Vivekananda, the search which begins to shatter the 

limitation to attain perfection ends, when the individual identifies itself with the absolutely free being 

which is called ‘Brahman’ in Vedanta philosophy. This identification is the end or ultimate goal of 

religion. 

Vivekananda opines that all men are marching towards freedom. Man cannot give up the idea 

of freedom without man’s being is lost. And religion paves the ground for freedom. This freedom 

means freedom in its totality-physical, mental, spiritual. This freedom is the watchword of the 

Upanishads. He says, “Freedom is the 

watchword, be free, a free body, a free mind and a free soul. That is what I have felt in my life. 

I will rather be doing evil freely, than be doing good under bondage.” So we can say that in 

Vivekananda’s philosophy, freedom is the key-note of religion. Religion is the cultivation of freedom. 

The concept of freedom carries with it a perfectly free being, because where there is absolute 

freedom there must be an absolutely free being. And this absolutely free being is called God. 

According to Vivekananda, the whole of nature is worship of God. Wherever there is life there is this 

search for freedom and that freedom is the same as God. Necessarily this freedom gives us mastery 

over all nature, but this freedom is impossible without knowledge. The more we are knowing the more 

we are becoming master of nature. So, he says “Mastery alone is making us strong and if there be 

some being entirely free and master of nature, that being must have a perfect knowledge of nature, 

must be omnipresent and omniscient. Freedom must go hand in hand with these, and that being alone 

who has acquired these will be beyond nature.” 

The conception of religion of Vivekananda is linked with Vedantic principle of feeling oneness 

of the universe. He emphasizes that the knowledge which brings the feeling of oneness towards 

mankind leads to the fruit of religion, that is freedom. Further he says “In what sense you are pure? 

The God in you is God in all. If you have not known this you have known nothing. How can there be 

difference? It is all one. Every being is the temple of the highest; if you can see that, good, if not 

spirituality has yet to come to you.” He again says “See God in every person-working through every 

all hands, walking through all feet, and eating through every mouth. In every being He lives; through 

all minds He thinks. He is self-evident, nearer unto us than ourselves. To know this is religion, is faith, 

and may it please the Lord to give us this faith! When we shall feel that oneness, we shall be 

immortal.” 

129



 

 

 

From the above it has been seen that Vivekananda’s conception of religion is necessarily based 

on transcendental oneness of all creatures. His religion is based on equality, which is key-note of 

Vedanta. This equality leads him to potential divinity of all souls as part or reflection of the same 

ultimate reality which is ‘Brahman’. So, in Vivekananda’s philosophy there is no difference among us, 

there is no difference between men and women, between high and the low. We all are the 

manifestation of the same reality. The same Brahman resides in every one. 

Philosophy of Religion always deals with the concept of existence of God. Vivekananda asked 

us to see God in everyone. In his philosophy God is identified ‘self’. He told that, God is within our 

own self. That is propelling us to seek for him, to realize him. That is his concept of God. To him God 

exists, but he is not the man sitting upon a cloud. But if we approach to our real self, we can see the 

Him within us. He is pure spirit. He is our self. God is the body, God is the mind, the soul and 

everything in this world. He is something still higher than known, unknown, and unknowable. If it can 

be known, He will be no longer God. God can only be known in and through man. We are ordinary 

morals and God can be seen in man alone as a form. Vivekananda’s in this regard suggested us to play 

our part in the universe as an actor on the stage. He asked the people to see each and every man in the 

world as God. His identification of God is in everything, in every work, every thought, in every 

feeling. Such realization of divinity in humanity leaves no room for arrogance. 

Since God is identical with self, so Vivekananda views that it is in love that religion consists 

and not in ceremonies. To put him “It is in love that religion exists and not in ceremony, in the pure 

and sincere love in the heart.” It is love which makes us able to see God in others. Love is worship. As 

he says: “He who sees Shiva in the poor, in the weak, and in the diseased, really worships Shiva…He 

who has served and helped one poor man seeing Shiva in him, without thinking of his caste, or creed, 

or race, or anything, with him Shiva is more pleased than with the man who sees Him only in 

temples.” Thus, according to Vivekananda, he who has served and helped one poor man seeing Shiva 

in him, without thinking of his caste, creed, race on anything, with him Shiva is more pleased than 

with the man who sees him only in temples. This can be explained with the help of the following 

example. A rich man has a garden with two gardeners one of them works hard and produces plentiful 

crops from it, while the other idles away his time, singing the praises of the master. Certainly, the 

master will be placed with the first only. Shiva is the master and the whole world in his garden. He will 

be pleased only with those who take case of his children among whom are included all that are weak 

and poor, all animals and all his creation. He who wants to serve the father must serve his children 

first. So, a devotee of his must serve all his creatures in the world first. From these remarks it follows 

that Vivekananda’s love is not a mere wishful thinking or feeling. A person who is motivated or 

guided by love tries his/ her best to do something positive which will alleviate the suffering of others. 

Love unites us with others. This is true of all other moral virtues. To him unless a man is pure in body 

and mind, his coming into a temple or any other religious places to worship God is useless. External 

worship is only a symbol of internal worship. But for internal worship purity of the heart is essential. 
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And this purity is nothing but looking everyone with an equal eye. 

Vivekananda has laid down also what religion is not. For him religion is not dogmas, doctrines, 

rites, rituals and other externals. But he did not outright reject these. In his view these externals are 

helpful at the kindergarten stage of religion. But man must soon cross this kindergarten stage and come 

to the higher stage where he realizes- ‘spirit as spirit’. Thus, Vivekananda’s view of religion is not 

theological. His concept of religion is purely spiritual. Religion in this dynamic sense forms the 

foundation of Vivekananda’s social philosophy. 

Religion is not also priestcraft. Vivekananda points out “Priestcraft is in its nature cruel and 

heartless. That is why religion goes down where priestcraft arises.” In fact, according to Vivekananda, 

priestcraft is the absence of religion, it is an irreligious phenomenon. It is based on a claim of 

privileges on the ground of superiority attained in the spiritual field. Vivekananda points out that this 

claim of superiority is not tenable in terms of Vedanta. “As to spirituality”, says Vivekananda, “no 

privilege should be claimed there. All beings, great or small, are equally manifestations of God; the 

difference is only in the manifestation. The most ignorant man, the most ignorant child, is as great a 

messenger of God as any that ever existed, and as great as any that are yet to come. Wherever there is 

a being, that being contains the infinite message of the Highest.” Vivekananda declares, “The work of 

Advaita [Vedanta], therefore, is to break down all these privileges.” 

It is clear from this statement that priestcraft is a privilege-making force. But religion is a 

privilege-breaking force. In the history of religion, none before Vivekananda did lay down this 

dichotomy, and show this difference, between religion and priestcraft. Karl Marx and some other 

critics have made a mess of priestcraft and religion, and held religion responsible for all the vices of 

priestcraft. Raising his voice in protest against such critic Vivekananda says “for all the devilry that 

religion is blamed with, religion is not at all in fault: no religion ever persecuted men, no religion ever 

burnt witches… What then incited people to do these things? Politics, but never religion.” Politics 

certainly has to be blamed for all the atrocities that have been perpetrated in history in the name of 

religion and they have always been instigated by the priests. 

In Vivekananda’s view theological doctrines also are not the essence of religion. Vivekananda 

challenged all the theological doctrines such as the Christian doctrine of original sin, salvation, of 

rewards in heaven and punishment in hell and such other doctrines. ‘Ye! Divinities on earth! Sinners! 

It is a sin to call a man so; it is a standing libel on human nature’, he declared in one of his immortal 

speeches at the Chicago Parliament of Religions in 1893. Quoting the first five words of the speech 

‘Ye! Divinities on earth! -sinners?’ Professor Binoy Kumar Sarkar, observes that these five-word 

formula was like a bomb-shell shocked all the peoples in the Parliament of Religions. Sarkar says ‘The 

first four words summoned into being the gospel of joy, hope, virility, energy and freedom for the 

races of men. And yet with the last word, embodying as it did a sarcastic question, he demolished the 

whole structure of souldegenerating, cowardice-promoting, negative, pessimistic thoughts. On the 
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astonished world the little five-word formula fell like a bomb-shell. The first four words he brought 

from the East and the last word he brought from the West.” 

Again, to Vivekananda, religion was not mere this or that creed. To put Vivekananda “I make 

the distinction between religion and creed. Creed is something antagonistic and combative. Religion is 

of the Self-which is in every religion.” Therefore, he criticizes those who take only an intellectual 

interest in religion. “Religion is with these people”, he observed, “a sort of intellectual opium-eating, 

and there it ends.” It is interesting to note that like Karl Marx, Vivekananda also thought that at times 

religion may turn out to be the opium of the people. But that happens, when religion is only lifeless 

intellectualism. When it is practical, living, then it is different. 

According to Vivekananda Symbology, History, Philosophy and Mysticism are the 

fundamentals of religions of the world. He says all the religions of the world past or present, embrace 

one or more of these principles. But highly developed religions embrace all these four principles. 

Symbology means the employment of various aids to preserve and develop the religious faculty of 

man. The philosophy of each religion as illustrated in the lives of divine or human teachers 

acknowledged by each religion. This includes mythology. For what is mythology to one race or period, 

is or was history to other races or periods. Again, he says philosophy is the rationale of the whole 

scope of each religion. Mysticism is the assertion of something superior to sense knowledge and 

reason. 

So far as his concept of religion is concerned, Vivekananda believed in the equal validity of all 

religions. Vivekananda was always against the hope for exclusive survival of one religion and 

destruction of others. Some believe in pluralism from the conviction that pluralism provides a wider 

range of alternatives, a greater freedom of choice and consequently greater opportunities of self-

expression and self-realization. Some believe in it as a convenient and respectable method for 

maintaining social harmony and communal peace in a multi-religious society like India. Whether one 

learns to accept the validity of religions out of faith and conviction, or whether one learns to treat 

other’s religion with tolerance out of an understanding of the historical bonds between the community 

and that religion, the present and the future of human society has hardly any other option. The unique 

contribution of Swami Vivekananda lies in the formulation of unity when he said that... 'Each must 

assimilate the spirit of the others and yet preserve his individuality and grow according to his own law 

of growth.' According to Vivekananda Religious quarrels are always over the husks. When purity goes 

away from our religion and when spirituality goes away from our soul we begin to quarrel with the 

followers of other religions, even sometimes with the followers of the same religion. None should try 

to convert others into his/her own religion. The Christian is not to become a Hindu or a Buddhist, nor a 

Hindu or a Buddhist to become a Christian. But each religion must assimilate the spirit of the others 

and yet preserve the individuality and grow according to his own law of growth. Here we get the idea 

of religious acceptance. Vivekananda emphasized on acceptance not on toleration. He says that the so-

called toleration is often blasphemy. 
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Every religion has its founder, preacher etc. If we study the lives of the founders or preachers 

of different religions, we will understand that every one of them was destined to play a part only. Their 

propagated ideals are not universally accepted. But some are accepted. We can refer here to an 

example. Contribution is an essential part of Islam which is accepted by everyone without 

discrimination of religion. Vivekananda says that harmony consists in the sum total of different 

universal ideals of different religions propagated by different preachers. But harmony in no way 

consists in one note. It appears that the future Swami Vivekanada could not lead his Guru Bhais from 

their Bhakti to its worship of Kali and Ramakrishna. Ramakrishna had sought that Bhakti was the best 

form of religion of the ‘Kaliyuga’ and his former Gurubhais were not willing to follow Sachchitananda’s 

call to social reform on May 21,1893, the newly named ‘Swami Vivekananda’ received his name from a 

suggesion of the Maharaja of ‘Khetri’. Maharaja conceived a plan to earn enough money to continue his 

mission in India. His work in America, England and Madras was commenced before he was able to 

bring his former Gurubhai to his spiritual conceptions. In his 1st letter to former Gurubhai, he told of his 

plan to raise up the masses in India, working in America to get money, giving spirituality in return, depending 

on no one in Hindustan he called upon his former Gurubhai’s to renounce their personal goal of Mukti. “It 

is only by doing good to others that one attains to once own good and it is by leading other to Bhakti 

and Mukti that one attains them once self.” He gradually drew some relief work, goaling them into 

practical service. 

The return of Swami Vivekananda to India has been exploieded extensively but what must be noted 

is the gradual crisis which beset Vivekananda upon his return. Vivekananda’s Vedantas was conceived 

not as the true religion but as the enternal truth behind all religions. 

Thus, true knowledge or truth is oneness, unity. The test of truth is oneness the principal of which 

truth is judged, which Swami Vivekanada has designated “reason” is unity is the goal of religion and science. 

Unity or absolute truth is God alone. Truth is to be judged by truth and by nothing else” Swami’s quest for 

meaning has as its goal nothing less than absolute truth for him the scriptures had firstly been accepted “On 

faith” inorder that they might be used to prove the existence of the Absolute. Swami Vivekananda found that the 

foundation of every level of knowledge is personal expereince. True knowledge will never accept “On Faith” 

in an outside authority. If it is universally true it must be capable of verification by each seeker after truth 

when he has reached that level of understanding according to Swami Vivekananda all apprehensious of truth 

depend upon each higher synthesis. 

Swami Vivekanda identifies the changeless, infinite, eternal unity as the most meaningful 

concern of life. The unique accept of Swami’s teaching about the Cosmos is not that the cosmas lacks 

ultimate reality but his two theories of causation and their corallary views of the universe. He combined 

‘Parinama’ from ‘Samkhya’ to ‘Vivarta’ from ‘Advaita’ and made them refer to two complementary but 

distinct realms of reality. Accordingly, ‘Parinama’ refered to a real transformation of the cause into a 

multiplicity of effects according to ‘Vivarta’ the relative view is transcended and the apparent 
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multiplicity of objects can no longer be found. For beyond the bonds of time, space and causation there 

is only Brahman. 

8.4 B. R. AMBEDKAR VIEWS ON RELIGION 

“Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar” who later on came to known as ‘BabaSaheb’ was born on 1891 into the 

untouchable ‘Mahar’ caste in ‘Maharashtra’ He is regarded as the architect of Indian Constitution 

and played a Major role in the formation of Modern India. Just two mouths before his death (1956) he 

underwent public initiation into Buddhism large number of followers. He was very much influenced by 

the Buddhist idealogy because, for him, Buddhism rests on 

a) The contention that Buddhism is based on ‘reason’, ‘experience’ and ‘Silence’ 

b) Its contestation of divinity and 

c) It recognizes the fundamental principles of social life. 

According to Ambedkar, Hinduism was a religion which implied hierarchy whereas other 

religions authorise equality. In his ‘Round Table Confernece’ in 1933, he intended to leave the Hindu 

fold and inclined to option for Buddhism. He argued the aim of our mout: 

“Is to achieve freedom; Social economic and religious, for untouchables and this freedom 

cannot be achieved without conversion”. 

 Dr. B.R. Ambedkar saw religion's role as providing a moral compass and fostering social unity but 

critiqued its existing forms for their failure to uphold liberty, equality, and fraternity, particularly in 

Hinduism due to its rigid caste system. He ultimately converted to Buddhism with hundreds of thousands of 

followers in 1956, believing it to be the most rational and egalitarian religion, aligning with his vision for a 

just and free society.   

 Ambedkar's Criteria for a Just Religion 

Ambedkar believed that for a religion to be valid and beneficial to society, it must possess the following 

characteristics:  

 Morality and Reason: It must promote a moral code in harmony with reason and science.  

 Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity: Its fundamental tenets must recognize and foster the principles of 

liberty, equality, and fraternity.  

 Rejection of Poverty: It should not sanctify or ennoble poverty.  

 Dignity and Human Rights: It must provide equal status, opportunity, and treatment for all its 

followers, especially the marginalized.  

Critique of Hinduism 
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 Caste System: Ambedkar identified Hinduism as a religion that upheld and sanctified the caste 

hierarchy, leading to inherent inequality and deprivation of human rights for many.  

 Lack of Freedom: He found that Hinduism, in its traditional form, deprived moral life of freedom by 

emphasizing conformity to unjust commands and laws that were not applied equally to all classes.  

Embrace of Buddhism 

 Equality and Rationality: Ambedkar chose Buddhism because it propagated equality, its teachings 

were based on rationality and consciousness, and it did not claim divinity or supernatural powers.  

 Moral and Ethical Foundation: He believed Buddhism's emphasis on morality and an ethical 

framework was a superior foundation for society compared to the ritualistic nature of Hinduism.  

 Social and Spiritual Unity: Ambedkar saw Buddhism as the most suitable religion for building a 

democratic society, providing the basis for a sacred morality and a sense of responsibility to bind 

social groups together.  

Ambedkar's Legacy in Religion 

His religious views were intrinsically linked to his fight for social justice, liberty, and equality for the 

untouchables. His decision to convert to Buddhism was not a rejection of religion itself, but a redefinition of 

a more just, equitable, and humane form of it, aimed at emancipating marginalized communities. He devoted 

the last decade of his life to developing a Buddhist philosophy that could empower these communities and 

create a more free and equitable society 

 

 OTHER RELATED VIEWS OF AMBEDKAR 

B.R. Ambedkar viewed religion as a fundamental social doctrine, necessary for establishing human 

morality and a just society, but contended that religions must uphold liberty, equality, and justice to be 

valid. He saw Hinduism as a religion of inequality and oppression due to its caste system, leading him 

to embrace Buddhism as the only rational and suitable religion, with its emphasis on prajna 

(understanding), karuna (love), and samata (equality). Ambedkar criticized religions that sanctified 

poverty, perpetuated hierarchy, or relied on dogma, emphasizing a rational, ethical, and liberating 

approach to faith.   

1. Religion as a Social Doctrine 

Foundation for Society: Ambedkar believed religion was essential for shaping a moral society, acting as a 

"social doctrine" for establishing righteous relations between people.  

Vehicle for Justice or Oppression: While acknowledging religion's power, he argued it could be either a 

positive force for justice and equality or a tool for oppression and hierarchy.  
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2.Criticism of Hinduism  

Sanctification of Inequality: Ambedkar's primary critique of Hinduism was its sanctification of the caste 

system and untouchability through its doctrines. Commands and Prohibitions: He viewed Hinduism as a 

collection of unjust commands and prohibitions, which suppressed freedom and perpetuated inequality 

between different social classes. 

3.The Turn to Buddhism 

Rationality and Equality: Ambedkar found Buddhism to be the most rational religion, rejecting concepts of a 

soul and God in favor of humanistic principles. Emphasis on Morality and Human Well-being: He 

championed Buddhism for its teachings on prajna (wisdom), karuna (compassion), and samata (equality), 

which he saw as vital for a good and happy life.  

4.A Religion of Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity 

 Ambedkar believed that true religion must support liberty, equality, and fraternity, values that Buddhism, as 

he interpreted it, embodied, making it a suitable alternative to Hinduism.  

5.Core Principles for a Just Religion 

Uphold Liberty, Equality, and Justice: A religion must be a catalyst for these values, not a means to uphold 

entrenched power structures or hierarchy. Empowerment, Not Subservience: True religion should empower 

individuals, not dissolve them into a society or make a virtue out of poverty. 

 

 CONCEPT OF BUDDHA’S RELIGION: 

Ambedkar states, Buddhism religion is not a reveration, Buddhism denies the existence / reality of God, 

understood as creator or as absolute, cultimate entity. It’s certain that Buddha did not claim a divine status 

for himself nor for his world. The Buddha in his understanding was not Prophet. He argued: The Buddha 

was a ‘margadata’. Buddhism on the contrary is ‘discovery’; is the result of inquiry investigation into the 

conditions of human life on earth’. He claims, Buddhism was nothing if not rational, if not logical. His 

followers are free to modify or even to abandon any of his teachings, if those teachings did not satisfy these 

circumstances. Buddhism thus helps to realize the fundamental values. 
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 MAHATMA GANDHI JI 

“Mahatma Gandhi Ji” was against the mass conversion of untouchables and provides two key arguments: 

a) He asserted that untouchability had begun to wither (weaker and disappear) away 

because of the activities of reformers who would be demoralised by such conversion. 

b) Religion being a spiritual matter, one could not change it as one moves a house. 

But Ambedkar was indifferent to the spiritual dimensions of Hinduism which shows that he does 

not have any faith in God or in Religion. He is thoanking of changing from one religion to 

another just for achieving equality. 

 CHOICE OF BUDDHISM AS EGALITARION CREED 

Ambedkar converted to Buddhism in 1956, exactly 20 years after he had opted in favour of Sikhism. 

Ambedkar and his followers adopted some theortical approaches before converting to Buddhism such as: - 

 Before adopting another religion if is necessary to Wipe out the Culture of the Hinduism 

 His Young followers stopped doing Puja, boycotted Hindu Festivals and broke Idols. 

 Infact, they left-those fellows who took part in Hindu Culture. His familarity to Buddhism went 
back to his youth in 1908, when his 

 Teacher, impressed by his attitude, gave him a biography of ‘Lord Buddha’. He had a profound 

influence on his young mind. In 1934, he built a house called ‘Rajgriha’, the name of the capital of 

the ancient Buddhist kings of Bihar. 

In 1948, he published Untouchables, a work, which presented untouchables, as the decendents of 

Buddhists who had been organialised when the rest of the society crossed over to Hinduism. At the 

same time, his activities in the assembly prepared the ground for his conversion to Buddhism. His 

interest in Buddhism is quite consistent. On the one hand, he published / believed in the need for 

religion on the past of man and society, but on the other hand, he adhered to the values of 

Enlightenment: Thus Buddhism, was an ideal choice because it was more susceptible to re-interpretation and 

adaptation to the modern world than other religions. 

According to Ambedkar, ‘DHAMMA’ was a secular idealogy, for understanding the world, man & 

society, and transforming them in the Light of reason and on the basis of morality. In 1956, Ambedkar 

wrote to the General Secretary of ‘Maha Bodhi Society’ that he was preparing the commission of 

India’s untouchables to Buddhism. 

 A first wave of Commission occured on March 18th Agra, where the ‘Jatavas’ formed the main 

untouchable caste: on that occassion 2,000 of them rehounced Hinduism. 

 On May 24, 1956, he announced that he would court to Buddhism in October 1956 and called upon all 

untouchables to join him in doing likewise. 

 On Sept. 23, he conformed that the Germony would take place on Oct. 14, the day of the Hindu 

festival of Dussehra He invited the head of the Buddhist monks of India to carryout rituals. 

137



 

 

 

 The Commission took place at Nagpur were several hundred thousand untouchables, came dressed in 

white, some of them bearing the colours of Flag of Buddhism. 

 Ambedkar and his second wife were the first to convert in front of crowd. So, it’s Dhamma around 

which the whole debate revolves. Buddha’s main concern wa to give salvation to man in his life on 

earth and not to promise it to him in heaven after he is dead. WhileDharma does refer to the 

control of the end over him or himself. For him Dharma is social and thus helps the people get rid 

of all kinds of sufferings in this world. Dharma is rightousness, which means right 

relation between man and man in all spheres of life. According to him, if a man is alone then there is no 

need of Dharma, but when these are two men living in relation to each other they must find a place for 

Dharma whether, they like it or not. In other words, society cannot do without Dharma. So, when there is 

no Dharma, no Buddhism, then there is no society, no society at least that allows coexistance. Dharma is 

seen as a moral code for both the worlds conduct of life and social interaction and as a 

constitutional necessity for society. “Morality in Dharma arises from the direct neccessity for man to 

love man.” Ambedkar also emphasizes the law like ‘KAMMA’ where every person is ethically free to act. 

There is good (Kusala) as well as bad (Akusala) Kamma. Bad Kamma, leads to a ‘bad’ moral order, even men 

may double to give up dhamma altogether. Society may choose not to have any Dhamma whereas Good Kamma 

leads to a good moral order. 

Amedkar opted for Buddhism because of its equalitarian Philosopny but also it was a 

compromise solution which speared him to break Hinduism. His Buddhism became integrated, almost 

in the form of a sect, as a solution to untouchabilty, Ambedkar therefore, appeared as a Sect Guru 

more over after his death, he was to be worshiped as a ‘Bodhisattna’ an embodiment of Lord Buddha, 

as much in Maharasthra. Most of the people who have converted, worship only Amedkar and the 

Buddha and celebrate only their two Birthday as Religions Holidays. 

8.5 LET US SUM UP 

 In the light of above discussion, it can be argued that in Ambedkar’s views, Buddhism is the only 

religion which the world can have. Only the Buddhist Dhamma as an ethics of social action, can bring 

morality back into society and thus bridging the gap between different or opposite spheres of life. Only 

Buddhism is able to remould society and to give society a new way of life. Thus, Dhamma takes the 

palce of religion but at the same time surpasses the religion. 

8.6 Self Assessment questions 

Q1. Discuss the main views of Mahatma ganhi related to religion. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………….. 
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Q2. Discuss how Ambedkar is against caste system in Hindu religion. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………….. 

3. How Swami Vivekananda conceptualise religion. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………….. 
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UNIT-III LESSON NO. 9 

 

HINDUISM AND ISLAM 
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9.4 Let us sum up 

 

9.5 Self Assessment Questions 

 

9.6 Suggested Readings 

 

9.0 Objectives 

 

The main objectives of this lesson are to equip you with: 

 

 Hinduism as religion. 

 

 Islam as religion. 

 

9.1 Introduction 

 

India is a plural society. It has several ethnicities; several religions; and several languages and 

dialects. K.S. Singh has directed a national project on the People of India. He has studied 4635 

communities inhabiting our country. He reports that the majority of Indian population follows six 

major religions, namely, Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, Sikhism, Buddhism and Jainism and a few 

follows traditional tribal religions or other faiths. If we follow K.S. Singh we would find 
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that a large number of people follow Hinduism. His findings on religion are given as under: 

 People who follow one religion 

K.S. Singh is divided religion in two parts: The first deals with those communities which follow only 

one religion. Of them the Hindus form 76.4 per cent, Muslims 12.6 percent, Christians 7.3 per cent, 

tribal religionists 8.3 per cent, Jains 2.2 per cent, Buddhists 2.0 per cent, Sikhs 2.8 percent, Jew 0.2 per 

cent and the Zoroastrians 0.19 per cent. Many local forms of religion have been identified like Donyi 

Polo, Sarna Munda), Sanamahi (Meitei), Gondi Dharma, etc. Secondly, as communities have been 

treated as a secular category, the followers of different religions have been identified within its ambit. 

Thus, there are 87 communities who follow both Hinduism and Sikhism, 116 both Hinduism and 

Christianity, 35 Hinduism and Islam, 21 Hinduism and Jainism and 29 communities who are both Hindu 

and Buddhist. There are 94 communities who follow Christianity and tribal religions. Buddhists and 

followers of tribal religion exist in 11 communities. There are 16 communities which are followers of 

three religions; 11 communities have sections of Hindu, Muslim and Sikh while 6 have Hindu, Muslim 

and Christians. 

Various levels and forms of Hinduism have been identified. Near about 61.2 per cent of the Hindu 

communities worship a family deity and 31.6 per cent worship a clan deity. Those worshipping village 

and regional deities are 66.7 per cent each and those who equally worship deities of the wider 

pantheon are 68.4 per cent. This shows the integrating trends in all forms of Hinduism. Individual and 

family affiliation to pirs is reported from 493 and 428 communities respectively. For the performance 

of life-cycle rituals, worship and so on, as many as 51.6 per cent of the communities reportedly employ 

sacred specialists from within and 69.58 per cent from without their communities. Traditional forms of 

shamanism are very much alive with almost 20 per cent of the community’s seeking protection from evil 

spirits and the curing of diseases through the medium of shamans. 

The Adis in Arunachal Pradesh have revived and even institutionalized their religion of the Sun 

and the Moon called Donyi Polo. Legend, has it hated there were two suns in the beginning of creation 

which beat down harshly on the people. An enterprising archer shot down one of them. The other did 

not rise in protest. He was later persuaded to only after the other also rose in the sky, pale and weak. 

The concept of two suns is quite old among the Himalayan communities and among some tribal 

communities like the Munda. The Burzhom site in Kashmir valley (dating back to about 2500 B.C.) has a 

find showing the two suns. The new religion has inspired significant efforts in the field of education and 

medical care. The second important tribal religion which has been revived and institutionalized relates to 

the sacred grove called Sarna or Jahera among the Munda and Santal tribes. It has become the symbol 

of the solidarity of the tribes who were not converted to Christianity. In the 1961 Census the followers 

of Sarana Dharma, located mainly in Bihar numbered 
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4.21 lakhs. A third example has been offered by the Sanamahi cult among the Meitei in Manipur which 

centers on the traditional faith, employs the Meitei language and non-Brahman priests. The god 

Sanamahi created animals, plants and man. He created the Meitei. Therefore, the Sanamahi cult is 

considered intrinsic to the preservation and development of Meitei identity by some scholars. 

Our data on change of religion suggests that people in 383 communities or their segments have 

entered the fold of Hinduism in recent years, while those in 267 have embraced Christianity. People in as 

many as 112 communities have converted to Islam, and those in 63 have become Sikhs. That those in 

159 communities have embraced other than the listed religions, testifies to the popularity of the 

indigenous systems of faith. Change of region has thus been reported in case of 15 per cent of the 

communities. They relate mostly to the ST and SC sections of these populations have converted to 

Christianity in large numbers followed by Sikhism, Islam and Buddhism. 

It was difficult to identify the structures and processes that survive conversion. The informants 

were keen to establish that they were good followers of their new faith and therefore were reluctant to 

respond. However, it appears that among the elements that survive, the most important are clan 

exogamy, language, food habits, sartorial practices and economic occupation. There is, of course, 

sometimes, change in occupation, a measure of affluence with more income coming in and a higher 

social status. The pre-conversion practices survive among 16.2 per cent of the Christian communities 

while it is 10.8 per cent among the Buddhist, and 8.5 per cent among the Sikhs, and only 2.9 per 

cent among the Muslims. 

The ASI has been conducting studies on the festivals of India. It is difficult to categorize 

festivals. Generally, a festival is a mix of many dimensions, social, economic, religious and soon. The 

largest number of festivals is socio-religious in nature, which is understandable, given the nature of our 

society and the influence of religion on our communities. Next are the festivals of socio-economic 

significance, which center around harvesting of crops when communities celebrate the arrival of fresh 

crops, and gods and spirits are thanked. In recent years festivals have been organized to celebrate the 

founding of a state or the role of freedom fighters and social reformers. This is also true of the great 

Festivals of India, which have at one level a pan-Indian spread, and at another level a local meaning 

and perception. 

Traits, rituals, roles and institutions reflect many levels of perception, local, regional, pan-Indian 

and so on. For instance, marriage rituals which come under the category lokachar or deshachar are 

shared by communities including Hindus and Muslims in such states as Bihar. A closer examination of the 

corpus of rituals shows that they are a mi of many elements which include some forms of bride price, 

notion of equality, even of superiority, of women (though notional), various forms of socialization, exchange 

of gifts which goes beyond the notion of Kanyadan and so on. The second example concerns folk rituals. 

The worship of Kali in Bengal reflects perceptions of various communities with differential modes of 
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propitiation and different levels of participation. In fact, such religious practices present a combination of 

elements drawn from the scriptures or sacred texts and the body of local beliefs and practices. 

Movements have been reported from 13 per cent of the communities. They seek to promote 

social reform by abolishing practices, which are seen as hindering progress and equality, demand 

facilities for education and a share in the benefits that accrue from the all-round development process. 

In tribal areas the movements are also ethnic in nature, seeking to promote the interests of the tribal 

people in terms of control over their resources and their rights. There is also a streak of revivalism in 

such movements. 

An important aspect of the findings relates to the dominance of oral and folk traditions, with an 

overwhelming number of communities reporting not only survival but also, continuation of such 

traditions. Folklore, folk song and folk dance continue to the major forms of expressions of folk 

consciousness. The classical tradition is less widespread. Western music has been vigorously adopted by 

some communities, particularly in Mizoram. It is only the tribals who continue with the tradition of men 

and women dancing together. 

In the preceding pages of lesson, we have provided a general characterization of all the religions 

founding India. In this lesson particularly we discuss Hinduism and Islam. 

9.2 HINDUISM 

The beginnings of religious diversity in India go back to the country’s proto- historic past. There 

is ample material evidence of the existence of elaborate religious activity in the urban centers associated 

with the Indus Valley or Harappan civilization five thousand years ago spread over vast areas in north-

western, northern, and western parts of the Indo-Pakistan subcontinent. It is reasonable to infer that 

religious beliefs and rituals of a somewhat different kind must have been present in the rural 

hinterlands. The city cultures, it is generally believed were overridden by nomadic Aryan-speaking 

peoples of central Asian origin, around 1500 B.C. They brought in their own religious beliefs and 

practices, and these focused on the creative and destructive powers of nature. According to this 

generally accepted view, the Aryans owed little in their religious life to the presumably Dravidian-

speaking people they drove out of their homelands. 

Scholars who do not accept the general view, but consider the Harappan culture as an unfolding 

rather than a major break whether wholly internal or aided by a limited migration, maintain that the old 

and the new cultures coexisted, and that the latter absorbed elements both religious and linguistic from 

the former (see Parpola, 1994). Vedic religion and Sanskrit took several centuries to acquire the forms 

in which they have been handed down to us. 

The resultant religion was characterized by internal diversities reflecting social, theological and 

scholastic divisions. Scholars have written about a state religion, centers in temples comprising ritual 
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bathing (there is a great bath in the citadel of Mohenjo- Dharo), worship of gods and goddesses, and 

perhaps animal sacrifice. Apart from the public (state) and private (domestic) rituals, differences 

reflecting clan-based cleavages also seem to have existed (see Possehl 1982). The major source of our 

knowledge about the religious life of the Aryans, besides the numerous archaeological sites, is the body of 

sacred literature called the Veda (knowledge, wisdom), which is believed to be ever existent (sanatana) 

and therefore lacking any human author (apaurusheya) and stretches over almost a thousand years. 

The earliest of the Vedic texts is the Rig, which has been dated no later than 1200 BC (but is 

perhaps much older). Its ten books of hymns in praise of divinities presumably represent ten family 

traditions among the Brahmans (rituals specialists) and took several centuries to compose. The Sama 

and Yajur Veda extend the scope of the Rig into music and ritual respectively. Finally, the Artharva 

Veda is believed to represent the absorption of folk religions into the Vedic corpus, resulting in 

significant changes in it. These religions were encountered by the Aryans as they moved east into the 

Gangetic valley and adopted more settled ways. Indeed, the valley came to be called the home of the 

Aryas, Aryavata. Thus, divinities become devalued and magical spells and rites become ascendant (see 

Flood 1996; Brockington, 1992). 

Further, the Vedas became the basis for an immense textual efflorescence, comprising manuals 

of ritual performances (Brahmanas, Aranyakas), and discursive speculative treatises (Upanishads, also 

called Vedanta, the culmination of the Veda), all of which bring us close to 300 BC. Schools of Vedic 

learning and ritual, called ‘branches’ (shakha), flourished, producing a cultural ambience of, at times, 

bewildering plurality within the Vedic framework. 

But that is not all; Vedism gradually made way for the emergence of what is generally called—

Hinduism on a sub continental scale, which brought more texts on more varied subjects into existence, 

notably the Grihya Sutras, which are guides to the performance of domestic rituals, and the Dharma 

Sutras, which have social ethics and law as their subject matter. Besides there are the Shraura Sutras 

which are technical treatises on the correct procedures for the performance of Vedic rituals of public 

significance. The Grihya Sutras have a regional character: a text followed in one part of the country 

may be unknown in another. The Vedic corpus considered revealed, is said to be based on shruti (that 

which has been heard) and constitutes the first source of dharma understood as righteous conduct. 

With the Sutras we come to the second source, namely, smriti (that which is remembered), and these 

texts are credited to human authors. 

Later still than the Sutras are the Dharma Shastras, which continue with the same themes but in 

much greater detail. The best known of these texts today is the Manav Dharma Shastra, attributed to a 

seer called Manu, and therefore also known as the Manu Smriti. It is believed to have been composed 

between200 BC and AD 300, which rules out single authorship. What stands out in this and other similar 

texts is the institutional framework for the conduct of both domestic life and public affairs. 
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In domestic life the key principles of varna (social class) and ashrama (stage of life) are 

adumbrated for the definition of appropriate rituals and worldly affairs. While universal norms (sarva 

sadharna dharma) are not wholly eliminated, but retained as the foundation of all righteous conduct, it 

is the varna-and ashrama- specific rules that emerge as preponderant. It is thus that Hinduism has been 

defined as varna-ashrama-dharma. Not only the householder but the kings too, are bound by their 

respective duties defined in terms of varna and ashrama (see Lingat 1973). As for those who 

repudiated such divisions, notably the renounces (sannyasis), even they have been grouped into sects 

(sampradayas) since at least the time of the composition of the Mahabharata (400 BC—AD 400). It is 

obvious that variant regional, Varna (including occupation), and ashram identities defined the 

appropriateness of behaviour in particular situations. In view of this Hinduism could only have been a 

family of faiths and the behaviour that went with them, and the Hindu society, a confederation of 

communities. 

The speculative or philosophical concerns of the Brahmanical tradition were formulated as 

different systems of orthodox thought (jnan) and termed ‘versions’ (darshana) of life based on the 

Vedas. Each of the visions, six in number has its own authoritative texts. The thought or reflection 

that follows from each position is not exclusive in the manner of the various guides to ritual 

performance and social behaviour. The ‘root’ text of each darshana is concerned with extra-referential 

(paramarthika) knowledge, and transitive (vyavaharika) knowledge is built upon or grafted into it. 

Together they constitute what can only be called a complex totality. 

 

The six schools are: (i) Samkhya (‘enumeration’) which asserts the ontological duality of matter 

(prakrti) and the ‘self’’ (purusha); (ii) Yoga (‘joining’, ‘mixing’ ) which constitutes a pair with Samkhya in 

terms of its metaphysics; (iii) Mimamsa (Vedic exegesis) which takes a pluralist view of reality; (iv) 

Vedanta (‘culmination of Veda’), grouped with Mimamsa, which denies the reality of the many; (v) 

Nyaya (logic) and 

(vi) Vaisesika (dialectics), considered a pair, which deal with logical, ontological, and dialectical issues 

within an empiricist, pluralist (more precisely atomist) framework (see Hiriyana 1949). The primacy which 

the monism of Vedanata has enjoyed in contemporary literature on India does little justice to the 

internal diversities of Brahmanical thought even when dealing with the same issues, or with its method 

of dealing with them to preclude mutual incomprehensibility. 

The foregoing pluralities of scripture, metaphysics, and social organization that are the background 

of Hinduism and indeed partly constitute it, are characteristic of Brahmanical orthodoxy. This orthodoxy 

has not remained unchallenged. Indeed, the challenges came from within long before any major external 

threat materialized. The followers of public Vedic ritual called the Shrautra (shruti, ‘revelation’) first yield 

space to those who gave precedence to domestic rituals, whether the Smartas (followers of the Smritis or 

Dharma Shastras) or the Pauranikas (those who organize their religious life on the basis of the Puranas, which 

145



 

 

 

are legendary accounts of the doings of gods, goddesses and other supernatural beings as well as human 

being’s life kings and ascetics). The latter two categories of Hinduism are not however, non-Vedic. 

It is the Tantras, texts that are claimed by their followers the Tantrikas to be revealed, that are non-

Vedic, Tantric rituals reveal considerable variety, but are generally characterized by secret rituals performed 

often at special sites such as cremation grounds, and frequently at night. Thus, Tantric rituals that 

invoke the power of the Supreme Goddess are performed at night in the famous temple of Puri (Orissa), 

where worship of the Pauranika God Jagannatha (in incarnation of Vishnu, the patron deity of Vaishnavas) 

and his divine consort is performed publicly during the day (see Marglin 1985). The celebrated yearly 

‘car festival’ (ratha yatra) is dedicated to him. 

While the worship of Vishnu is combined in the Smartha—Pauranika traditions with that of Devi 

(the goddess) and Shiva, in some parts of the country, particularly the south, mutually exclusive and 

often hostile sects have emerged centred on the cults of the two gods. From as early as the fifth century, 

the Vaishnavas were divided into the sects of Pancharatras and Vaikhanasa. Similarly, the Pashupata, 

Kapalika and Kalamukha sects were prominent among the Shaivas (see Lorenzen 1972). Starting in the 

seventh century, the Vaishnavasand the Shaivas began to generate distinctive liturgical texts called the 

samhitas and agamas respectively. Each sect claimed the supremacy of its own deity on the latter’s 

own authority. 

In the development of these theistic traditions, from around the closing centuries of the last 

millennium BC, a number of elements from various sources, including the high Sanskritic and folk 

religious traditions, fused. Personal devotion to one’s chosen deity (bhakti), whether Vishnu in his various 

incarnations including most notably those of Rama and Krishna-Vaisudeva, or Shiva, is a striking 

characteristic of these cults, and originated in the south and then spread to the north. This 

devotionalism found expression in emotionally charged poetry particularly among the Vaishnavas from the 

sixth century onward, and later also among the Shaivites, though the latter’s devotion tended to be more 

austere (See Ramanujan 1973, 1981). 

Expectedly, the relationship of the devotee to the deity, whether expressed in human 

(anthromorphic) terms or through abstract formulations, constitutes the core of the speculative thought of 

these religious traditions, ranging from absolute monism (advaita), associated with the name Sankara 

(c.788-820), to qualified non-dualism (vishishtadvaita) of Ramanuja (c.1017-1137) and dualism 

(dvaita) elucidated byh Madhava in the thirteenth century. The teachings of the latter two saints combine 

the metaphysics of the Upanishads with the theism of Vaishnava and Shaiva cults. 

Associated with both of these is a third tradition, namely the worship of the great goddess, Devi, 

which emerged virtually independently as the Shakta (from shakit, ‘power’) tradition. Here also the roots 

go far back in time, perhaps to the Harappan culture, and later developments entail the amalgamation of 

Puranic, Tantric and folk goddesses and ideas. As Lakshmi, the divine consort of Vishnu, the great 
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goddess is presented as a benign bearer of auspiciousness; as Uma-Parvati, she is the divine consort of 

Shiva, mother of the universe; and as Durga or Kali, the highest manifestation of divine power, she is the 

fearsome destroyer of evil and greater than all the male gods through the pooling of whose powers she 

comes into being. At the village level she appears as the goddess who brings and removes illness and 

misfortune, such as Shitala, the goddess whose visitations were held responsible for small-pox (see Hawley 

and Wulff 1996). 

The Hindu religious tradition, wee have seen, is characterized by strong pluralistic tendencies 

emanating from various sources and inspirations. It has tended to absorb non-Hindu religious ideas and 

practices and has dealt with internal dissent through accommodation carried to the furthest extremes. 

Occasionally, this strategy has failed and resulted in breakaway sects, which in the course of time grew 

into independent religions such as Buddhism and Jainism, adding a new dimension to the religious 

plurality of India. 

9.3 ISLAM 

The third and the youngest members of the family of Abrahamic religions, Islam (‘submission to 

the will of God’) is dated back to AD 622 when its promulgator, the Prophet Muhammad (AD 571-632) 

migrated from his native city of Makkah (in Arabia), where he did not receive the support he desired, 

to Madinah. In the latter city he established the first ever-Islamic state. He accommodated resident 

Jews and Christians in it, since they too were judged go be in possession of books of divinely revealed 

knowledge and, therefore, entitled to protection. 

The fundamentals of religious faith and practice among Muslims (‘the submitters’) are explicit 

and universally binding. They must affirm the oneness of God and the status of the Quran {‘the text to 

be read and recited’) as the word of God. Besides, they must believe in God’s angels and messengers 

(of whom Muhammad was the most perfect and therefore the last); and in the Last Daya, when God will 

judge the actions of one and all, and dispatch the pious to heaven and the sinners to hell (See Rahman 

1979) 

Moreover, every true Muslim must recite the creed (kalimah, ‘the world’), which affirms the 

oneness of God and the finality of Muhammad’s prophethood; say daily prayers (namaz) at the appointed 

times; observe the yearly month of fasting by day (rozah) to burn away sins give alms (zakat); and, if 

circumstances allow it, go in pilgrimage to Makkah (hajj) so as to be there on Idu’l-Azha. (This day it is 

generally believed, commemorates the willingness of Ibrahim (Abreaham) to sacrifice his son Ismail on 

God’s command). It is noteworthy that Indian Muslims do not include the waging of war (jihad) for the 

extermination of unbelief and the propagation of Islam among the obligations of a Muslim, as is done in 

many Muslim countries. 

Islam is, however, more than the foregoing and similar other fundamentals. Everywhere it 

incorporates much that is local and pre-Islamic, whether this be in the Arab heartlands or in distant 
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places such as India. Students of Islam have commented on this internal tension owing to its character 

as a world religion that admits of no variation (for instance, the daily prayers are everywhere said in 

Arabic) and with its regional, country or national characteristics for example, the worship of saints and 

relics, which is common in India. 

It is widely believed among South Asian Muslims that the Prophet Muhammad had himself 

wanted to bring the people of India into the universal Islamic community (umma). Since Arab traders 

already had contact with the western seaboard of India from pre-Islamic days (the Mapilas of Kerala 

were born of mixed marriages of Arab men and Malayali women), they must have been the first 

carriers of the new faith to the subcontinent. Islam arrived here as a political force in AD 712, when 

Sind was conquered on behalf of the Umayyad caliphate and incorporated in it. With the new rulers 

came their advisers on matters concerning Muslim holy law, the shariah (see Ahmad 1964; Mujeeb 

1967). 

The numbers of the immigrants were naturally not large, and they were stranger who knew 

neither the culture, languages and religions (Buddhism and Hinduism both were present) of Sind, nor the 

prevailing system of governance. In the circumstances, native support was necessary, but this in turn 

entailed a conciliatory attitude towards Indians, which included the assurance that, by and large, there 

would be few restrictions on non-Islamic religions. In terms of strict Islamic orthodox, however, these 

religious could only be called ignorance (jahalat, incorrect belief). The long-term consequence of this 

initial compromise made for reasons of the State was two-fold: first, it laid the foundations of multi-

religious polities in which Islam and the Indic religions would coexist, much to the chagrin of the guardians 

of orthodoxy; second, it sowed the seeds of an Indian Islam, accommodating Indian cultural traits and 

forms of social organization (notably caste). 

From the time of major incursions of political Islam into India, beginning with the invasions of 

Mahamud, king of Ghazni, in the early years of the eleventh century, two kinds of religious specialists 

became prominent. These were the ulama (doctors of shariah or the holy law) and the Sufis, (mystics in 

search of direct religious experience). The ulama urged the kings to uphold shariah and be vigilant on 

behalf of their own religion rather than being tolerant of other misguided faiths. One such outstanding 

medieval scholar, Zia india-din Barani (c. AD 1280-1360) was of the opinion that the Muslim kings 

could not be the refuge of Islam unless they completely destroyed unbelief, polytheism, and idolatry. If the 

kings cannot actually exterminate the unbelievers (because they are so many), they surely should deny 

them authority and honour, he advised. Such extremist opinions, however, never became general 

among the ulama or ascendant in the ruling circles. The ulama actually split into two categories: while 

some of them confined themselves to their specialized duties and kept aloof from statecraft, others 

opted for a close relationship with the kings. The latter supported the actions of the rulers even when 

these were grounded in statecraft rather than true faith as interpreted by the ulama. 

Islam spread throughout the length handbreadth of India, less by the episodic coercion and 
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violence of the kings, and more by the generally peaceful efforts of the ulama and the Sufis. In areas of 

mass conversion, notably East Bengal (or what is today Bangladesh) and the Kashmir valley, other 

factors also contributed (directly or indirectly) to the phenomenon. It is noteworthy, however, that at the 

time of partition in 1947, after 800 years of Muslim rule, no more than a quarter of all the people of 

India (400 million) were Muslims. In the Gangetic valley, where Muslims provided enormous support to 

the demand for Pakistan, fewer than two out of every ten Indians professed Islam. 

When Islam reached India, it was already marked by divisions of various kinds. According to 

Muslim tradition, Muhammad himself had prophesized that there would be more sects (forqah) in Islam 

than among the children of Israel, but that they would all be sent to hell by God. Only those who followed 

his words and deeds, and of his closest companions, would be the ones to be saved (najiyah). They came 

to be called the Sunni (from Sunnah, customary way of life) or traditionalists or traditionalists, and account for 

the great majority of Indian Muslims. Their opponents are the Shiahs (‘followers’), who came into being 

following Muhammad’s death as the partisans of Ali, the Prophet’s cousin and son-in’-law, whom they 

considered the legitimate successor (khalifah) and leader (imam). It was not Ali, however, but 

Muhammad’s father-in-law, Abu Bakr, who was chosen, resulting in the Sunni-Shiah split which even 

today leads to violence in both India and Pakistan. 

Besides the Shiahs it is the Sufis who are excoriated by the traditionalists. A connection has 

been sought to be established between the two heterodoxies by claiming Ali as one of the founders of 

Sufism (tasawwuf). According to another view, the Arabian philosophy derived from the teaching of al-

Ghazzli (AD 1058-1111) was absorbed into Islam in the form of a mystical theology, but this locates 

Sufism late in the fifth century of Islam. 

Some scholars including the renowned early medieval historian al-Biruni (AD 973-1048), found 

similarities between some key ideas of Sufism and the Brahmanical philosophy of Yoga or the magical 

Tantra. Indeed, it has been suggested that Abu Yazid Tayfur of Iran (d.874), a key figure in the 

development of Sufism, may have learned the principles of Brahmanical and Buddhist mysticism from 

Abu Ali of Sind who himself may have been a convert to Islam. Be that as it may, two general 

observations can be made. First, a considerable number of Indic elements are recognizable in Sufism in 

India, but only some of these are pure borrowals, the others being adaptations of classical Islamic Sufi 

ideas in the Indian cultural environment. Second, Sunni orthodox has always frowned upon both Shiahs 

and Sufis (see Rizvi 1978, 1982). Four major worldwide Sufi orders—namely, Chishti, Naqshbandi, 

Qadiri, and Suhrawardi—are present in India. Besides, there are numerous local orders of Faqirs and 

Darveshs: while some of them are seriously devout; the devotion to higher spiritual goals among others 

who are often given to excesses of various kinds including drug abuse, is highly suspect. Among the 

former, mention maybe made of the Rishi order of the Kashmir valley (see Khan 1994). 

Islam was brought to Kashmir, it is generally believed, by the Kubrawi Sufi Sayyid Ali 

Hamadani late in the fourteenth century, but his efforts seem to have been confined to a small group of 
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neo-converts in the city of Srinagar including the sultan. It was Shaikh Nuruddin (AD 1379-1442), the 

founder of the Rish order, who carried the new faith to the masses. His success owes much to not only his 

amiable disposition and peaceful methods of preaching but also to his familiarity with and adaptation of 

prevailing Brahmanical religions ideas and practices (Kashmir Shaivism). His choice of the name Rishi (a 

Sanskrit word meaning ‘seer’) for his order is itself revelatory. He adopted vegetarianism for himself 

and his followers out of his compassion for animals, and thus abjured the universal Muslim practice of 

animal sacrifice. 

While some historians have written of two types of Sufism in Kashmir, the immigrant and the 

native, or the classical and the folk, others have denied the existence of this dichotomy, pointing out 

that Sufis of the Suhrawardi order and even the Kubrawis befriended and eulogized the Rishis. 

According to the latter, the Rishis’ very rootedness in Kashmir’s old religious traditions, combined with 

their exposure to the ideas of classical Sufism made them the ideal agents of the Islamization of Kashmir 

masses. It is noteworthy that Nuruddin claimed the Proper of Islam himself as the real founder of his 

order, locating himself at least notionally in shariah, the ‘highway’ of Islam. 

It is not the Sufis alone who have contributed to the culture of religious diversity in Indian Islam. The 

reputedly more stringent ulama have also done so. Thus, in the late nineteenth century three groups of 

these doctors of the holy law of Islam led sectarian movements differentiated from one another by big 

issues (such as matters of belief and law) as well as small (including minutia of every day life). The most 

influential of these were the ulama of a famous seminary called the Darul Uloom at Deoband in north 

India (founded in 1867). Their educational programme too was grounded in the traditional curriculum and 

this opposed to the innovations and accommodations of western science that characterized the efforts of 

the modernists at the Mohammadan Anglo-Oriental College in Aligarh (founded in 1874). 

Besides the Deobandis, the two other prominent reformist groups were the Ahl- I-Hadis (‘people of 

the tradition’) and the ulama of Bareilly popularly known as the Barelwis, who were opposed to both the 

other groups. In their disputations one or the other of the four recognized schools of Islamic law (Hanafi, 

Maliki, Shfii, Hanbali) were invoked, but the Hanafi school has always been the dominant one in India. 

Finally, mention must be made of the Ahmadiyah sect which was formally proclaimed to be 

heretical and therefore a non-Muslim minority in Pakistan in 1974. Its founder, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad 

(1839-1908) was born in Qadiyan, a village in north Punjab. Not trained as a Sufi, he was a law clerk 

by occupation. He also claimed to be the recipient of divine revelation and therefore the messiah 

(mabdi) promised to the Muslims. Although Ahmad did not dispute the Islamic belief in the closure of 

prophecy with Muhammad, he asserted that he belonged to a line of secondary prophets. Provoked and 

influenced by the work of Christian missionaries and the activities of the Hindu revivalist Arya Samaj 

movement, he organized his response on similar lines, and gathered a considerable following. The sect 

called Ahmadiyah, or Qadiyani continues to be recognized as Muslim in India, but it really survives on 
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sufferance. 

9.4 Let us sum up 

At the close of the lesson, we would argue that India has the ideology of religions pluralism. The state has no 

religion. But it respects on equal footing all the religions of the country. The state does not have any ill 

feeling about all these religions. Tolerance is the guiding spirit of Indian nation-states and it is called 

secularism. Hinduism tolerates by incorporating Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism. As a matter of fact, for 

instance, in marriage Jainism and Sikhism are the parts of wider Hindu religion. Nation building in India has 

been developed by adopting such a policy toward other religions. 

9.5 Self Assessment Questions 

Q. 1 What are the major religions followed by Indian population. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 

 

Q. 2 Describe the spread of different religions in the country. Provide a percentage- wise distribution of 

Indian religions. 

__________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

________ 

 

Q. 3 Describe the religious situation of Jammu and Kashmir. 

          

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____ 
 

 

Q. 4 How religion promotes festival? Describe festivals of some cmmunities. 

____________________________________________________________________________________
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____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 
 

 

Q. 5 Clarify the concept of Dharma. 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

 

Q. 6 Give the characteristics of Hinduism. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________ 
 

 

Q. 7 Islam wanted to develop a worldwide brotherhood? Comment on this statement. 

________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

______ 

 

 

Q. 8 Who are Shias? Write a note on it. 

            

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 
 

 

Q. 9 Write an essay on Sufism. 

          

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________
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Q.10 Discuss religious pluralism in India. 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

__________________ 
 

 

9.6 Suggested Readings 

1. Haralombus, M. 1980; Sociology - Themes and Perspectives, Oxford University Press. 

2. Madan, T. N. 1991; Religion in India, Oxford University Press. 

3. Madan, T. N. 1997; Modern Myths, Locked Minds, Oxford University Press. 

4. Macionis J. J. 1997; Sociology, Prentice Hill, Inc. 

5. Schaeffer, R. T. & Lamm, R. P. 1992; Sociology, McGraw Hill Inc. 

6. Giddens, A. 1989; Sociology, Blackwell Publisher Ltd. 
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UNIT-III LESSON NO. 10 

 

BUDDHISM AND SIKHISM 
 

 

10.0 Objectives 

The main objectives of this lesson are to equip you with: 

 Buddhism as religion. 

 Sikhism as religion. 

10.1 Introduction 

Buddhism and Sikhism are in a broader way parts of Hinduism. When larger brotherhood is 

discussed, it is manifestly said that wider Hinduism includes Buddhism and Sikhism. Historically speaking 

when Hinduism develops rigidity of Karmakand that is ritualism, Sikhism and Buddhism parted company 

with Hinduism. Similar is the case of Jainism. In contemporary Asia Buddhism has a wider spread. It has its 

adherents in the West also. However, it is a minority religion in India, the country of its origin. Named after the 

title Buddha (The enlightened one) of its founder, Gautama (c.563-483 BC), Buddhism began as a revolt 

against the Vedic pre-occupation with the supernatural, rejecting the beliefs as well as the rituals that went 

with them. The rejection repudiated the authority of the Brahmins. Gautama himself belong to the 

Kshatriya caste and indeed, he was successor to a kingdom the Bihar-Nepal area. Buddhism attracted 

disciplines that he taught the four noble truths which constitute the fundamentals of all schools of 

Buddhism. 

10.2 Buddhism: India and beyond 

Structure 

10.0 Objectives 

10.1 Introduction 

10.2 Buddhism 

10.3 Sikhism 

10.4 Let us sum up 

10.5 Self Assessment Questions 

10.6 Suggested Readings 

154



 

 

 

Having originated in India, this great religion spread beyond its frontiers during Ashoka’s time and 

afterwards penetrated into the major parts of Southeast Asia, China and the Far East. Of late, its 

influence has been rapidly growing not only in the East but also in the West. Today every fourth person 

in the world is a Buddhist. In fact, Buddhism is more a spiritual philosophy than a religion. Its attitude 

towards life has been placid and matter of act and its path is practical. Its emphasis on ethics, 

humanism, compassion and wisdom has all that can make it a universal religion. 

The range of Buddhism is vast. In time it covers more than 2500 years. In space, it covers the 

Theravada countries like Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and parts of Bangladesh and 

India and the Mahayana countries, viz. Nepal, Bhutan, Tibet, Mongolia, Korea, Vietnam, Japan and 

China, although China is not strictly a Buddhist country as Taoism and Confucianism are also equally 

important religions there. However, Buddhism has dominated the thought of China for several centuries. 

Wherever Buddhism spread, it influenced the indigenous culture of the country, be it China or Japan, 

Korea or Thailand. The art of the T’sang dynasty of China is considered to be one of the finest in the 

world and it is largely a Buddhist art. Various pagodas, wats or temples and beautiful images of the 

Buddha, stupas of Sanchi, caves of Ajanta, pillars of Ashoka with their capitals are a testimony to the 

exquisite art that developed under the influence of Buddhism. Also, Buddhism set such standards of 

tolerance, gentleness and compassion towards, the lower forms of life, that in the religious history of 

the world, we find few parallels. 

Buddhism is the understanding of the teaching—for which the technical word is sasana or 

dhamma—of Gautama, the Buddha, and the religion and philosophy which have grown around that 

teaching during the Master’s lifetime and during the succeeding centuries after his great passing away, 

mahaparinirvan 

Sometimes Buddhism is wrongly presented as pessimistic. If this were true, we would not have found 

its adherents today in Burma, Thailand and other Theravada countries happy and merry, perhaps the 

merriest—as some observers have pointed out—people on earth. 

Ironically, Buddhism is a religion without the conception of God. It may be included in the 

category of mystic religions in as much as it strives for inner purity and intuitive realization of the 

oneness of the universe. 

Buddhism always fought against caste, colour and such other distinctions. It supported the 

freedom of women and their right to reach the higher spiritual realms. Its love for animals and nature is 

deeply reflected in scriptures. An enemy is to be won not by hatred but by love, for, as the 

Dhammapada (verse 5) says, 
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In this world 

hatred never ceases by hatred but by non-hatred. 

This is the eternal law 

Buddhism has always aimed at raising the quality of life, not the outward standard of living. 

There is little importance to ‘self’ in Buddhism. On the contrary, the self must be eliminated (see the 

Buddhist theory of Anatman-Anatta) to enter into enlightenment, for the idea of attachment to the self 

or selfishness leads to various vices and desires whereby one seeks worldly comforts now here, now 

there, little caring for the miseries and sufferings of others. 

The contribution of Buddhism in the realm of mass media is no less important. It considered no 

language sacrosanct. In spite of the insistence of some bhikkhus or monks, Brahmins by birth, that the 

Buddha should preach in Vedic Sanskrit, he refused to oblige and instructed his disciples to preach his 

doctrine in the people’s own language. His liberal attitude impressed the masses and that was one of 

the reasons for the popularity of Buddhism and its rapid progress. 

The impression that Buddhism teaches other-worldliness and a life of retirement and seclusion is also 

unfounded. The Buddha himself after his Enlightenment, Bodhi, engaged in an active public career. He 

traveled widely for forty-five years, founded the Sangha or order of the Buddhist fraternity which 

included nuns also, visited many cities, towns and villages, meeting kings as well as commoners. Not 

only the Master but also his band of selfless preachers went from place to place spreading his doctrine. 

The Buddha also introduced what we may call in modern parlance guided democracy in the 

Sangha. All official business in the formal meetings of the Sangha was transacted according to 

democratic methods. Every member had a vote and the decision of the Sangha was taken by a vote of 

the members of the Sangha. Not only during his lifetime did the Buddha manage the Sangha in a 

democratic spirit, but even after his death he did not want to restrict the freedom of the Sangha by 

appointing his heir. He declared before his mahaparinirvana or great decease that the Dhamma or 

doctrine and the Vinaya or code of conduct would lead the Sangha after him. 

To encourage the virtues of detachment and non-possession, Buddhist monks were not allowed to 

own personal or private property. All furniture and other articles for the use of monks belonged to the 

Sangha. Thus, vested interests were discouraged. Monasteries or viharas became centers for the spread 

of Buddhist culture, some of them finally developing into excellent centers of education like Nalanda 

and Takshashila, Vikramshila and Odangapuri. They attracted students from abroad, as is testified 

from the accounts of Chinese travelers like Fa-hein, I- tsing and Yan Chwang, who visited India for 

pilgrimage to Buddhist places. 
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The message of the Buddha not only changed the course of Indian history but it also influenced 

tremendously our neighbouring countries. Maurice Winternitz has remarked that it is only with 

Buddhist literature that we gradually emerge into the broad daylight of history. A great part of Buddhist 

literature belongs to universal literature. 

The legend of the Buddha even today preserves its ever-youthful freshness and vitality. It has 

inspired poets, writers, intellectuals and even the common man. His life ‘has been the theme of various 

epics and dramas and many a poet has drawn inspiration from it. Edwin Arnold’s classic epic, The 

Light of Asia, saw more than one hundred and fifty editions in the West. 

 Cults of Buddhism 

After the passing away of the Buddha, a schism developed in the Buddhist Sangha. Now that 

the Master was no more, there was reversal of his teaching and doctrinal differences began to grow. 

Various Buddhist councils were held to determine the meanings of the words of the Master and by the time 

of the third Buddhist council at the time of Ashoka, we are told, as many as eighteen schools had been 

formed. Differences and controversies that arose among the Buddhist sects showed the dynamism of 

Buddhist ideas that were influencing the thought currents of the time. Buddhism looked ahead, 

advanced and crossed the frontiers of India and conquered new lands without a single weapon but with its 

sublime message of love, compassion and wisdom. 

Buddhist population in India is estimated at about thirty million. The concentration of Buddhists is to 

be found in Maharashtra where the founder of the neo-Buddhist movement and architect of the Indian 

constitution, the late Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, was converted to Buddhism at a special ceremony with a large 

number of his followers from the so-called ‘untouchables’ in 1956. Thus, the oppressed and 

downtrodden of the past centuries found in Buddhism finds a new means of advancement and 

psychological liberation. The neo-Buddhist movement has spread to other parts of the country and small 

pockets so Buddhist population can be found in U.P., M.P., Punjab, Gujarat, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, etc. 

Buddhists in India generally follow the tenents of Theravada Buddhism but the Buddhist followers in the 

Himalayan region, namely, Ladakh, Sikkim, Lahul-Spiti, Darjeeling and parts of Assam are mostly 

Mahayanists. 

The Himalayan Buddhists of Ladakh, Sikkim, etc are adherents of Buddhism which we may call 

Tibetan Buddhism’ which is basically a part of the Mahayana complex, although there is a shift of 

emphasis on certain aspects of Mahayana, e.g. tantra and occultism, esoterism, etc. In fact, it is from 

Tibet that Buddhism was introduced into Ladakh and Sikkim, although it is ironical that these parts of 

India should receive the religion not directly from outside. But history has its quirks. However, it is believed 
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by some scholars that in the earliest stages the credit for introducing Buddhism in the Himalayan 

region may be ascribed to the missionaries sent out by Ashoka. 

Like Tibet, in Ladakh and Sikkim also, there is a strong feeling for region and the population is 

intensely religious. People are simple and honest and have great faith in the lamas. There are 

numerous monasteries and stupas and Ladakh and Sikkim and one can find the traditional sects of 

Tibetan Buddhism, namely, Kargud, Galuk Niyma and Sakya. 

The exile of Dalai Lama and Tibetan refugees after the Chinese occupation of Tibet has been a 

blessing in disguise for the people of the Himalayan region in that the presence of Tibet\an scholars has 

given a stimulus to studies in the Tibetan pattern of Buddhism and thus enriched the cultural and 

religious life of the entire Himalayan region. In fact, Indian Buddhism has become rich with the 

availability of Tibetan scholarship and Buddhist Himalayas on our side still richer with the treasures of 

Buddhist texts brought by Tibetans recently into our country. 

Theravada Buddhism also spread to Burma, Ceylon, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and its 

Mahayana form to China, Japan, Vietnam and Mongolia. Wherever Buddhism permeated, it 

assimilated local rites and customs. In Tibetan Buddhism along with the old doctrines, one finds magic 

and tantrics cults also assimilated. Japan developed its ‘Pure Land’ Buddhism of salvation and grace and 

also ‘Zen Buddhism’ which believes that enlightenment comes instantly and directly into the heart of 

man. 

Sri Lank received Buddhism through Ashoka’s son Mahindra and daughter Sanghamitra in the 

3rd century B.C., while it was introduced into China in the first century A.D. when the Emperor Min ti 

invited two Indian monks to China to translate Indian Buddhist works. It was introduced into Burma in 

the same century. Japan received it in the 67th century A.D. through Korea. In Thailand, emulating the 

example of Ashoka’s religious fervour and association with the Sangha, King Li-Tai (c.1400 A.D.) 

entered the Sangha for a brief period and thus commenced a close association between the royal house 

and the Sangha of Thailand. Till today both the royalty and the Sangha are highly venerated in Thailand. 

Thus, the Buddha’s message spread in a large part of Asia and Buddhism is today one of the major 

religions of the world. 

 The Doctrines of Buddhism 

1. Three Marks: The fundamental teaching of the Buddha is that everything is impermanent or 

anicca, substance less or anatta and full of suffering or dukkhas. These are called the remarks or 

lakkhanas of existence. These three were further extended and quite logically to the mark of shunya or 

void, which later became the fundamental doctrine of one of the most important schools of Buddhism 
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named Madhyamika, the school founded by the great Acharya Nagarjuna. 

Buddhism is explained briefly in the well-known and oft-quoted statement, whatever is born is 

subject to destruction. The texts of early Buddhism repeatedly tell us that a discipline attains an insight 

into the Dhamma when he realizes this fact. In fact, everything is transient and changing, but it is 

because of our attachment born of ignorance that we fail to see the truth and continue to live in our 

make- believe world and think that things are eternal. Origination and cessation, construction and 

destruction, these two factors are never at rest. According to Buddhism, there is no ‘being’ there is 

only ‘becoming’. The universe is in a state of constant flux. According to the Buddha, the world is 

a wheel of becoming or bhavachakra which goes on and on. Nobody knows the beginning or the 

end of the world, samsara that which moves on. 

The principle of impermanence logically leads to the theory ofsubstancelessness or 

absence of any permanent ‘self’, ‘soul’ or ‘ego’ or atman. There are various theories about the 

permanence of soul in other religions. Buddhism recognizes no such entity and in this it stands unique in 

the history of human thought. 

In the Buddha’s view, this conception of soul, self, ego or I-ness is illusion born of ignorance or 

avijja. What then is man? The Buddha answers that a being is composed of states of mind and matter 

which are always in flux. In the Milinda- Panha, the venerable Nagasena answers this question of King 

Milinda (Menander). He gives an example of a chariot. There is no central essence in a chariot. It is 

composed of yokes, spokes, framework, etc. Apart from these parts, there is no ‘chariot’ as such. Even 

so, a ‘man’ exists in and is composed of states of mind and matter. And these five states of being are: 

(1) Rupa or matter, (2) Vedana or sensations of pleasure, pain and indifference, (3) Samjna or cognition, 

(4) Samskara or synthetic mental states or karma-formations and (5) Vijnana or consciousness. 

2. The Four Noble Truths 

After the Enlightenment, in his first sermon at Sarnath, the Buddha propounded the four Noble 

Truths: (1) The Noble Truth of Suffering; (2) The Noble Truth of Arising or Samudaya of the 

Suffering, craving or Tanha; (3) The Noble Truth of cessation or Nirodha of suffering, or Nibbana; (4) 

The Noble Truth of the Path or Magga leading to the cessation of Suffering, the Noble 

Eightfold Path. 

A. The Noble Truth of Suffering 

As stated above, suffering is inherent in the very nature of things. It is omnipresent. Birth is 

suffering and similarly old age, disease, death, association with the unpleasant and separation from the 

loved one is suffering. Not getting what one desire, grief, lamentations, distress is suffering. In brief, all 
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the five aggregates or khandhas are suffering. Thus, suffering is the fact, the truth of life. It is the 

realistic view of life. It is not pessimism, as some would call it. For, the Buddha does not stop at 

proclaiming suffering but he has also shown the way to get out of it. Pessimists believe that the world 

is full of misery and there is no way out of it. The Buddha admitted that there are different forms of 

happiness but they are all implementing, full of suffering and subject to change. We have our own 

experience that even the best enjoyments of life are transitory, fleeting and never lead to lasting or true 

satisfaction. Therefore, the Buddha is realistic and objective when he says, ‘Everything is dukkha’. 

B. The Noble Truth of Arising of Suffering: Craving (Tanha) 

According to the Buddha, the cause of suffering is not the wrath of gods or God or due to the 

arbitrary will of unknown powers above us. The cause of suffering is our craving which as the texts 

explain, leads to re-birth again and again and, is accompanied by lust, which seeks pleasure. Craving is 

never satisfied and manifests itself in various ways. The craving includes not only hankering after sense-

pleasures, power, wealth, position but also attachment to ideas, views, opinions, theories and beliefs. 

All the trouble, according to the Buddha, arises out of selfish desires, which are never satisfied. In fact, 

there is no end to them. And clinging to these different cravings and seeking to satisfy them brings 

temporary successes and failures, hopes and disappointments, but never satisfaction itself. There fore, if 

one wants to get rid of suffering one must give up all kinds of craving. 

C. The Noble Truth of Cessation of Suffering or Nirvana 

The Buddha does not teach only suffering but shows the path to remove suffering. To eliminate 

suffering, one must eliminate its cause—desire, craving, thirst, whatever you call it, and nirvana is 

nothing but extinction of craving. The state of desirelessness, of absence of craving is nirvana, here 

and now. It is difficult to define nirvana, the most important term and also the final aim in Buddhism. 

Its nature can never be defined in words, although we do find various descriptions; for example, it is a 

placid state of mind, place of liberation, end of suffering, supreme joy, state of unshakable emancipation 

of mind, unconditioned state tranquility supreme, ambrosia, the end of birth and death, etc. 

 

The ideal of Theravada Buddhism is nirvana and that of Mahayana is bodhi. Nirvana is mainly 

explained in two ways (a) blowing out of the flame of desire or extinguishing of fire or raga or lust, 

dosa or dvesha or malevolence and moha or delusion. In the older texts, a simile of wind blowing out 

the flame is given. Buddhaghosa, the celebrated Pali commentator, derives the term from nir+vana, a 

state without the jungle or vana or craving or tanha, i.e. the place in which the jungle of craving has 

been completely cleared, a state of quiescence of all cravings. 

Bodhi literally means ‘awakening’ in extended connotation, it is ‘enlightenment’, ‘knowledge 
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possessed by a Buddha. One who has obtained bodhi is a ‘buddha’. Bodhi is also found in early texts as 

a synonym for nirvana. Nirvana is sometimes interchangeably used for bodhi in later Buddhism 

(Mahayana). Generally, however nirvana is used to describe the state of arhathood and bodthi the state 

of Buddhahood. Arhats realize nirvana and Buddhas attain bodhi. 

D. The Noble Truth of Way to the Cessation of Suffering: The Eightfold Path 

The Buddha has shown us the path of the removal of suffering. It is the Noble Eightfold Path or 

Ariya—Atthangika Magga or Arya-Ashtangika Marga. The Eightfold Path is acknowledged as an 

excellent course of spiritual training, and has eight constituents or angas: 

 Right Understanding or Samma ditthi 

 Right Thought or Samma samkappa  

 Right Speech or Samma vaca 

 Right Action or Samma kammanta 

 Right Livelihood or Samma ajiva  

 Right Effort or Samma vayama  

 Right Mindfulness or Samma sati 

 Right Concentration or Samma samadhi 

 

10.3 Sikhism 

The Sikh religion, which originated in the Punjab in the teachings of Guru Nanak (1469-1539), 

is a monotheistic faith, whose adherents at present can be found all over India and in many other parts of 

the world too. Their estimated number is about twelve million. Their main homeland is the Indian part 

of the Punjab, but considerable Sikh populations are also found in the adjoining states, such as Haryana, 

Delhi, Himachal Pradesh and Jammu and Kashmir. Sikhs have settled in fairly large numbers in the larger 

towns of Uttar Pradesh, particularly after the partition of India in 1947. Migrating from their homes in 

Pakistan, they have gone and cultivated certain areas in Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, which have 

normally been considered difficult and even dangerous. The Sikhs have added considerably to 

agricultural production there, and are considered excellent cultivators and farmers. In the larger towns, 
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particularly Bombay, Calcutta and Kanpur, a large number of Sikhs are in various trades and 

vocations, and they run their own schools and colleges, besides their places of worship and participate 

usefully in the civic and economic life of the areas in which they now live. In most places they also run 

charitable instructions, such as hospitals and free feeding-houses for the poor. Where charity is 

concerned the Sikhs do not make any distinction of caste or creed, since one of the principal tenets of 

their faith enjoins them to look upon all mankind with brotherly feelings and to eschew narrow 

sectarianism. Abroad, the largest Sikh population is to be found in the United Kingdom (about a 

hundred thousand), in which they maintain their special traditions of piety and charity for all. 

What has impressed the world most about the Sikhs is their superb martial quality. They make 

excellent soldiers and officers in all branches of the defence services of India and, because of their 

bravery, aptitude for discipline and traditions of fearlessness on the battlefield, are recruited in India’s 

armed forces in greater numbers than their proportion in the population of India would warrant. Their 

ardent patriotism is another great quality which has won for them universal admiration and respect. 

 

Sikhs can easily be recognized by their distinct physical appearance. They wear their hair and 

beards unshorn, and cover their head with a turban. No other headgear is permissible for them. They 

are remembered and addressed with the honorific of ‘sardar’ or ‘sirdar’, which means a man of high 

standing. All Sikh names end in ‘Singh’, which means a ‘lion’. This is ordained by their last Apostle, 

Guru Gobind Singh. 

Most Sikhs have come from the various Hindu tribes and castes. There have been conversions 

also. Considerable numbers of American-born persons have adopted the Sikh faith, and are seen to 

respect its observances with commendable loyalty. Sikhism, however, does not sanction belief in the 

caste system, and all human beings are held to be equally deserving of Divine grace, and equally entitled 

to receive the teachings of religion. 

As stated earlier, Sikhism is a monotheistic faith. Its conception of the Supreme Being 

embraces both aspects conceived in Indian philosophy—the Unattributed, Nirguna, and the Attributed 

Saguna, Sargun. In its unattributed aspects, which are unknowable and inaccessible by the human mind, 

the Supreme Being is called Par-Brahma to emphasize its inscrutable and mystic character. This 

Brahma is known in more orthodox Sanskrit terminology as Brahman, and is different from the deity 

Brahma, the creative aspect of the Indian trinity. Guru Nanak preferred to designate the unattributed 

Supreme Being by the term Ek Onkar, Onkar set down as a syllable, akshara — unfragmented into 

letters. Ek Onkar stands at the beginning of the text of the Granmth Sahib, and is invoked on all 

occasions when divine blessing is to be sought and an atmosphere of holiness created. A pious Sikh, at 

the head of any writing, including letters, world inscribes this sacred syllable Ek Onkar. This is the 

162



 

 

 

equivalent of Par-Brahma or the Unattributed Supreme Being. 

In its creative and attributive aspect, Ek Onkar is conceived as Onkar. According to Sikh 

philosophers, Onkar is Ek Onkar in its aspect of operating through maya. Maya in Sikh thought is the 

creative principle; it is that which is the object of the senses and the intellect, what in Greek philosophy is 

called phenomena. While the Supreme Being Ek Onkar, cannot be approached by the mind or the intellect 

but only in the mystic state or samadhi induced by divine grace. Maya and its manifestations are subject to 

cognition and the processes of the intellect. Maya being the principle of manifestation is looked upon 

also as the veil that conceals the essence, the eternal reality. Hence Maya is considered to be the source of 

the evil tendency in man’s nature, and the fount of all actions proceeding from the five evils known to Indian 

ethical thought as kama, or lust, krodha, or wrath, violence, lobha or avarice, moha or illusion, 

attachment to material objects and ahamkar or egoism. The endeavor of a man of God, the seeker 

called jigyasu in Indian thought and Sikh, Gurmukh or one facing Godwards in Guru Nanak’s system, 

is to transcend the lures and shackles of Maya. This is done through prayer, meditation and seva or 

selfless service to mankind. With all man’s actions towards realization and transcendence of maya, divine 

grace is still held indispensable, for realization is a gift from on high, which no cone by his own efforts 

can achieve. The seeker, under the Guru’s guidance, must supplicate grace through prayer, humble 

service and meditation, and grace may descend upon him. With divine grace he will be able to achieve 

mukti, mokhsa or liberation, which in essence consists in transcending Maya and living perpetually with 

and in God. It is another name for the cessation of all desire and achievement of the sublime state 

wherein all passion and even the processes of the intellect are overcome. 

In order to speak to the common folk in terms they would understand, Guru Nanak has also used 

the popularly current names for God drawn from mythology and the epics. Rama, Gopal, Murari, 

Narayan, Madho and such other names are employed by him in his hymns and poetical compositions. So 

also, attributive names, expressive of the higher qualities that the human self must endeavor to approach, 

such as dayal, compassionate, dayanidhi, ocean of compassion, sacha, holy, eternal, Thakur, lord, 

master and many more. From the Muslim tradition, too, that had become popular in certain sections of 

society in the north, are drawn not only Allah and Khuda, but also attributive names such as Karim, 

kind, benevolent, kahim, merciful Parvardigar, the Cherisher, Sahib, lord. This part of the Guru’s 

vocabulary is intended especially to foster goodwill between Hindus and Muslims, so that all words 

expressive of devotion are found equally acceptable. There is no special deva- bani, divine language, and 

no language that may be held impure. 

In Guru Nanak’s teaching, certain terms stand out with colouring and emphasis especially given by 

him, and have become part of the Sikh tradition. These are Guru, Divine Guide, Kartar, Creator, Akal, 

Immortal, beyond time, Satti-Nam, the holy Name or Eternal Reality. A Sikh while contemplating 
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spiritual truths must fix his kind on these terms. The characteristic Sikh term for God Wahguru, came 

after Guru Nanak’s time in the course of the development of Sikh spiritual thought. 

The path commended to the seeker in the Sikh faith is called Sahaj.Sahaj implies the way that 

doe not violates or force any of the principles of nature. Not only is the Sikh faith opposed to the 

performance of miracles as a mark of spiritual eminence, but it has also positively disapproved the pursuit 

of such powers in the course of the Sadhana of various forms of yoga. Riddhi and Siddhi, which stand for 

the attainment of such powers and more so the control of demoniac power by cults like the Kapalika 

involving dark and unholy practices, have all received severe condemnation in the teaching of the Gurus 

of the Sikh faith. Hatha Yoga, involving the control of breath to arouse occult and secret powers, along 

with severe self-maceration as is the case with numerous mendicant orders in India. has been pronounced 

to be a path of delusion. 

The path of Sahaj is the way of prayer, meditation, concentration of mind on the Divine Essence 

and of seeking grace. It does not involve enforced celibacy or taking to a life of mendicancy as a mark 

of holiness. On the contrary, following the example of Guru Nanak himself, the ideal seeker must 

perform such duties life as his members of a morally organized society requires of him. This may involve 

hard, honest work for a living, maintaining a family, grihastha and, if need be, making sacrifices for the 

upholding of the moral values, dharma. The steps in the path of sahaj are what in popular language have 

been called by Guru Nanak, suniyai, mannai and dhyana. These are, respectively, reverent ‘listening’ to 

or absorption of holy truths and texts, pondering these truths to develop faith in them, and concentration of 

the powers of the mind on the realization of God. Another element especially emphasized by Guru Nanak, 

along with the three mentioned already, is bhakti or devotion. 

To ennoble and purify life by conscious effort is the way of prayer, through forbearance, through 

search after enlightenment, through devotion and austerity and the practice of purity. Such are the 

elements of sahaj expressed differently (Japuji, stanza xxxviii). In this discipline, likened to the 

goldsmith’s smithy, is forged the pure metal of personality, which is the mystic phrase which Guru 

Nanak has called Shabad, literally sound or holy word, purified consciousness. This is also the state 

wherein the divine glance of grace perpetually blesses the seeker. 

For grace, which is such an important key-concept in Guru Nanak’s thought, apart from Prasad 

which comes from the ancient Indian tradition, one used some synonyms from the Muslim sufi sources. 

The Sufis were seekers of spiritual truths. From the Indian sources, kirpa (kripa) and daya are also 

frequently employed, along with certain compound formalities—dayal, dayalu, kripalu. So mecherban, 

karim have been taken from Muslim sources. 

10.4 Let us sum up 
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The Sikh religion during the five hundred years of its existence has played a significant role in 

the history of India as a liberating influence, as has been briefly indicate in the foregoing pages. Its 

influence as a spiritual force has been no less remarkable. It raised the human consciousness to the 

highest pinnacle of spirituality by inculcating devotion to the Sole Supreme Being (Ek Onkar) in terms 

going back to the founds of the spiritual thought of India. That way it became a binding force and tended to 

eliminate sectarianism. As between the two great traditions, Hinduism and Islam, it sought to create a 

bridge of understanding, tolerance and goodwill. In ages before modern humanistic thought penetrated to 

India, it championed the abolition of untouchability and caste distinctions of high and low by birth. It 

pleaded for a better status for women. Even more significant was its synthesis of spirituality and action. 

That way it brought back the ancient wisdom of the Gita to the masses. It has thus exercised a great 

enlightening influence. 

Last may be mentioned its role in bringing spiritual light to the common masses, in the simple 

everyday language that they could follow. While the learned of various faiths used classical languages 

which were sealed books to the people to contradict one another, it was Guru Nanak and his successors 

who brought spirituality and sweetness to the millions, thus conferring on them mukti. Their message 

also helped inspire the masses to liberate themselves from the age-old yoke of tyrants. 

10.5 Self Assessment Questions 

Q. 1 Discuss the influence of Buddhism in Asia. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________ 
 

 

 

Q. 2 Write an essay on spread of Buddhism. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 
 

 

 

Q. 3 Discuss the cults of Buddhism. 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 
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Q. 4 Critically examine the doctrines of Buddhism. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 
 

 

 

Q. 5 Describe fully the four noble truths. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 
 

 

 

Q. 6 How Buddhism exercises influence in contemporary nation-states of India. 

         

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

__________________ 
 

 

 

Q. 7 What is Sikhism? Discuss its origin. 
 

 

 

 

Q. 8 Who was the founder of Sikh faith? Write a note on his early life. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 
 

 

 

Q. 9 Discuss the teachings of Nanak. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________ 
 

 

 

Q.10 Write an essay on the doctrines of Nanak. 
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____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________ 
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UNIT-III LESSON NO.  11 

 

CHRISTIANITY 
 

 

11.0 Objectives 

The main objectives of this lesson are to equip you with: 

 Christianity as Religion 

 About Church 

 About the Bible 

11.1 Introduction 

Christians form a small minority in the religious statistics of India; only one out of every forty Indians is 

a Christian, about 20 million. They are fairly spread out;’ one finds them in practically all the sub-cultural areas 

and regions of the country. They are there not as ‘settlers’ or as ‘foreign nationals’ coming from some different 

place and culture; rather, they are sons of the soil and belong to one or another of the lifestyles that go to make 

up the complex mosaic of India. Dravidians or Aryans, high castes or low, city elite or tribals, factory workers or 

farmers in all the corners of the nation have accepted Jesus Christ as their guru and share with the Christians 

a common way of life. 

There are differences in their distribution, no doubt. One finds a greater concentration of 

Structure 

11.0 Objectives 

11.1 Introduction 

11.2 Church 

11.3 Bible 

11.4 Let us sum up 

11.5 Self Assessment Questions 

11.6 Suggested Readings 
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Christians in South India, since Christianity took root there in its very early centuries. 

One of the most typical and noticeable activities of Christians is their Sunday gathering. For 

them Sunday is the day of the Lord. The worship generally includes hymns, various forms of prayers 

and the reading aloud of some passages from the Bible. Like hymns, these readings refer not only to 

God but also to the man Jesus Christ, alluded to as his son. At least on some important Sundays, 

most groups celebrate a symbolic ‘meal’ together, in which they remember and re-live in some way a 

very important event that took place during the last days of Jesus, around the first week-end of 

April of (probably) the year 30A.D. 

The worship is celebrated in thousands of churches all over the country, Sunday after Sunday, 

and some churches even celebrate it every day. It is sung in the villages of Chotanagpur and in the 

cathedrals of Calcutta, Delhi, Bombay, Madras and Trivandrum. It is conducted in various forms and 

in many languages. 

This form of worship generally referred to as Communion Service, the Eucharist, or the Lord’s 

Supper, goes back in remembrance of what Jesus did on the lat night he spent with his disciples and 

friends. Writing about it25 years later, St. Paul narrates the event in this way: ‘The Lord Jesus on the 

night when he was betrayed took bread and, when he had given thanks, he broke it, and said, “This 

is my body which is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way he took the cup after 

super, saying “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it in 

remembrance of me.”  

The Sunday gathering is a continuation of the action of Jesus at his last supper. It contains a 

very important mystical element. It is not merely a prayer meeting; it is an occasion on which the 

remembrance of Jesus makes the community aware of what Jesus did and taught, and of his living 

presence among them and in the world. Thanks to this community gathering at ‘the Lord’s Supper’, the 

Christian life is an experience that ‘the Lord is alive’, and in this his new life, the meaning of his death 

is grasped as a source of grace for entire humankind. The memory of Jesus is, therefore, the core of the 

Christian religion. To understand Christianity, we must ask: Who was, or is, Jesus Christ? 

Though Jesus is believed by Christians to be in a very unique sense ‘Son of God’, he 

does not thereby cease to be a man. The disciples knew him and knew that he had been born and 

had grown as any other man, subject to suffering to thirst, to hunger to ignorance even, as is inevitable 

in the human condition. The only thing he did not have is what can be avoided, and that is sin. 

Like every man, he finally died and yet he rose to new life. This means for the Christian not only 

that his Self was immortal but that in a wonderful way his whole personality, body and soul, was 

made new and alive in God. Incidentally, this belief in the resurrection is the reason for the 
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importance Christians attach to the material world. They do not consider the world and the human 

body a prison from which man must escape. Evil and sin come from man’s heart, not from matter. 

Matter is good; an essential part of man, for man is made by God not as an atman or soul that can 

exist perfectly without a body, but as a soul- in-matter, both aspects constituting the true reality 

and dignity of man. The body of Jesus rose then with him to the new life in God, although his new 

mode of existence no longer belongs to our spatio-temporal continuum. And like the body of Jesus, 

the final destiny of the world is to find its perfect reality in God. 

Why did Jesus die on the cross? Externally, because of the opposition that his new ideas and 

preaching aroused in his own people, especially the leaders. But in a deeper, religious understanding of 

the event, this death had a special meaning. Christians have called it a yajna or a sacrifice, an offering 

to God, not just in order to restore the cosmic order, but rather to make a new union of man with God 

possible, and thus to conquer the massive sinfulness evident in the world. By the immense love and 

fidelity to the Father, which Jesus showed even at the time of his death, he opened a possibility for 

man to love God. There and then, God gave Himself to Jesus and to his brothers—the whole of 

mankind— in a new way. This means that by Jesus’s life and death God redeems makes new and 

saves. Without that death and the subsequent new life, we would remain enclosed in our sinfulness. 

Thanks to his death, we can obtain a new life, a new power to love authentically, the perfect 

liberation. We never quite make full use of this power, but it manifests itself in our lives, and it is 

the power of God reaching all men through Jesus. This is God’s grace. 

11.2 The Church 

Christians in India and elsewhere insist on the importance of the community of believers wherein 

they find the living memory of Jesus Christ. The Church has for them an important role to play in the 

task of salvation. They see man as essentially a member of a community, not an isolated island. Man’s 

salvation cannot be found in pure isolation or kaivalya, or a mere individual escape from the sufferings 

of life. Salvation must include the building up of a true fellowship; and deep communion with all men. 

The Church is the new community where the bonds of friendship and love are expressed in their 

deepest institutional form, in so far as the union of hearts is expressed by the sharing of the same faith 

in God and the acceptance of the same Lord as savior. 

This union of hearts and minds is not based on the racial bond of birth or caste, common 

language or culture, nor even on a uniform way of worship. In fact, with Christianity, there are many 

modes of worship even in the same Church, and new rites constantly emerge. The deeper union 

experienced in the Church is based on love and on the shared conviction of having been made one 

‘people’ by God Himself through Jesus Christ. This union implies and calls for variety. An ancient 
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description given of the Church is that it is both one and ‘catholic’. ‘Catholic’ means universal, 

capable of accepting and expressing itself in diverse forms of cultural and even of religious existence 

within the unity of the basic faith- experience. Thus, we have in India Christians from practically all its 

various subcultures and traditions. The Bengali Brahmin nationalist of the twentieth century. 

Brahmabandhav Upadhyay, could claim without betrayal of his Christian faith, I am a Hindu by birth, 

a Christian by rebirth.’ He considered himself what in reality he was a ‘Hindu-Christian.’ 

The Church exists in a world of pluralism of faiths and secular movements. The Christians are 

related to the larger community of men, both at the national and the international level. Within this larger 

community the Christians as a group should like to be they do not always succeed in bringing this wish 

into reality—a ‘servant Church’, a Church at the service of man after the example of Jesus Christ who 

did not come to be served but to serve (Matthew 20: 28). For this reason, the services which the 

Church organizes for the benefit of men educational, medical, social, religious are not exclusively for the 

Christian community, but are extended to members of other communities also. With these communities the 

Church is endeavoring more and more to enter into dialogue and to work together towards a common service 

of God and of man. An important text of the Catholic Church’s Second Vatican Council (1962-65) says; The 

Catholic Church rejects nothing which is true and holy in these (other) religions. She looks with sincere respect 

upon those ways of conduct and of life, those rules and teachings which though differing in many particulars 

from what she holds and sets forth, nevertheless often reflect a ray of that Truth which enlightens all men. Indeed, 

she proclaims and must ever proclaim Christ, ‘the way, the truth and the life (John 14:6), in whom men find the 

fullness of religious life and in whom God has reconciled all things to Himself (11 Corinthians:5:18-19). The 

Church, therefore, has this exhortation to her sons prudently and lovingly, through dialogue with the followers of 

other religions, and in witness of Christian faith and love to acknowledge, preserve and promote the spiritual and 

moral goods found among these mean as well as the values in their society and culture (Declaration on the 

Relationship of the Church to non-Christian Religions, 2). 

The above somewhat idealistic picture of the Christian Church corresponds to the 

doctrinal framework of what Christians should be. The reality is far from perfect. One of the most 

painful aspects of Christian life in India and elsewhere is the fact that Christians are divided. It is not 

just the fact that there are different rites and traditions within the Church, for this is welcome; but that 

there is no complete agreement as to the doctrinal and ethical implications of the Gospel. The divisions 

for the most part have not originated in India itself; they have been imported here from the West. 

There were, in the course of the twenty centuries of Christian history, two major periods of 

division. The first was the division in the eleventh century between the Churches in Western Europe, 

on the one hand, and those in Eastern Europe, on the other, including whatever remained of 

Christianity in North Africa and Asia Minor. For many centuries a constant estrangement had grown 
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between these two groups, partly due to the division of the Roman Empire after the death of 

Theodosius (1395 A.D.). The rupture became clear in 1054 with the controversies between the Pope’s 

legates and the Patriarch of Constantinople (modern Istanbul). This first great division of Christendom 

was more political than doctrinal. Apart from the rejection of the supreme authority of the Pope of 

Rome, little really religious divides the Orthodox from the Roman Church. 

Within the Western Church, a deeper division took place in the sixteenth century and 

developed further in the successive centuries. This was the ‘Reformation’, which started in Germany 

and soon spread through much of central and northern Europe and England. The main leaders of the 

separatist or ‘reformed’ party were Luther, Calvin, Zwingli and Melanchton. Eventually in England 

Henry VIII followed suits. This division entailed not only the rejection of the Pope but also of many 

changes in the doctrinal and later in then moral expressions of Christianity. The Reformation was, 

however, not primarily a movement of division but of purification. What the reformers wanted was the 

correction of abuses that had entered into the Christian way of life. But as a side effect a 

division of Christendom took place. 

We have, therefore, at present three main bodies or groups of churches in the Christian 

world: the various churches of Eastern Europe and the Middle East, of which the Orthodox Church is 

the most representative; the Roman Catholic Church governed by the college of bishops with the 

Pope as head; and the various forms of reformed or Protestant Churches, some of which are quite 

close in belief and practice to the other two traditions (e.g. the Anglican Church), and others which 

have developed along new lines of doctrine and practice. 

India has been the victim of these divisions of Christendom in the West. The first communities 

in India were part of the universal, undivided Church of antiquity. Such was the Malabar Church, in 

close contact with the Christian communities in Persia from where bishops had come in the early 

centuries. A solid tradition and strongly felt conviction is that S. Thomas, one of the disciples of Jesus, 

is the originator of this Church. In the sixteenth century, the Roman Catholic Church appeared on the 

scene. When the missionaries that came with the Portuguese met the Christian communities of Kerala, 

they compared notes on each other’s faiths and practices. There was first a period of mutual 

recognition and acceptance but as could be expected at a period when communication was still very 

difficult, many misunderstandings and frictions arose. Eventually, part of the Church in Kerala 

acknowledged its communion with the People of Rome, while another part refused to accept it because 

it saw it as a threat of ‘Latinization’. Thus, there emerged in Kerala the Jacobite Church, in direct 

communication with the Syrian Jacobite Church and the Catholic Church. From the former, the Mar-

Thomas Church emerged in the 19th century. The Catholic Church consists of three different ‘rites’ 

(traditions and modes of worship); the Syro-Malabar, the Syro-Malankara and the Latin rites. 
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Although there are differences between these rites, there is no division in faith, and one notices a 

growing cooperation and awareness of their oneness. The Christian Church in Kerala has also spread 

to North India and brought with it its traditions and rites. Many of its priests and nuns have volunteered 

for work elsewhere in India and abroad. Several dedicated persons from the Church in Kerala have 

attained a high degree of holiness, like the Venerable Sister Alphonsa (1910-1949) and Fr. Kuriackos 

Chavara (1815-1871), founder of the monastic order of the Carmelites of Mary Immaculate. The whole 

Christian Church in North India, and indeed the country, owes a great debt of gratitude to the 

services of the Malabar Church. 

The Latin branch of the Roman Catholic Church is spread throughout the country. It became 

firmly established in the sixteenth century mostly along the Western and Southern coasts of the 

country. Two important groups were then formed: the Goan-Mangalorean-Maharashtrian communities 

which became somewhat Westernized in language and culture, and the Tamil community which kept 

close to their ancient language and traditions. The Churches of the Western Coast have been, with the 

Kerala Christians, the main agents in the educational, social and medical services offered in many 

regions of India. They have produced outstanding patriots like the freedom fighter Kaka Baptista; 

important literary works like the Krista Purana of Fr. Stephens in early Marathi (early seventeenth 

century); and reputed artists like Angelo Fonseca and Trinidade. Also, saintly men of this community 

have given religious inspiration, like the Venerable Joseph Vaz (1651-1710), a missionary of Sri 

Lanka, and Fr. Agnelo de Souza (1869-1927) of the Missionary Societyof St. F. Xavier, Pilar, in 

Goa, and St. Gonzalo Garcia, a Franciscan martyr for the Christian faith in Japan in the sixteenth 

century. In the history of the Tamilian Church, one of the most important events is the effort of Robert 

De Nobili (1577-1656) for a greater indigenisation of Christianity. Already in the sixteenth century he 

learned not only Tamil, but also Telugu and Sanskrit, adopted a sannyasi way of life and defended the 

customs of the Brahmins of that time as compatible with the Christian faith. His writings on the 

outcome of the Brahmins for his Roman authorities in the early seventeenth century give an 

astonishing amount of information about contemporary Hinduism in South India. Many companions 

followed his example and through their inspiring and saintly form of life, many castes people came to 

believe in Jesus Christ. Among them, Nilakantha Devasagayam Pillai (1712-1752) is reserved as a 

martyr. The first printed books in Indian languages came from this Christian community and classics 

of Tamil literature like C. Beschi’s Thembavani (1726) are even today studied in South Indian 

Universities. 

In the following centuries, the Roman Catholic Church established new important 

communities among the caste people o Andhra (seventeenth and 
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eighteenth centuries) and among the tribals of Bihar and Assam (nineteenth and twentieth centuries), 

and among the scheduled castes in several parts of India, specially in the Gangetic plain (twentieth 

century). The Anglo-Indians generally being either to the Roman Catholic Church or to the 

Protestant Church. 

Not that Christians were absent from North India before the nineteenth century. Apart from the 

early centers in contact with the Syrian Church, already in the sixteenth century the great Moghul 

emperor Akbar requested the presence of some Jesuit priests at his court to discuss religious matters. 

To these priests we owe some of the most fascinating historical accounts of life at the court of the 

Moghul emperors, as, for example, in Fr. Montserrate’s memoirs (1582 and 1590). Thanks to a 

farmaan from Akbar, a small church was built at the Agra court around 1599. Later generations of 

missionaries continued to be accepted in the country, and to them we owe, among other cultural 

contributions, the first Sanskrit grammar written in a Western language, in Latin, by Roth nearly a 

century and a half before the better-known grammar of Colebrooke in 1805. 

Meanwhile Protestant Christianity also made its appearance in India first with the arrival at 

Tranquebar of B. Ziegenbalg of the Lutheran Mission in 1706 and later with the landing in Calcutta of 

William Carey in 1793 who settled in Serampore, West Bengal from 800. To these churches and the 

many others that followed them in the succeeding centuries specially once the missionary societies 

were formed in the Protestant countries, we owe a great deal in the development regional languages 

and printing in India, particularly because of their concern for early translations of the Bible. These 

churches also paved the way for a growth of literacy all over the country and many of themes 

respected educational institutions of India were started under their patronage. One can truly say that the 

renaissance of India inaugurated by Raja Rammohan Roy in Bengal owes much to the work of these 

Christian churches. Among the outstanding mystics and saintly people of the Protestant Churches, we 

must remember Sadhu Sunder Singh (1889- 1929), Narayan Seshadri (1820-1891), Narayan Vaman 

Tilak (1861-1919), Dhanjibhai Naoroji (1820-1908) and the Rev. Imad-ud-Din (1822-1900) (cf .P.J. 

Thomas, 100 Indian Witnesses to Jesus Christ, Bombay,1974). A number of Protestant Christians, 

notably C.F. Andrews, worked side by side with Gandhiji in the struggle for social reform and 

political independence. 

11.3 The Bible 

Whatever be their denominational differences, Christian’s share notes only the living memory 

of Jesus Christ, but a common sacred writing, the Bible or Holy Scripture. A great love of the Bible 

has been expressed in the twenty centuries of Christian history. Probably no other book has had a 
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deeper influence on any civilization than the Bible on Christendom. No other book has surely been 

so much copied, illustrated, printed, studied, commented upon, analysed and paraphrased as this 

text, the first complete book ever to be printed way back in 1456. In most Christian prayer 

meetings portions of this book are read out and often commented on. In the Bible Christians find not 

merely a historical account of the life and teachings of Jesus, a record of the past. For them the 

Bible is a living book today: God’s own Word resounds whenever these pages are read with faith and 

devotion. 

This belief does not imply that the Bible is note a work of human authors, or that God ‘dictated’ 

its contents to men. Christians are aware and accept that the Bible is clearly the work of human minds 

and is written in very human languages of 20 or 25 centuries ago—Hebrew, Aramaaic, Greek, often in a 

very beautiful style, but at times in quite clumsy expressions and through these words and styles of 

individual men, God’s own word. His call and his presence come to meet man. This is the reason why 

Christian’s love and revere the Bible. However, for them the Bible never takes the place of Jesus 

Christ. In this sense, Christianity is not primarily a religion of the book, but a religion of Jesus. 

The Bible is not in fact a ‘book’ in the modern sense of the word, but a collection of 73 writings 

dating from about the ninth century B.C. to the end of the first century A.D. The writings in the Bible are 

divided into two main sections: the ‘Old Testament’, with 46 writings and the ‘New Testament’ with 27. 

The Old Testament, nearly four times as long as the New Testament, corresponds to the Bible of Judaism 

and for Christians forms the background to and preparation for the New Testament which along refers 

directly and historically to the person of Jesus Christ. 

The Old Testament writings consist first of a record of historical experiences of a people, the race 

of ‘Israel’. The various vicissitudes in the history of Israel and the awareness its religious leaders had that 

God came to them as Saviour and that God is always faithful in His promises of mercy and love from the 

core of Old Testament literature. The most important event is the ‘Exodus’ or escape to freedom of a 

band of slaves working in Egypt. To this historical core were added the writings of the prophets who 

between the eighth and third centuries B.C. appeared in the history of Israel to explain to the people the 

religious meaning of the events in their national and political life. They constantly brought the people face 

to face with their infidelity, their oppression of the weak, their sinfulness, and reminded them of the 

demands for goodness and justice on the part of God, their Saviour. Further a collection of prayers or 

psalms and other songs often used in the public worship of the Jews, was also added to the Bible. These 

show a great sense of bhakti, and express feelings of trust, faith, love repentance, etc. Another group of 

writings of the Old Testament expresses the deeper religious beliefs of the people regarding the origins of 

mankind (creation accounts) and of suffering (the ‘Fall’) and the meaning of history as progressing 

towards a great manifestation ‘the Day of the Lord’ (Apocalyptic literature). Finally, some stories and 
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‘Wisdom’ literature express the practical implications of a life of faith and dedication to God. 

The New Testament consists of:  

(1) Four Gospels by Matthew, Mark, Luke, John on accounts of the life teaching, death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ as experienced by his closest disciples; 

(2) A historical account of the earliest preaching in the Christian communities and the establishment of 

Christianity in the countries around the eastern Mediterranean Sea (the Acts of the Apostles, probably 

written by Luke); 

(3) Twenty-one letters or writings of the early disciples of Jesus, notably those of an outstanding 

mystic and thinker, St. Paul; which express the meaning of the person and work of Jesus and 

exhort the Christian communities to live their new faith enthusiastically; and 

(4) Finally, there is a symbolic writing, the book of ‘Revelation’ or ‘Apocalypse; its author 

endeavours to instill a sense of hope and courage in the early persecuted Christians, and uses 

very colourful symbols which are difficult to understand or interpret today. 

All these writings, in spite of their heterogeneity, possess a clear religious unity, a 

common outlook on man and his relationship with God and a consistent view of the way of life 

based on Christian faith. Their teaching and symbols form the warp and woof of Christian 

culture. The Bible has been translated into all the known languages of the world, and new 

translations are made each year. In English, the well-beloved King James version (the authorized 

version) dates only from the seventeenth century. Today more updated translations are normally 

used. 

In India, the burden of Bible translation and publication has mostly fallen on Protestant 

churches. The first printed Bible was a Tamil translation by Zieganbalg and Schultz in the early 

eighteenth century (NT in 1715:  OT in 1726). But the most impressive effort was made from 

Serampore in Bengal, where William Carey ably assisted by Ward and Marshman published no 

less than40 Bible translations between 1800 and 1834. Note all these translations are of high 

quality, but some became important contributions to the growth of the Indian languages. The 

process of correction and more faithful translation is constantly going on in all the languages 

and generally with the cooperation of all churches. Today the Bible is available in part or in 

whole in no less than 32 Indian languages. 

 The Great Commandment 

Once, towards the end of Jesus’ life, a pandit went up to him and put 
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him this question:  ‘Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the law? Jesus answered: 

You must love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with your 

entire mind. This is the greatest and most important commandment. The second most 

important commandment is like this: You must love your neighbour as yourself. The whole 

Law of Moses and the teaching of the prophets depend on these two commandments. 

(Matthew 22:36-40) 

This precise, very definite teaching of Jesus is the dominating ideal of the Christian vision of 

life. Man is made to love and love means self-dedication, self-gift, self-sacrifice. The object of 

man’s love is first and foremost God, who alone is fully worthy of love and who Himself creates 

and saves man in love. The purpose of the Christian existence is to make this love come true in one’s 

life. Life eternal, which will extend beyond death, will be the flowering of this love in the presence of 

God Himself, experienced without any obstacle. 

But this love for God finds its concrete expression in the love for other men. Nobody can love 

God who doesn’t love his fellowmen. And thus, the service of man is always in-built in the 

Christian religious ideal. All the activities and attitudes of men are ultimately judged by this single 

law of love; all efforts to promote great social justice in the world, all work for the building up 

of a new humanity where the unique dignity of each man is respected and where all have equal 

opportunities, all the struggle for the liberation of man from individual and structural oppression, 

every form of human activity, has a religious value if it is inspired by this law of love. 

11.4 Let us sum up 

Thus, to sum up in our world of clash and struggle, this law of love cannot be lived without a good 

deal of self-denial, of acceptance of sufferings, persecutions, and sacrifices that life may demand. 

We are called upon not to be frightened by them. Suffering has a mysterious value when mingled 

with love, for in suffering love manifests all its beauty. This is why the simplest and mot powerful 

symbol of Christianity is the Cross: on this sign of torture and of shame Jesus, the Son of God, 

hung and gave His life in the fullness of love for God and for man. Through it, new life came to Him 

and to all of us. Through His cross, Christians hold, salvation comes to all men and this is exactly 

what Christians celebrate in their Sunday worship. 

11.5Self Assessment Questions 

Q. 1 Discuss the spread of Christianity in India. 
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____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

__________________ 

 

Q .2 What is understood by the Son of God. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 
 

 

 

Q. 3 Write an essay on the Church. 

            

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 
 

 

 

Q. 4 Describe the Church in India. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 
 

 

 

Q. 5 What is the history of Roman Catholic Church in India. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 
 

 

 

Q. 6 What are the holy scriptures of Christianity. 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

 

 

Q. 7 Write a note on Bible. 
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__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

 

 

Q. 8 What is the New Testament. 

 
 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 

 

Q. 9 What do you understand by the greatest Commandment in the Law. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 
 

 

 

Q.10 Write a note on Jesus Christ. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 
 

 

 

11.6 Suggested Readings 

1. Haralombus, M. 1980; Sociology - Themes and Perspectives, Oxford University Press. 

2. Madan, T. N. 1991; Religion in India, Oxford University Press. 

3. Macionis J. J. 1997; Sociology, Prentice Hill, Inc. 

4. Giddens, A. 1989; Sociology, Blackwell Publisher Ltd. 
 

 

 

 

179



 

 

 

 
UNIT-III LESSON NO. 12 

 

JAINISM 
 

 

12.0 Objectives 

The main objective of this lesson is to equip you with: 

 Jainism as Religion 

 Contributions of Jainism to Indian Culture 

 Birth of Jainism 

12.1 Introduction 

Along with Hinduism and Buddhism, Jainism is one of the ancient religions of India. It still has its 

own limited following. Jainism preaches a path to spiritual deliverance through a disciplined way of life 

founded upon the principle of non-violence. In the course of its history, it evolved into a well-developed 

cultural system. The Jain cultural tradition made a significant contribution to Indian civilisation in various 

areas such as philosophy and logic, art and architecture, mathematics, astronomy and astrology, and 

literature. Though Jainism as a religion makes use of several religious concepts that are commonly 

found in Buddhism and Hinduism it has its own identity. 

12.2 Birth of Jainism 

Jainism was founded by Vardhamana Mahavira regarded as the 24th and the last Tirthankara, 

Structure 

12.0 Objectives 

12.1 Introduction 

12.2 Birth of Jainism 

12.3 Contributions of Jainism to Indian Culture 

12.4 Let us sum up 

12.5 Self Assessment Questions 

12.6 Suggested Readings 
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in the 6th Century B. C. It originated in the Ganga basin of North India, the scene of intense religious 

speculations, meditations and activity at that time, Buddhism too appeared in the very same region. 

Both the relgions questioned the authority of the Vedas and rejected the ritudistic Brahmanic School. 

Jainism, thus developed as a protest against the exclusion of all but the Brahmins from the ascetic 

fraternity. The founders of both the religions though never met each other, travelled mostly in the same 

regions [Mithila, Sravasthi, Magadha, Vaishali, Kaushambi and other places of the day] for the 

propagation of their faith. 

Vardhamana Mahaveera, who was born in a Kshatriya family, received the training and 

education generally given to princes of the day. He soon realised the futility of worldly life and turned an 

ascetic at the age of 30. He practised hard penance and meditated for 12 years. At last, he attained the True 

Knowledge whiel meditating under the sal tree. He then became a “Jina” [conqueror] and Tirthankara. 

Afterwards he began to preach his doctrine and popularised “Ahimsa” and on it he built an ethical code for 

householders as well as for monks. He preached what he had realised for about 30 years and died at the 

age of 72 at Pavapuri in Patna District of Bihar. 

 Main Teachings 

Like the Buddha, Mahavira also held that the world was full of sufferings. The misen of 

“Samsara” was regarded as universal. Hence, he recommended a “moksha-magra” [path to salvation 

which consisted of three principles known as “Ratna Trayas” [Three Jewels]. These Principles are: 

 Right Faith [Samyak Darshana], 

 

 Right Knowledge [Samyak Jnana], and Right Conduct 

[Samyak Charita]. 

Mahavira also stressed upon the moral conduct. The Anuvrata or the moral code which he 

prescribed consists of the five important principles. 

a) Ahimsa [non-violence], 

b) Satya [truth] 

c) Asteya [non-stealing], 

d) Brahmacharya [control of sex], 

e) Aparigraha [free from greed] 

Mahavira laid great emphasis on non-violence. In fact, all the religious rites of Jains are centred 
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round non-violence. In no other school of philosophy do we find the application of non-violence as 

comprehensive as in Jainism. 

Jainism, in course of time, got divided into two sects known as the Digambara and the Svetambara. 

Digambaras who are usually found in South India held that the monks should not wear any clothes, and 

the Svetambaras insisted that they should. Jainism, however in both forms is one as far as its 

philosophy is concerned. 

Unlike Buddhism, Jainism did maintain good relationshipos with Hinduism. It employed 

Brahmin priests as its domestic priests who officiated at their birth rites and often acted as officials at 

their death and marriage ceremonies. It had a place for the Hindu Gods like Rama and Krishna in their 

temples. Mahavira’s organisation took refuge in Hinduism whenever persecuted. To the side conquerors 

Jainism appeared only a part of the greater system, that is, Hinduism. 

Jainism received royal patronage at the hands of some of the Indian rulers. It is said that 

Chandragupta Maurya became a follower of Bhadrabahu and accompanied his gun to Sarvanabelagola. In 

the 2nd century B.C., Kharavela of Kalinga popularised Jainism and setup several images. During the 5th 

and 12th centuries A.D. several southern ruling families like the Gangas, Kadambas, Chalukyas and 

Rashtrakutas of Manyakheta extended their patronage to Jainism. About 1100 A.D. Jainism became 

popular in Gujarat where the Chalukya kings, Siddharaya and his son Kumarapala openly professed 

Jainism and encouraged literature and building activities of the hims. 

12.3 Contributions of Jainism to Indian Culture 

1. Jains Played an important part in the Linguistic Development: While the Brahmins 

established their supremacy over Sanskrit and Buddhists used Pali for the purpose of writing and 

preaching, the Jains used the local languages for their religious propaganda as well as for preserving 

their knowledge. The early Kannada classical works were written by Jain poets. Most of the 

major and minor epics in Tamil were also composed by the Jain authors. 

2. Jainism has contributed to Indian art: The Jains erected stupas in honour of their saints. 

Jains built temples cut in rocks. The Jain marble temples at Mount Abu in Rajasthan display 

some of the finest examples of sculpture. The huge stone of Bahubali, known as Gomateshwara 

at Saravandabelagola and Karkala in Karnataka State are among the wonders of the world, the 

numberous Jain temples are found in Parshvanath Hills, Pavapuri, and Rajgir in Bihar and Girnar 

in Palitana in Kathiawad in Gujarat. 

3. Jains gave great importance to Ahimsa or non-violence: All the acts prescribed by the 

religion are centred round “ahimsa”. The Jain philosophy of Ahimsa was responsible for ending 
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“ahimsa” in Yajnas and other Vedic rites. It ionspired millions of people to adopt vegetarian 

diet. 

4. Glorification of Human Heritage: Jainism holds that heaven is the privilege of man alone. The 

pleasures of even the Gods should come to an end one day or other unless they become men. This 

embodies an important truth namely, man’s heritage as man is far superior to any other riches in 

the world. The main message of Jainism to mankind is that: “Be a man first and last, for the kingdom 

of God belongs t the son of man.” It is the same truth that is proclaimed in unmistakable arms 

by the upanishadic text: Tat Tvam asi” [Thou art that] Jains do not believe int eh Creator of the 

world and hold that man’s emancipation from the Karma is a personal effort Man is the architect of his 

own destiny. 

 Geographic Distribution of Jains 

Jainism once held a wide sway in India, but now the followers of Jainism are numerically very 

small and they are found in both the northern and southern states. They do not constitute a majority 

any where in India. They constitute 0.4% of the population of India and their number hardly exceeds 3.4 

millon [1991 census]. The Jains are found relatively in a large number in states such as Maharashtra, 

Rajasthan, Gujarat, M. P., Karnataka, and U. P. In fact, 90% of them are found in these states only. 

The Jain population is nto growign fast in India. The population of all the six major religions of 

India has increased but Jains have increased only marginally, that is, by 4.42%, whereas the arragge 

rate of increase in the case of the other five religions was 26.77%. Its growth is almost stationery or 

only marginal. There are a few causes for that: 

1. Jains do not allow widow remarriages. Comparatively, Jains have a low percentage of their 

women married in the age group of 15 to 39 years. For example, during 1911-31 almost 1/5 of 

their women in this age group were widows. It goes without saying that the enforced 

widowhood cut down Jain population to a large extent. 

2. It is also said that Jains have a low fertility within the circle of marital relations. The Humber of 

married women is also said to be very low next only to the Parsis. 

3. Jains are mostly urban dwellers. They are lagely literate and hence have a liking for small 

families. 

4. Jains do not believe in conversions. Unlike the Muslims and Christians, the 
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Jains do not resort to convrsion activities to acquyiare new converts, Jainism also does not get new 

entrants who join its fold voluntarily. 

12.4 Let us sum up 

Thus, to conclude the Jain community, according to Sangave, a modern Jain socioligist, had an open 

class system: people could move from one class to another according to their aptitude. Untouchability 

is not practised among them and interdining is allowed. However, the Jains have endogamous Jatis. A 

1314 document mentioned 87 Jatis is one branch of the community of these, 41 had a popular of 

less than 500. A more recent [1953] study estimates nearly 60 endogamous groups with population 

of less than one hundred each”. 

12.5Self Assessment Questions 

5. Discuss briefly the birth of Jainism. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

_______ 
 

 

 

 

 

12.6 Suggested Readings 

1. Haralombus, M. 1980; Sociology - Themes and Perspectives, Oxford University Press. 

2. Madan, T. N. 1991; Religion in India, Oxford University Press. 
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UNIT-III LESSON NO. 13 

 

 SAINTS/SANTS, SADHUS AND SHRINES 

 

 

13.0 Objectives 

In this chapter the learner: 

 will have an understanding of concepts 

 know about different form of religious groups 

 

13.1  In troduct ion  

A saint is a person venerated for their holiness, originating from the Latin word "sanctus" and 

often associated with the Christian tradition, while a sant is a Sanskrit term referring to a 

devotional spiritual figure in Indian religions, particularly within the Bhakti movement, who 

achieves a state of spiritual realization and inspires others through righteous living and love for 

God. Though often conflated due to similar meanings, the terms have different linguistic roots and 

specific cultural contexts, with "sant" referring to a spiritual guide and "saint" being a person 

recognized by religious authority for sanctity.  

13.2 Sain ts /Sants  

A saint, also known as a hallow, is one who has been recognized for having an exceptional degree of holiness, 

sanctity, and virtue. While the English term "saint" originated in Christianity, the term is now used by 
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historians of religion "in a more general way to refer to the state of special holiness that many religions 

attribute to certain people," with the Jewish Tzadik, the Islamic wali, the Hindu rishi or guru, and the Buddhist 

arahat or boddhisatva also referred to as saints. Depending on the religion, saints are recognized either through 

official church recognition or by popular acclaim. 

In Christianity, "saint" has a wide variety of meanings, depending on its usage and the 

denomination. The original Christian usage referred to any believer who is "in Christ" and in whom 

Christ dwells, whether in heaven or in earth. In Orthodox and Catholic teachings, all Christians in 

heaven are considered to be saints, but some are considered to be worthy of higher honor, emulation, or 

veneration, with official church recognition given to some saints through canonization or glorification. 

Saints 

 Origin: The word "saint" comes from the Latin sanctus, meaning "holy".  

 Christian Context: In Christianity, a saint is a person who has lived an exemplary holy life.  

 Canonization:In some Christian churches, like the Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches, 

sainthood involves a formal process of canonization to officially recognize the individual.   

 Role: Saints are believed to have a special connection with the sacred and may intercede on behalf of 

the living, acting as spiritual guides or figures of inspiration.  

 Examples: Figures like St. Nicholas are well-known examples.  

Sants 

 Origin: The term "sant" comes from the Sanskrit root sat, meaning "truth, reality, or essence".  

 Indian Religious Context:"Sant" primarily refers to a type of spiritual person in Indian traditions, 

especially the Bhakti tradition.  

 Characteristics: Sants are known for their dedication to a shapeless God, emphasizing right conduct, 

soul purification, and freedom from worldly desires and materialism.  

 Role: Sants motivate and inspire people towards spiritual and moral growth, providing teachings and 

guidance for attaining salvation and divine social life.  

 Examples:Famous Indian sants include Kabir, Tulsidas, and Surdas.  

 General characteristics 

The English word saint is a translation of the Greek word (hagios), derived from the verb 

(hagiazo), which means "to set apart", "to sanctify" or "to make holy". The word appears 229 times in the 

original Greek manuscripts and appears 60 times in the King James version of the Christian New 

Testament. As used by the apostolic authors of scripture, saint did not refer to deceased persons who 

have been granted sainthood, but rather to living persons who had dedicated themselves to God. 

The term in English was originally used in Christianity, though historians now use the term for 

representatives of all major religions who are considered worthy of veneration for their holiness or 

sanctity. Many religions also use similar concepts, but different terminology, to venerate individuals 
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worthy of honor in some way. John A. Coleman S.J., Graduate Theological Union, Berkeley, wrote that 

saints across various cultures and religions have the following family resemblances: 

 exemplary model; 

 extraordinary teacher; 

 wonder worker or source of benevolent power; 

 intercessor; 

 a life often refusing material attachments or comforts; 

 possession of a special and revelatory relation to the holy. 

 

While there are parallels between these (and other) concepts and that of sainthood, each of these 

concepts has specific meanings within a given religion. Also, new religious movements have sometimes 

taken to using the word in cases where the people so named would not be regarded as saints within 

mainstream Christianity. 

The anthropologist Lawrence Babb in an article about Sathva Sai Baba asks the question "Who 

is a saint?", and responds by saying that in the symbolic infrastructure of some religions, there is the 

image of a certain extraordinary spiritual king's "miraculous powers", to whom frequently a certain moral 

presence is attributed. These saintly figures, he asserts", are "the focal points of spiritual force-fields", 

exerting "powerful attractive influence on followers but touch the inner lives of others in transforming 

ways as well. 

 Key Differences and Similarities 

 Etymology:"Saint" derives from Latin, while "sant" comes from Sanskrit.  

 Context:"Saint" is often used in a Christian context, whereas "sant" is specific to Indian religious 

traditions.  

 Focus: Both terms denote individuals of profound holiness, but the emphasis can differ, with Christian 

saints sometimes undergoing formal canonization, while sants are often recognized for their 

devotional poetry, spiritual wisdom, and societal impact within their respective traditions.  

 Overlap: While distinct, the terms are sometimes used interchangeably because of their shared 

meaning of a holy or spiritually realized person, especially when referring to great figures of devotion 

in India.  
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 CHRISTANITY 

In the Anglican Communion and the Continuing Anglican movement, the title of Saint refers to a person 

who has been elevated by popular opinion as a pious and holy person. The saints are seen as models of 

holiness to be imitated, and as a 'cloud of witnesses' that strengthen and encourage the believer during 

his or her spiritual journey. The saints are seen as elder brothers and sisters in Christ. Official Anglican 

creeds recognise the existence of the saints in heaven. 

So far as invocation of the saints is concerned, one of the Church of England's Articles of 

Religion "Of Purgatory" condemns "the Romish Doctrine concerning (the) Invocation of Saints" 

as "a fond thing vainly invented, and grounded 

upon no warranty of Scripture, but rather repugnant to the Word of God". However, each of the 44 

member churches in the Anglican Communion are free to adopt and authorise their own official 

documents, and the Articles are not officially normative in all of them (e.g., The Episcopal Church USA, 

which relegates them to "Historical Documents"). Anglo-Catholics in Anglican provinces using the 

Articles often make a distinction between a "Romish" and a "Patristic" doctrine concerning the 

invocation of saints, permitting the latter. 

In high-church contexts, such as Anglo-Catholicism, a saint is generally one to whom has been 

attributed a high level of holiness and sanctity. In this use, a saint is therefore not a believer, but one 

who has been transformed by virtue. In Roman Catholicism, a saint is a special sign of God's activity. 

The veneration of saints is sometimes misunderstood to be worship, in which case it is derisively termed 

"hagiolatry". 

Some Anglicans and Anglican churches, particularly Anglo-Catholics, personally ask prayers of 

the saints. However, such a practice is seldom found in any official Anglican liturgy. Unusual examples of it 

are found in The Korean Liturgy 1938, the liturgy of the Diocese of Guiana 1959 and The Melanesian 

English Prayer Book. 

Anglicans believe that the only effective Mediator between the believer and God -the Father, in 

terms of redemption and salvation, is God -the Son, Jesus Christ. Historical Anglicanism has drawn a 

distinction between the intercession of the saints and the invocation of the saints. The former was 

generally accepted in Anglican doctrine, while the latter was generally rejected. There are some, 

however, in Anglicanism, who do beseech the saints' intercession. Those who beseech the saints to 

intercede on their behalf make a distinction between "mediator" and "intercessor", and claim that asking 

for the prayers of the saints is no different in kind than asking for the prayers of living Christians. 

Anglican Catholics understand sainthood in a more Catholic or Orthodox way, often praying for 

intercessions from the saints and celebrating their feast days. 

According to the Church of England, “a saint is one who is sanctified, as it translates in the 

Authorised King James Version” (1611). 

Now therefore arise, 0 LORD God, into thy resting place, thou, and the ark of thy strength: let 
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thy priests, O LORD God, be clothed with salvation, and let thy saints rejoice in goodness. 

 Eastern Orthodoxy 

In the Eastern Orthodox Church, a saint is defined as anyone who is in Heaven, whether recognized here on 

earth, or not. By this definition, Adam and Eve, Moses, the various prophets, except for the angels and 

archangels are all given the title of "Saint". Sainthood in the Orthodox Church does not necessarily reflect 

a moral model, but the communion with God: there are countless examples of people who lived in great 

sin and became saints by humility and repentance, such as Mary of Egypt, Moses the Ethiopian, and of 

course Dysmas, the repentant thief who was crucified, Therefore, a more complete definition of what a 

saint is, has to do with the way that saints, through their humility and their love of humankind, saved 

inside them the entire Church, and loved all people. 

Orthodox belief considers that God reveals his saints through answered prayers and other miracles. 

Saints are usually recognized by a local community, often by people who directly knew them. As their 

popularity grows, they are often then recognized by the entire church. The formal process of 

recognition involves deliberation by a synod of bishops. If successful, this is followed by a service of 

Glorification in which the Saint is given a day on the church calendar to be celebrated by the entire 

church. This does not, however, make the person a saint; the person already was a saint and the Church 

ultimately recognized it. 

It is believed that one of the ways the holiness (sanctity) of a person is revealed, is through the 

condition of their relics (remains). In some Orthodox countries (such as Greece, but not in Russia) 

graves are often reused after 3 to 5 years because of limited space. Bones are washed and placed in an 

ossuary, often with the person's name written on the skull. Occasionally when a body is exhumed 

something miraculous is reported as having occurred; exhumed bones are claimed to have given off a 

fragrance, like flowers, or a body is reported as having remained free of decay, despite not having been 

embalmed (traditionally the Orthodox do not embalm the dead) and having been buried for some years 

in the earth. 

The reason relics are considered sacred is because, for the Orthodox, the separation of body and 

soul is unnatural. Body and soul both comprise the person, and in the end, body and soul will be 

reunited; therefore, the body of a saint shares in the "Holiness" of the soul of the saint. As a general rule 

only, clergy will touch relics in order to move them or carry them in procession, however, in 

veneration the faithful will kiss the relic to show love and respect toward the saint. Every altar in every 

Orthodox Church contains relics, usually of martyrs. Church interiors are covered with the Icons of saints. 

Because the Church shows no true distinction between the living and the dead (the saints are 

considered to be alive in Heaven), saints are referred to as if they were still alive. Saints are venerated but 

not worshipped. They are believed to be able to intercede for salvation and help mankind either through 

direct communion with God, or by personal intervention. 
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13.3 Sadhus 

In Hinduism, sadhu (sadhu, "good: good man, holy man") denotes an ascetic - wondering monk. 

Although the vast majority of sadhus are yogis, not all yogis are sadhus. The sadhu is solely dedicated 

to achieving moksa (liberation) in the fourth and final ashrama (stage of life), through meditation and 

contemplation of Brahman. Sadhus often wear ochre-colored clothing, symbolizing their sanyasa 

(renunciation). 

 Etymology 

The Sanskrit terms sadhu ("good man") and sadhvi ("good woman") refer to renouncers who 

have chosen to live a life apart from or on the edges of society in order to focus on their own spiritual 

practice. 

The word comes from the Sanskrit root sadh, which means "reach one's goal". "Make straight". or "gain 

power over". The same root is used in the word sadhana, which means "spiritual practice". 

 Sadhu rituals 

Sadhus are sanyasi, or renunciates, who have left behind all material attachments and live in 

caves, forests and temples all over India and Nepal. 

A Sadhu is usually referred to as Baba by common people. The word baba also means father, 

grandfather, or uncle in many Indian languages. Sometimes the respectful suffix -ji may also be added 

after baba. to give greater respect to the renunciate. It is also a term of endearment for small boys. 

There are 4-5 million sadhus in India today and they are widely respected for their holiness and 

sometimes feared for their curses. It is also thought that the austere practices of the sadhus help to burn 

off their karma and that of the community at large. Thus, seen as benefiting society, sadhus are 

supported by donations from many people. However, reverence of sadhus is by no means universal in 

India. Historically and contemporarily, sadhus have often been viewed with a certain degree of suspicion, 

particularly amongst the urban populations of India. Today especially in popular pilgrimage cities, 

posing as a sadhu can be a means of acquiring income for non- devout beggars. 

 

There are naked Naga (Digambara, or "sky-clad") Sadhus which are non- shaven and wear their 

hair in thick dreadlocks, and Jata, who carry swords. Aghora sadhus may claim to keep company with 

ghosts, or live in cemeteries as part of their holy path. Indian culture tends to emphasize an infinite 

number of paths to God, such that sadhus, and the varieties that sadhus come in have their place. 

 Sadhu sects 

Sadhus engage in a wide variety of religious practices. Some practice extreme asceticism while 
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others focus on praying, chanting or meditating. 

There are two primary sectarian divisions within the sadhu community: Shaiva Sadhu; ascetics 

devoted to Shiva, and Vaishnava Sadhu, renouncers devoted to Vishnu and/or his incarnations, which 

include Rama and Krishna. Less numerous are Shakta sadhus, who are devoted to Shakti. Within these 

general divisions are numerous sects and subsects, reflecting different lineages and philosophical schools and 

traditions (often referred to as "sampradayas"). 

The Dashanami Sampradaya is Smartists; sadhus in the sect take one of the ten names as an 

appellation upon initiation. The sect is said to have been formed by the philosopher and renunciant Adi 

Shankara, believed to have lived in the 8th century CE, though the full history of the sect's formation is 

not clear. 

While sadhus ostensibly leave behind traditional caste at initiation, the caste backgrounds of initiates do 

influence the sects into which they are admitted; certain ascetic groups, such as the Dandis within the 

Dashnami sampradaya, are composed only of men of brahmin birth, while other groups admit people 

from a wide variety of caste backgrounds. 

Female sadhus (sadhvis) exist in many sects. In many cases, the women that take to the life of 

renunciation are widows, and these types of sadhvis often live secluded lives in ascetic compounds. 

Sadhvis are sometimes regarded by some as manifestations or forms of the Goddess, or Devi, and are 

honored as such. There have been a number of charismatic sadhvis that have risen to fame as religious 

teachers in contemporary India (e.g.- Anandamayi Maa, Sarada Devi, Mata Amritanandamayi and 

Karunamayi). 

 

 Becoming a sadhu 

The processes and rituals of becoming a sadhu vary 'vvith sect; in almost all sects, a sadhu is 

initiated by a guru, who bestows upon the Initiate a new name. as well as a mantra, (or sacred sound or 

phrase), which is generally known only to the sadhu and the guru and may be repeated by the initiate as 

part of meditative practice. 

Becoming a sadhu is a path followed by millions. It is supposed to be the fourth phase in a 

Hindu's life, after studies being a father and a pilgrim, but for most it is not a practical option. For a 

person to become sadhu needs vairagya. Vairagya means desire to achieve something by leaving the 

world (cutting familial, societal and earthly attachments). 

A person who wants to become sadhu must first seek a guru. There, he or she must perform 

'guruseva' which means service. The guru decides whether the person is eligible to take sannyasa by 

observing the sisya (the person who wants to become a sadhu or sanyasi). If the person is eligible, 'guru 
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upadesa' (which means teachings) is done only then, the person transfonns into sanyasi or sadhu. There 

are different types of sanyasis in India who follow different sampradya. But, all sadhus have a 

common goal: attaining moksha (liberation). 

Living as a sadhu is a difficult lifestyle. Sadhus are considered to be dead unto themselves, and 

legally dead to the country of India. As a ritual, they may be required to attend their own funeral before 

following a guru for many years, serving him by doing menial tasks until acquiring the necessary 

experience to leave his leadership. 

While the life of renunciation is described as the fourth stage of life in the classical Sanskrit 

literature of Hindu tradition, and the members of certain sects - particularly those dominated by 

initiates of Brahman background - have typically lived as householders and raised families before 

becoming sadhus, many sects are composed of men that have renounced early in life, often in their late 

teens or arly 20s. In a few cases, those who choose the sadhu life are fleeing from family or financial 

situations which they have found to be untenable, if there is some worldly debt that remains to be 

repaid, would-be renunciates are encouraged by their gurus to pay off those debts before they become 

sadhus. 

 

 Lifestyle 

The ruggedness of the sadhu life deters many from following the sadhu path. Such practices as the 

obligatory early morning bath in the cold mountains require a detachment from common luxuries. After 

the bath, sadhus gather around the dhuni, or holy fireplace, and begin with their prayers and meditation 

for the day. 

Some sadhus dispense cures to the local community, remove evil eyes or bless a marriage. They are a 

walking reminder to the average Hindu of Divinity. They are generaIIy allowed free passage on the 

trains and are a close-knit organization. 

Kumbh Mela, a mass-gathering of sadhus from all parts of India, takes place every three years at 

one of four points along sacred rivers in India, including the holy River Ganges. In 2007 it was held in 

Nasik, Maharashtra. Peter Owen-Jones filmed one episode of "Extreme Pilgrim" there during this 

event. It took place again in Haridwar in 2010; Sadhus of all sects join in this reunion. Millions of non-

sadhu pilgrims also attend the festivals, and the Kumbh Mela is the largest gathering of human beings 

for a single religious purpose on the planet. Another Kumbh Mela was held on 27 -January-2013 at 

Allahabad. 

The lives of sadhus in contemporary India vary tremendously. Sadhus live in ashrams and 

temples in the midst of major urban centers, in huts on the edges of villages, in caves in the remote 

mountains. Others live lives of perpetual pilgrimage, moving without ceasing from one town, one holy 

place, to another. Some gurus live with one or two disciples; some ascetics are solitary, while others live in 
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large, communal institutions. For some sadhus the brotherhood or sisterhood of ascetics is very important. 

The rigor of the spiritual practices in which contemporary sadhus engage also varies a great 

deal. Apart from the very few that engage in the most dramatic, striking austerities-for example, 

standing on one leg for years on end or remaining silent for a dozen years-most sadhus engage in some 

form of religious practice: devotional worship, hatha yoga, fasting, etc. For many sadhus, consumption of 

certain forms of cannabis (bhang) is accorded a religious significance. Sadhus occupy a unique and 

important place in Hindu society, particularly in villages and small towns more closely tied to tradition. 

In addition to bestowing religious instruction and blessings to lay people, sadhus are often called upon to 

adjudicate disputes between individuals or to intervene in conflicts within families. Sadhus are also 

living embodiments of the divine, images of what human life, in the Hindu view, is truly about - 

religious illumination and liberation from the cycle of birth and death. 

Though some ascetic sects possess properties that generate revenue to sustain members, most 

sadhus rely on the donations of lay people; poverty and hunger are ever-present realities for many 

sadhus. 

13.4 Shrines 

A Shrine (Latin: Scrinium "Case or chest for books or papers"; Old French: escrin "box or case") 

is a holy or sacred place, which is dedicated to a specific deity, ancestor, hero, martyr, saint, demon or 

similar figure of admire and respect, at which they are venerated or worshipped. Shrines often contain 

idols. relics, or other such objects associated with the figure being venerated. A shrine at which offerings are 

made is called an altar means table on which religious offering are made. Shrines are found in many of the 

world's religions, including Charistianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Chinese folk religion and Shinto, 

as well as in secular and non-religious settings such as a war memorial. Shrines can be found in various 

settings, such as churches, temples, cemeteries, or in the home, although portable shrines are also found in 

some cultures. 

 Types of shrines  

1. Temple shrines 

Many shrines are located within buildings designed specifically for worship, such as a church in 

Christianity, or a mandir in Hinduism. A shrine here is usually the centre of attention in the building. and 

is given a place of prominence. In such cases, adherents of the faith assemble within the building in 

order to venerate the deity at the shrine. 

2. Household shrines 

Historically in Hinduism, Buddhism and Roman Catholicism and also in modem faiths such as 

Neopaganism a shrine can commonly be found within the home or shop. This shrine is usually a small 

structure or a setup of pictures and figurines dedicated to a deity that is part of the official religion, to 
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ancestors or to a localised household deity. 

 

Small household shrines are very common among the Chinese and people from South and Southeast 

Asia, whether Hindu, Budd hist or Christian. Usually, a small lamp and small offerings are kept daily by 

the shrine. Buddhist household shrines must be on a shelf above the head; Chinese shrines must stand 

directly on the floor. 

 

3. Yard shrines 

Small outdoor yard shrines are found at the places of many peoples, following various religions, including 

historically, Christianity. Many consist of a statue of Christ or a saint, on a pedestal or in an alcove, while 

others may be elaborate booths without ceilings; some include paintings and architectural elements, such as 

walls, roofs, glass doors and ironwork fences, etc. 

In the United States, some Christians have small yard shrines; some of these resemble side altars, since 

they are composed of a statue placed in a niche or grotto; this type is colloquially referred to as a 

bathtub madonna. 

 

4. Religious Shrines 

Shrines are found in most, though not all, religions. As distinguished from a temple, a shrine usually 

houses a particular relic or cult image, which is the object of worship or veneration, or is constructed to 

set apart a site which is thought to be particularly holy, as opposed to being placed for the convenience of 

worshippers. Shrines therefore attract the practice of pilgrimage. 

 

 Shrines in Christianity 

Shrines are found in many, though not all forms of Christianity. Roman Catholicism, the largest 

denomination of Christianity, has many shrines, as do Orthodox Christianity and Anglicanism. 

In the Roman Catholic Code of Canon law, canons 1230 and 1231 read: "The term shrine means a 

church or other sacred place which, with the approval of the local Ordinary, is by reason of special 

devotion frequented by the faithful as pilgrims. For a shrine to be described as national, the approval of 

the Episcopal Conference is necessary. 

Another use of the term "shrine" in colloquial Catholic terminology is a niche or alcove in most - 

especially larger - Churches used by parishioners when praying privately in the church. They were also 

called Devotional Altars. since they could look like small Side Altars or bye-altars. Shrines were 

always centered on some image of Christ or a saint - for instance a statue, painting, mural or mosaic and 

may have had a reredos behind them (without a Tabernacle built in). 

However, Mass would not be celebrated at them: they were simply used to aid or give a visual focus for 
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prayers. Side altars, where Mass could actually be celebrated, were used in a simiiar way to shrines by 

parishioners. Side altars were specifically dedicated to The Virgin Mary, Saint Joseph as well as other 

saints. 

 Shrines in Islam 

According to the classical chief sources of legislation and jurisprudence in orthodox Sunni Islam, 

primarily the Quran and Hadith texts (and notably the practice of the Salafi school of thought and early 

Muslims), it is understood to be totally forbidden to build structures over graves based on the legal 

evidences where the Prophet Muhammad ordered to demolish all the structures over graves and 

forbade acts of worship at the graveyards (aside from the funeral prayer) including calling upon other 

than Allah. It is commonly misunderstood that the grave of the Prophet is an exception to this rule 

however historically the grave was originally located in the home of Aisha and the Mosque was 

extended over and the grave incorporated due to lack of space for the growing number of worshipers. 

• It was narrated that Abu'l-Hayaaj al-Asadi said: 'Ali ibn Abi Taalib said to me: "Shall I not send 

you on the same mission as the Messenger of Allah sent me? 

Do not leave any statue without erasing it, and do not leave any raised grave without leveling it." 

(Narrated by Muslim, 969). 

• It was narrated that he (peace and blessings of Allaah be upon him) said: "May Allah curse the Jews 

and the Christians, for they took the graves of their Prophets 

as places of worship." 'Aa'ishah (may Allaah be pleased with her) said, "He was warning against 

what they had done." (Narrated by al-Bukhaari, 1330 and by Muslim, 529). 

• And when Umm Salamah and Umm Habeebah told him about a church in which 

there were images, he (peace and blessings of Allaah be upon him) said: "When a righteous man died 

among them, they would build a place of worship over his grave and put those images in it. They are 

the evilest of mankind beforeAllaah." (Saheeh, agreed upon. Narrated by al-Bukhari, 427 and by 

Muslim, 528). 

• And he (peace and blessings of Allaah be upon him) said: "Those who came before you took the 
graves of their Prophets and righteous people as places of 

worship. Do not take graves as places of worship - I forbid you to do that." (Narrated in his Saheeh 

by Muslim. 532, from Jundab ibn 'AbdAllaah al-Bajali). 

• From Surah Al Jinn "The places of worship are for Allah (alone): So do not invoke anyone 
beside Allah." 

There is a clear prohibition of raising the grave in the name of venerating the dead as it may lead to Shirk 

such as accounted in the story of the people of Noah, from Surah An Nuh 71: 23 it is quoted: 

"And they have said: 'You shall not leave your gods, nor shall you leave Wadd, nor Suwa', nor Yaghuth, 
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nor Ya'uq, nor Nasr (these are the names of their idols)." 

Ibn Abbas commented on this saying, "These are the names of the pious people from among them. 

Following their deaths, Shaytan inspired their people to erect status inJhe place where. they used to 

sit, and to call them with their names. They did so, however at this point, they were not worshiped 

until that generation died and the new generation deviated. " 

However, in contrast to this, throughout parts of the Islamic world there has developed a deep cultural 

tradition of shrine veneration. Although classically in orthodox Islam it is prohibited to worship or 

engage in acts of worship surrounding graves; various movements and sects took the stance that it is 

permitted to supplicate with the 'Tawasul' or intercession of the deceased pious person (Sufi/Wali). For 

these groups, shrines hold a notable position and considered as places to seek spiritual guidance. Most 

venerated shrines are dedicated to various Sufi Saints and are widely scattered throughout the Islamic 

world. For them it is seen as a tradition to commemorate the death of the Saint, by holding festivals at his 

tomb to commemorate his life. In several countries, the local shrine is a focal point of the community, 

with several localities named specifically for the local saint. 

In some parts of the Islamic world, such as in Pakistan, these festivals are multi-day events and even 

draw members of the Hindu and Christian minority who often revere the Muslim saint, such as in the case 

of the famous Lal Baz Qalandar shrine in Sindh, Pakistan - an important example of religious syncretism 

that blurs the distinction between members of different religions. Sufi shrines in Bangladesh, India, and 

Pakistan are also host to a night of commemoration by Mehfil Samaaa (Qawali) and 'Zikr' every 

Thursday. Some academics assert that such practices were influenced by Hinduism long ago, when 

Muslims and Hindus co-existed in the sub-continent. 

In Turkey, the famous Sufi Whirling Dervishes perform their whirling at the shrine of Jalal-ud-Din Rumi 

in Konya, while in Morocco and Algeria, brotherhoods of Black African Sufis, the Gnouia, perform 

elaborate songs at the shrines of their Saints. 

Numerous shrines were once located in Saudi Arabia in its initial days. However, due to the revival of 

Islamic orthodoxy by Muhammad ibn Abd al- Wahhab (strongly clinging to the Hadith texts and 

Quran) against developed cultural practices they were destroyed by local authorities who identified 

them as sources of Shirk and of being reprehensible innovations in Islam or 'Bid'ah'. Other important 

Shrines were once found in Central Asia, but many were destroyed by the Soviets. 

Shia's have several shrines dedicated to various religious figures important in their history, and several 

elaborate shrines are dedicated to Shia Saints and religious figures, most notably in Kerbala. Najaf and 

Samarra in Iraq. and Qum and Mashad in Iran. Other important Shia shrines are located in Mazar-e-

Sharif ("the Noble Shrine") in Afghanistan and in Damascus, Syria. 

 Shrines in Buddhism 
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In Buddhism, a shrine refers to a place where veneration is focused on the Buddha or one of the 

bodhisattvas. Monks, nuns and laypeople all give offerings to these revered figures at these shrines and 

also meditate in front of them. 

Typically, Buddhist shrines contain a statue of either the Buddha, or (in the Mahayana and Vajrayana forms of 

Buddhism), one of the various bodhisattvas. They also commonly contain candles, along with offerings such 

as flowers, purified water, food, and incense. Many shrines also contain sacred relics, such as the alleged tooth 

of the Buddha held at a shrine in Sri Lanka. 

Site-specific shrines in Buddhism, particularly those that contain relics of deceased buddhas and revered 

monks, are often designed in the traditional form known as the stupa. 

 Shrines in Hinduism 

In Hinduism, a shrine is a place where a god or goddess is worshipped. Shrines are typically located 

inside a temple known as a mandir, though many Hindus also have a household shrine as well. 

Sometimes a human is venerated at a Hindu shrine along with a deity, for instance the 19th century 

religious teacher Sri Ramakrishna is venerated at the Ramakrishna Temple in Kolkata, India. 

Central to a Hindu shrine is a statue of a deity, which is known as a murti. Hindus believe that the deity 

that they are worshiping actually enters and inhabits the murti. This is given offerings like candles, food, 

flowers, and incense. In some cases, particularly among devotees of the goddess Kali in northern India, 

animals are sacrificed to the deity (animal sacrifice is not a part of Hinduism). 

At a mandir, the congregation often assembles in front of a shrine, and, led by priests, give offerings and 

sing devotional hymns. 

 Shrines in Taoism 

The line between a temple and a shrine in Taoism is not fully defined; shrines are usually smaller 

versions of larger Taoist temples or small places in a home where a yin-yang emblem is placed among 

peaceful settings to encourage meditation and study of Taoist texts and principles. Taoists place less 

emphasis on formalized attendance and ritualized worship than other Asian religions, formal temples 

and structures of worship came about in Taoism mostly in order to prevent losing adherents to Buddhism. 

Frequent features of Taoist shrines include the same features as full temples, often including any or all 

of the following features: gardens, running water or fountains, small burning braziers or candles (with or 

without incense), and copies of Taoist texts such as the Tao Te Ching, Zhuangzi or other texts by Lao Tzu, 

Chuang Tzu or other Taoist sages. 

As with all Taoist worship, Taoist shrines are organized around a sense of appreciation of nature and 

sunoundings that inspire meditation on, and living in accordance with, the Tao ("Way" or "Path", a 

concept of living harmoniously with one's natural surroundings and environment) and the Three Jewels 

of Taoism (different from Buddhism's concept of Three Jewels) - compassion, moderation, and 
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humility. 

13.5 Let us sum up 

Religious places, such as temples, mosques, monasteries, and holy cities, serve as sites for 

worship, community gathering, and spiritual growth, offering unique cultural and historical 

experiences that attract pilgrims and tourists. They are vital for maintaining religious and 

cultural harmony, preserving traditions, and fostering peace and reconciliation, though legal 

and political issues sometimes create challenges in their management and preservation.  

13.6 Suggested Readings 

1. Haralombus, M. 1980; Sociology - Themes and Perspectives, Oxford University Press. 

2. Madan, T. N. 1991; Religion in India, Oxford University Press. 

 

13.7 Self assessment questions 

 

Q1. Who are Sants and sadhus. 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………. 

 

 

Q2. Discuss various types of shrines. 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………..
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UNIT-IV LESSON NO. 14 

 

FUNDAMENTALISM, COMMUNALISM AND SECULARISM 
 

14.0 Objectives 

The main objective of this lesson is to equip you with:  

 The concept of Fundamentalism and Communalism 

 About Ethnic Violence 

 About Communal Violence 

 Features of Communal Riots 

 The Concept of Secularism 

Structure 

14.0 Objectives 

14.1 Introduction 

14.2 Fundamentalism 

14.3 Communalism 

14.4 Ethnic Violence 

14.5 Features of Communal Riots 

14.6 Secularism 

14.7 Let us sum up 

14.8 Self Assessment Questions 

14.9 Suggested Readings 
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14.1 Introduction 

Whenever we talk about Fundamentalism in India we are concerned with religious 

fundamentalism. Fundamentalism is a movement or belief for a return to the basic texts or 

fundamentals of revealed religion—usually contrasted, therefore, with modernism and liberalism in 

religion. In India fundamentalism is related to Hindu fundamentalism and Muslim fundamentalism. There 

is ideology of conservative political parties, which go back to rigid Hinduism—Ram Mandir and 

mythological heroes. The Muslim fundamentalism on the other hand looks back to Babri Masjid. These 

two fundamentalists do not agree on Mosque or temple. 

14.2 FUNDAMENTALISM 

Fundamentalism is a term used to describe a group's tendency to strictly and literally follow certain 

specific scriptures, dogmas, or ideologies, often in religious contexts. It emphasizes the importance of 

maintaining ingroup and outgroup distinctions. Fundamentalists focus on purity and strive to return to 

previous ideals that they believe their members have deviated from. They often reject diversity of opinion 

when it comes to these established “fundamentals” and their accepted interpretation within the group. 

The term “fundamentalism” can be pejorative, depending on the context. It carries a set of negative 

connotations that its own adherents may hesitate to associate with. The present-day Hindu-Muslim conflict is 

not really a religious conflict, nor is it rooted in medieval history, as is often assumed. Political conflict 

between the likes of Aurangzeb and Shivaji and religious persecution of the Hindus by certain Muslim rulers 

notwithstanding, India does not have a history of devastating, centuries-long religious denominational wars. 

Nor do we have a chronic history of Hindu-Muslim riots in pre- British India. Following the period of Islamic 

invasions, the conflict with the invadingAfghani, Mughal and Turkish Muslims came to be settled rather 

creatively in India. 

 TRACING THE ORIGINS OF FUNDAMENTALISM 

The term "fundamentalism" originated from a set of four-volume books published in 1909 titled 

“The Fundamentals”. Published by the Bible Institute of Los Angeles (now the Biola University) 

between 1909 and 1920, these books called upon Christians to affirm certain fundamental doctrines in 

Christianity. This sparked the “Fundamentalist Modernist controversy” in the late 19th century within the 

Protestant churches of the United States, which continued through the 1920s. 
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Fundamentalism soon became associated with a specific segment of evangelical Protestantism, who 

separated themselves from modernity and other Christians who disagreed with their views. It would also apply 

to other religious groups, both within and outside Christianity, who would adhere strictly to certain beliefs 

while completely disregarding others. 

 THE RATIONALE BEHIND FUNDAMENTALISM 

Fundamentalism is primarily associated with religious beliefs. Most forms of religious 

fundamentalism share similar traits. Religious fundamentalists believe that their sacred books and 

scriptures are the literal word of God. As they view these scriptures as infallible, fundamentalists believe 

that no one has the right to alter them or disagree with them. 

Fundamentalists often feel that their way of life and cherished truths are under attack by the 

forces of secularism and liberalism. They believe that their cause has cosmic significance. They see 

themselves as protectors of a distinctive doctrine and a way of life. This sense of community, centered on 

a clearly defined religious way of life, is the promise of fundamentalist movements. 

 TYPES OF FUNDAMENTALISM 

Fundamentalism can be categorized into two types: 

1. Religious Fundamentalism 

2. Non-religious Fundamentalism. 

A. Religious fundamentalism can further be divided into: 

 Christian Fundamentalism 

 Islamic Fundamentalism 

 Buddhist Fundamentalism 

 Sikh and Hindu Fundamentalism 

 Jewish Fundamentalism 
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B. Non-religious fundamentalism 

It's worth noting that fundamentalism is not limited to religious beliefs. Any intolerant philosophy, which 

perceives itself as the ultimate truth, can be considered fundamentalism. For instance, when Albania declared 

itself an “atheist state” under communist rule during the Cold War, it was perceived by many as a form of 

“fundamentalist atheism”. In France, the imposition of restrictions on the public display of religion has been 

labeled by some as “secular fundamentalism.”  The concept of fundamentalism is about the idea of purity and is 

self-imposed rather than a counter-culture principle. 

 FEATURES OF FUNDAMENTALISM. 

1. Literal interpretation of texts (religious or ideological) 

2. Rejection of modernity, pluralism, and secularism 

3. Gender regressive beliefs 

4. Often anti-intellectual and anti-science 

5. Seeks moral uniformity through coercion or law 

6. Uses violence or threats to enforce beliefs 

 EXAMPLES OF FUNDAMENTALISM IN INDIA 

1. Religious: Hindutva mobilization, Islamic fundamentalist groups 

2. Ethnic: ULFA in Assam, Khalistani revivalism 

3. Linguistic: Anti-Hindi agitations, linguistic pride movements 

4. Cultural: Moral policing by vigilante groups, bans on art or literature 

 CAUSES OF RISE IN FUNDAMENTALISM 

1. Crisis of modernity and alienation 
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2. Globalization and cultural invasion anxieties 

3. Identity politics in multi-ethnic societies 

4. Perceived threat to tradition or religion 

5. Political patronage and vote-bank politics 

6. Educational gaps and lack of critical thinking 

7. Media polarization and misinformation 

 SOCIOLOGICAL ANALYSIS 

1. Durkheim and Collective Consciousness: According to Emile Durkheim, religion is a source of 

collective conscience. However, when societies undergo rapid change, this shared morality may become 

rigid. Fundamentalism arises when people cling to religion to regain a lost sense of order and moral 

community. 

2. Weber and Religious Authority: Max Weber’s concept of charismatic authority helps explain how 

fundamentalist leaders gain followers by portraying themselves as divinely guided. Such leaders often 

emerge during times of social disruption, offering certainty and purpose to anxious populations. 

3. Religion as Ideology: Marx viewed religion as the “opium of the people”—a tool used by ruling 

classes to suppress dissent. Fundamentalism, in this lens, serves reactionary class interests, preventing 

the poor from challenging their material exploitation by focusing on religious salvation. 

4. Cultural Hegemony: Antonio Gramsci’s idea of cultural hegemony shows how dominant ideologies, 

like fundamentalism, maintain power by shaping the moral and intellectual life of a society. In India, 

right-wing cultural nationalism has tried to define patriotism in religious terms, marginalizing dissent. 

5. Identity Politics: In an age of globalization, Manuel Castells argues that people seek identity in closed 

groups—be it religion, caste, or region. Fundamentalism offers a sense of belonging in a rapidly 

changing world where traditional values feel threatened. 

6. Soft State: Gunnar Myrdal’s idea of a “soft state” explains how India’s weak enforcement of secular 
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principles allows religious extremists to operate with impunity. The lack of consistent state action fuels 

the growth of parallel moralities and vigilante groups. 

7. Clash of Civilizations: Samuel Huntington predicted that post–Cold War conflicts would be driven by 

civilizational identities, especially religion. The global rise in Islamic and Christian fundamentalism and 

India’s own communal tensions reflect this shift from ideological to cultural conflict. 

8. Symbolic Power: Pierre Bourdieu’s idea of symbolic capital shows how religious symbols and rituals 

are politicized. For example, wearing specific clothing, chanting slogans, or temple visits become 

markers of loyalty, and those who differ are labeled anti-national or unfaithful. 

 IMPLICATIONS OF FUNDAMENTALISM 

1. Threat to Democracy: Fundamentalism undermines pluralism, suppresses dissent, and fuels 

majoritarianism, weakening democratic institutions. 

2. Gender Repression: It often promotes patriarchal values and curbs women’s rights, from 

education to mobility and reproductive freedom. 

3. Rise in Violence and Polarization: Hate crimes, mob lynchings, and riots become tools to 

impose moral or religious dominance. 

4. Collapse of Secular Ethos: Fundamentalism erodes the constitutional ideal of secularism, 

replacing civic identity with religious identity. 

5. Hindrance to Education and Science: It opposes rational thought, promoting dogma and often 

pressuring educational institutions to revise textbooks or syllabi based on faith-based narratives. 

 POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND WAY FORWARD 

1. Strengthen secular education that fosters critical thinking and constitutional values. 

2. De-link religion from politics through strict implementation of electoral laws. 

3. Promote inter-faith dialogue and community-based peacebuilding. 
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4. Empower civil society to resist hate speech and religious dogma. 

5. Reform religious institutions to promote inclusivity, especially for women and minorities. 

6. Utilize media literacy programs to counter radical narratives online. 

 FUNDAMENTALISM VS COMMUNALISM: THE DIFFERENCE 

The terms 'Fundamentalism' and 'Communalism' are often used interchangeably, but there are subtle differences 

between them: 

While communalism is about the political or economic interests of a particular community, fundamentalism is 

about enforcing sectarianism rigidly for the political mobilization of a community for the power-goals of its 

elite. 

Communalism is about exploiting the sentiments of a religion-based community for a secular goal, while 

fundamentalism is about enforcing narrow sectarian practices for strengthening religious orthodoxy and 

achieving political power. 

Fundamentalism and communalism, while often intertwined, differ in their core nature and objectives. 

Fundamentalism is primarily ideological, rooted in rigid adherence to religious or doctrinal principles, often 

rejecting modernity and pluralism. It seeks to impose a singular moral or religious worldview. In contrast, 

communalism is political and identity-based, where religion or ethnicity is used as a tool to mobilize 

communities for political gain, often resulting in intergroup hostility. While fundamentalism fuels the belief 

system, communalism exploits it for electoral or territorial power, making it a more strategic and conflict-prone 

phenomenon in plural societies like India. 

Thus, there is a thin line that differentiates fundamentalism from communalism. However, in today's context, 

both are political instruments and attempt to mobilize people on religious grounds. 

14.3 COMMUNALISM 

The rising trend of communalism and the accompanying violence have created a feeling of insecurity 

among the religious minorities. Muslims, Sikhs and Christians in particular, fear discrimination and 

confrontation in the days to come. This may just be a fear, but the nation cannot afford to let about one-fifth 

of the country’s population to fall victim to panic suspicion and insecurity. The events between 1984 and 
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1999 in Kashmir, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Gujarat, Assam, Orissa, Andhra Pradesh and Delhi give 

ample evidence and taste of the destructive outcome of the communal virus in its varied forms. Religious 

minorities in India are protected by the Constitution which provides for justice, tolerance, equality and 

freedom. But in an age in which religious fundamentalism is getting transferred into religious bigotry, 

intolerance and narrow-mindedness, the notion of ‘Ram Rajya’, is not infrequently misinterpreted by the 

minorities, especially Muslims, to mean the rule of Lord Ram i.e. Hindu rule. The presence of police in 

and near religious shrines to keep an eye on and check the hide- outs of terrorists (as in Amristsar in 1985 

and in Kashmir in November 1993 and May 1995) is viewed as interference in religious faith. Therefore, to 

prevent damage to the peace and integrity of the nation, there is need to analyse and debate the problem 

of communalism and communal violence. It has become absolutely important to define ‘communalism’. 

Also, it is equally pertinent to discover who is ‘communal.’ 

 Concept of Communalism 

Communalism is an ideology, which states that society is divided into religious communities whose 

interests differ and are at times even opposed to each other. The antagonism practiced by the people of 

one community against the people of other community and religion can be termed ‘communalism’. This 

antagonism goes to the extent of falsely accusing, harming and deliberately insulting a particular 

community and extends to looting, burning down the homes and shops of the helpless and the weak, 

dishonoring women, and even killing persons. ‘Communal persons’ re those who practice politics 

through religion. Among leaders, those religious leaders are ‘communal’ who run their religious 

communities like business enterprises and institutions and raise the cries of “Hinduism, Islam, Sikhism 

or Christianity in danger”, the moment they find that donations into their holy ‘corporations’ have 

begun to dwindle, or their leadership has come to be challenged, or their ideology has been questioned. 

Thus, ‘communal’ is not one who is a man of religion but one who practices politics by linking it with 

religion. These power politicians are not good Hindus nor Good Muslims, Sikhs, Christians, Parsis or 

Buddhists. They can be viewed as dangerous political ‘scum.’ For them, God and religion are merely 

instruments to be used to live luxuriously as the ‘king parasites’ of society and to attain political goals 

(Day After, June, 1990:35-36). 

T.K. Oommen (1989) has suggested six dimensions of communalism: assimilationist, welfarist, 

retreatist, retaliatory, separatist, and secessionist. Assimilationist communalism is one in which small religious 

groups are assimilated ‘/ integrated into a big religious group. Such communalism claims that Scheduled 

Tribes are Hindus, or that Jains, Sikhs and Buddhists are Hindus and they should be covered by the Hindu 

Marriage Act. Welfarist communalism aims at the welfare of a particular community say, improving living 

standard and providing for education and health of Christians by the Christian associations, or Parsi 

associations working for the uplift of the Parsis. Such communal mobilization aims at working only for 
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members of one’s own community. Retreatist communalism is one in which a small religious community 

keeps itself away from politics: for example, Bahai community, which forbids its members from participating in 

political activities. Retaliatory communalism attempts to harm, hurt, and injure the members of other 

religious communities. Separatist communalism is one in which one religious or a cultural group; wants to 

maintain its cultural specificity and demands a separate territorial state within the country, for example, the 

demand of Mizos and Nagas in Norh-East India or Bodos in Assam, or of Jhakhand tribals in Bihar, or of 

Gorkhas for Gorakhaland in West Bengal, or of hill people for Uttrakhand in Uttar Pradesh, or of 

Vidharbha in Maharashtra. Lastly, secessionist communalism is one in which a religious community wants a 

separate political identity and demands an independent state. A very small militant section of Sikh population 

demanding Khalistan or some Muslim militants demanding independent Kashmir were engaged in 

practicing this type of communalism. Of these six types of communalism, the last three create problems 

engendering agitation, communal riots, terrorism and insurgency. 

 Communalism in India 

The pluralist society of India is composed of many religious groups; however, these groups are 

further divided into various sub-groups. Hindus are divided into sects like Arya Samajis, Shivites, 

Sanatanees, and Vaishnavas while Muslims are divided into Shias and Sunnis on the one hand, and Ashrafs 

(aristocrats), Azlafs (weavers, butchers, carpenters, oilmen), andArzals on the other. Strained relations between 

Hindus and Muslims have existed for a long time, whereas some Hindus and Sikhs have started viewing each 

other with suspicion only during the last fifteen years or so. Although in a few states, we now hear of some 

conflicts between Hindus and Christians and Muslims and Christians too, yet, by and large, Christians in 

India do not feel deprived or exploited by other communities. Among Muslims Shias and Sunnis too are 

prejudicial attitudes towards each other. Here, we will mainly analyse Hindu-Muslim and briefly Hindu-Sikh 

relations. 

 Hindu-Muslim Communalism 

Muslim attacks on India started in the tenth century, but early Muslim conquerors were more interested 

in looting rather than establishing religious dominance. It was when Qutubdin became the first Sultan of Delhi 

that Islam found a footing in India. Later, it was the Moghuls who consolidated their empire and Islam in the 

process. Some of the policies proselytisation efforts, destruction of Hindu temples and construction of mosques 

over these temples by Moghul rulers aroused communal bickering between Hindu and Muslim communities. 

When the British established their dominance in India, they initially adopted the policy of patronizing Hindus, 

but after the First War of Independence in 1857 in which Hindus and Muslims fought shoulder to shoulder, 

the Britishers adopted the policy of ‘divide and rule’ which resulted in deliberately fostering communal clashes 

deliberately for keeping their hegemony intact. The relations between Hindus and Muslims were further strained 
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when during the freedom struggle, power politics came into play. Thus, though antagonism between Hindus 

and Muslims is an old issue, Hindu-Muslim communalism in India can be described a legacy of the British 

rule during the freedom struggle. This communalism operates today in a significantly changed social and 

political milieu. It is the single largest threat to the secular ideals that are enshrined in our constitution. 

Let us examine the genesis and historical roots of Hindu-Muslim communalism after the First World 

War in order to provide some understanding of this phenomenon in its contemporary context. What were the 

religious and political ideologies and aspirations of the political parties that participated in the freedom 

struggle? The nationalist appeal was to address itself to two important factors to unite the diverse groups: 

first, freedom from the exploitation of colonial rulers, and second, democratic rights for all citizens. But the 

major political parties such as the Congress, the Muslim League, the Communist Party and the Hindu Maha 

Sabha did not share these sentiments in the thirties and fortis of the twentieth century. The Congress from 

its very inception adopted a policy of ‘unity from the top’ in which the effort was to win over the middle-

class and upper- class muslims who were accepted as leaders of the Muslim community, leaving it to them 

to draw the Muslim masses into the movement. This ‘unity from the top’ approach could not promote Hindu-

Muslim cooperation in fighting imperialism. All serious efforts between 1918 and 1922 at bringing about 

Hindu-Muslim unity were in the nature of negotiations among the top leaders of Hindu, Muslim and Sikh 

communities and the Congress. Quite often, the Congress acted as an intermediary among the different 

communal leaders instead of acting as an active organizer of the forces of secular nationalism. There 

was, thus, an implicit acceptance within the early nationalist leadership that Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs were 

distinct communities which shared only the political and the economic concerns but not the religious, social and 

cultural practice. This is how seeds of communalism were sown in the first and second quarters of the 

twentieth century. However, the Muslim League and the Hindu Maha Sabha remained fairly weak 

organizationally till 1936. In the 1937 elections, the Muslim League won only 22 percent of the total seats 

reserved for Muslims (482) in the provincial assemblies. It did not fare well even in the Muslim majority 

provinces. It was only after 1942 that the Muslim League emerged as a strong political party and claimed 

the right to speak for all Muslims; Jinah described Congress party as a ‘Hindu’ organization, a claim that 

the British supported. Within the Congress itself, some leaders like Madan Mohan Malviya, 

K.M. Munshi and Sardar Patel took up pro-Hindu positions. Thus, the Congress could not purge its ranks of 

communal elements. 

While the slogan of Pakistan was first articulated by the Muslim League in 1940, the Congress 

leaders accepted partition of the country in 1946 which led to displacement of millions of Hindus, 

Muslims and Sikhs amid bloodshed and carnage. Even after the partition, the Congress failed to come to 

grips with communalism. It could, thus, be said that Hindu-Muslim communalism in India had 

politico-social origins and religion alone was not the cause of the conflict between Hindus and 
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Muslims, Economic interest and the cultural and social mores (such as festivals, social practices and 

lifestyle) were factors that further divided the two communities. 

Sixteen cities in India have been identified as more vulnerable to Hindu-Muslim communal riots. Of 

these, five (Moradabad, Meerut, Aligarh, Agra and Varnasi) are in Uttar Pradesh; one (Aurangabad) in 

Maharashtra; one (Ahmedabad) in Gujarat; one (Hyderabad) in Andhra Pradesh, two (Jamshedpur and 

Patna) in Bihar, two (Silchar and Gauhati) in Assam, one (Calcutta) in West Bengal; one (Bhopal) in 

Madhya Pradesh; one (Srinagar) in Jammu and Kashmir; and one (Cuttack) in Orissa. Since eleven cities 

lie in the northern belt, three in the eastern belt, and two in the southern belt, could it be presumed that the 

Muslims in South India are culturally better assimilated because of their involvement in trade and 

commerce, which calls for goodwill withal communities? Strangely, this fact applies to the five cities in 

U.P. also. We have therefore, to search another explanation for this phenomenon. 

The Hindu-Muslim antagonism can be ascribed to a complex set of factors: These are: (1) 

Muslim invasions in which the invader looted property and constructed mosques over/near Hindu 

temples, (2) British encouragement of Muslim separatism for their own ends during their imperial rule, 

(3) The behaviour of some of the Muslims in India after partition, indicating their pro-Pakistan attitude. 

Such behaviour creates a feeling among the majority community that Muslims are not patriotic. The 

stereotype image of an Indian Muslims which is entrenched in the Hindu psyche is that of a bigoted, 

inward-looking outcaste. A Muslim similarly looks upon a Hindu as a conniving, all-powerful 

opportunist and he views himself as victimized by him and alienated from the mainstream of society, 

(4) A new aggressiveness on the part of the Muslim political parties in an effort to find a place in the 

country. Reports are rife about some Muslim xtremists obtaining ‘foreign money’, turning into foreign 

agents, indulging in a well-designed plan to soil the secular ideal of the country, and attempting to 

incite Indian Muslims and resolve their problems is perhaps due to frustration because they have been 

influenced by the wave of Islamic fundamentalism sweeping West Asia and Pakistan. The leaders have 

only exploited the numerical strength of the Muslims (especially in Kerala, Kashmir and Uttar Pradesh) to 

strike barter deals, secure a chunk of Muslim seats in parliament and legislatures and seek power and 

pelf for themselves and their friends. (6) The government is also responsible for neglecting Muslims, 

large sections of whom feel alienated and consequently become willing victims of selfish leaders. The 

ruling elite merely preaches religious amity and has little understanding of the real problems of the 

Muslims. The Hindu leadership only deals with those Muslim leaders who toe their line. 

The Indian Muslims, not surprisingly, tend to consider their future as a question of ‘Us’ versus 

‘They’. When they make their demands known, as any segment of society would do to voice their 

grievances, it more often than not explodes into an orgy of Hindu-Muslim violence which leads to 

the accusation of foreign incitement. Should the Muslim problem be perceived only as a communal 
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problem? Is it note a fact that the Hindu-Muslim issue is not any different from the anti-Brahmin 

agitations in Tamil Nadu, or the intercaste conflicts in Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and some other states, or 

the Bengal-Assames trouble in Assam, or theMaharashtrian-non-Maharashtrian conflict in 

Maharashtra? The problem in reality is one of social and economic interest and rigidity and change 

in values. 

The militant Hindus maintain that Muslims in the country are being pampered. The Ramjanam Bhoomi-

Babri Masjid issue in 1992-93 further affected the delicate balance of communal harmony. After getting 

disillusioned with the Congress, Muslims developed faith in the Janata Dal (1990) in the Samajwadi Party (1995), in 

the Bahujan Sama Party, and in the United Front (1996). The break-up of the Janata Dal (November 1990) 

followed by the assassination of Rajiv Gandhi (May 1991), coming to power of Bharatiya Janata Party in 

November 1993 elections in four states (Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh and Himachal Pradesh), 

and at the Centre in 1998, and Janata Dal in Karnataka and Telgu Desham in Andhra Pradesh in 1994 

elections, and Shiva Sena and BJP in Maharashtra and BJP in Gujarat in March 1995 elections, break down of 

coalition Ministry of SP and BSP and of BJP and BSP in Uttar Pradesh, failure of SP and BSP to get majority in 

Uttar Pradesh elections in Octobr,1996, and failure of Samajwadi Party to support Sonia Gandhi in forming 

Ministry at the Centre after Vajpayee’s defeat in Parliament in April 1999—all these have created confusion. 

The Muslims today feel far more concerned about their safety and security than before. 

 Hindu-Sikh Communalism 

The Sikhs constitute less than 2 percent of India’s population. Though dispersed widely over 

the entire country and even abroad, their largest concentration is in Punjab, where they form the majority 

of the state’s population. 

The Sikh agitation started in Punjab in the early eighties. The number of killings increased and the 

Sikh protests became organized, militant and increasingly violent. In 1984, when the military launched 

Operation Blue Star for seizing weapons and arresting militants from the Golden Temple at Amritsar, the 

Sikhs reacted violently. In October 1984 when Indira Gandhi was assassinated and thousands of Sikhs wee 

killed in Delhi and other states, and their property was looted, burnt or destroyed some Sikh militants 

became so agitated that they killed hundreds of Hindus in trains and buses, destroyed their property and 

forced many Hindus to leave Punjab. In May 1988, when operation Black Thunder was launched once again 

by the military to clear militants from the Golden Temple in Amritsar which remained under their control for 

about ten days, the Sikhs retaliated by exploding bombs, killing Hindus and looting banks. The relations 

between Sikhs and Hindus thus remained strained for about one and half decade. However, the militancy of 

extremist Sikhs in Punjab has now been suppressed and from 1993 onwards, there has been considerable 

improvement in the relations between the people of the two communities. There are goodwill and respect 
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among them for each other’s religious beliefs and places of worship. 

14.4 Ethnic Violence 

Besides the Hindu-Muslim conflicts and Hindu-Sikh skirmishes, how do we perceive relations 

between different ethnic groups, say between he Assamese and the non-Assames? In Assam, for nearly 

150 years the economic development of the state was fuelled by he labours and enterprise imported from 

outside the state. Over this period spanning a century and a half, Assam has been home to generations of 

the so- called ‘outsider’, who have known no home, no land other than the soil of Assam itself. Some 

have indeed grown rich, but most have remained desperately poor. The Assamese have now raised the 

question of nationality. The All-Assam Students Union (AASU) and the All-Assam Gana Parishad (AAGP) 

agitation (which fathered the AGP as a political party) confused ‘outsiders’ with ‘foreigners’ (including 

Bengali refugees from the Bangladesh). Fantastic figures were brandished ranging from five million to 

seven million as the number of foreigners (bahiragat) illegitimately lurking in the state. This issue of ridding 

Assam of foreigners held the state to ransom for six years—from 1979 till the Assam accord on 15 

August, 1985. Hatred was stoked up against the Bodos, the Bengalis, the Marwaris and the non-

Assames Muslims. This secessionist movement was responsible for thousands of innocent deaths. The 

massacre of 1,383 women and children and some men in ten villages in and around Nellie in Nowgong 

district was a part of this ethnic violence. The AGSP which remained in power between 1985 and 1990 

could not contain the ethnic tension. 

The ULFA militants launched a movement which became so strong that President’s rule was imposed in 

the state in November 1990 instead of holding elections due t in January 1991. The army and the security 

forces launched an operation to round up; rebels and recover weapons. The President’s rule was, 

however, lifted in June 1991 when the new Congress government assumed power in the state. But the ULFA 

militants jolted even the new government by kidnapping some government servants including few top ONGC 

officials from different parts of the state on the very first day of the government’s tenure. The May 1996 

elections also did not prevent reprisals from the Bodos. The militants are yet to realize that Assam is like all 

other states in India, and it belongs to all the legitimate citizens of India, whatever language they speak, 

whatever religion they follow and whatever rites and rituals they practice. The Bodos—a tribe which 

comprised about 49 per cent of Assam’s population in 1947 and about 29 per cent in 1991 and which 

ruled over Assam until around 1825—are now demanding autonomy. Though an accord was signed by 

the Assam government and the Bodo leadership represented by the All-Bodo Students Union (ABSU) and 

the Bodo People’s Action Committee (BPAC) in February 1993 yet the problem still remains unresolved. The 

Bodo leaders and the state government have failed to arrive at an agreement on the boundary issue and 

transfer of about 3,000 villages to the Bodoland Autonomous Council. The Bodos also do not want that 

Assamese language should be thrust upon indigenous tribals. The Bodo movement in the 1960s, the 
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1970s, the 1980s and the 1990s operated in fits and starts, however, it has gathered momentum now. 

The Bodos now demand a Union territory called ‘Udayachal’. Violent activities like bomb blasts and 

blowing up roads and railway bridges by the Bodo militants point out the domestic and ‘foreign’ and 

aid to the militants and the need for firm action by the government to contain insurgent activities. 

 Communal Violence 

Communal violence involves people belonging to two different religious communities 

mobilized against each other and carrying the feelings of hostility, emotional fury, exploitation, social 

discrimination and social neglect. The high degree of cohesion in one community against another is built 

around tension and polarization. The targets of attack are the members of the ‘enemy’ community. 

Generally, there is no leadership in communal riots which could effectively control and contain the riot 

situation. It could thus be said that communal violence is based mainly on hatred, enmity and revenge. 

Communal violence has increased quantitatively and qualitatively ever since politics came to be 

communalized. Gandhi was its first victim followed by the murder of many persons in the 1970s and the 1980s. 

Following destruction of Babri structure in Ayodhya in December 1992, and bomb blasts in Bombay in early 1993, 

communal riots in Maharashtra Tamil Nadu, Bihar, Uttar Pradesh and Kerala have considerably increased. While 

some political parties tolerate ethno-religious communalism, a few others even encourage it. Recent examples of this 

tolerance, indifference to and passive acceptance of or even connivance of the activities or religious organizations 

by certain political leaders and some political parties are found in attacks on Christian missionaries and in violent 

activities against Christians in Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, andAllahabad. Emergency ofthemid-1970s commenced the 

trend of criminal elements entering mainstream politics. This phenomenon has now entrenched itself in Indian politics 

to such an extent that religious fanaticism, casteism and mixing of religion and politics have increased in varied 

dimensions. Political parties and political leaders adopt ‘holier than hou’ attitude in relation to each other instead of 

taking a collective stand against these negative impulses affecting our society. 

The Hindu organizations blame Muslims and Christians for forcibly converting Hindus to their 

religions. Without indulging in the controversy whether prosylitisation or religious conversions were 

coercive or voluntary, it may only be said that raising this issue today is patently irrational fanaticism. 

Hinduism has been tolerant and talks about all humanity being one family. Therefore, it has to be accepted 

that the doctrine of Hindutva blighting Indian political leaders and political parties ignore political and 

electoral considerations and condemn and take action against those religious organizations which 

disrupt peace and stability through statements and threaten the unity and pluralistic identity of India. 

14.5 Features of Communal Riots 

A probe of the major communal riots in the country in the last five decades has revealed that: (1) 
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Communal riots are more politically motivated than fuelled by religion. Even the Madan Commission which 

looked into communal disturbances in Maharashtra in May 1970 had emphasized that “the architects and 

builders of communal tensions are the communalists and a certain class of politicians—those all-India and 

local leaders out to seize every opportunity to strengthen their political positions, enhance their prestige 

and enrich their public image by giving a communal colour to every incident and thereby projecting 

themselves in the public eye as the champions of their religion and the rights of their community. (2) 

Besides political interests, economic interests too play a vigorous part in fomenting communal clashes. 

(3) Communal riots seem to be more common in North India than in South and East India. (4) The 

possibility of recurrence of communal riots in a town where communal riots have already taken place 

once or twice is stronger than in a town in which riots have never occurred. (5) Most communal riots take 

place on the occasion of religious festivals. (6) The use of deadly weapons in the riots is on the 

ascendancy. 

14.6 Secularism 

The term “Secular” means being "separate" from religion, or having no religious basis. A secular person is one 

who does not owe his moral values to any religion. His values are the product of his rational and scientific 

thinking. Secularism means separation of religion from political, economic, social and cultural aspects of life, 

religion being treated as a purely personal matter. It emphasized dissociation of the state from religion and full 

freedom to all religions and tolerance of all religions. It also stands for equal opportunities for followers of all 

religions, and no discrimination and partiality on grounds of religion. 

 SECULARISM IN THE HISTORY OF INDIA 

 Secular traditions are very deep rooted in the history of India. Indian culture is based on the 

blending of various spiritual traditions and social movements. In ancient India, the Santam 

Dharma (Hinduism) was basically allowed to develop as a holistic religion by welcoming 

different spiritual traditions and trying to integrate them into a common mainstream. 

 The development of four Vedas and the various interpretations of the Upanishads and the Puranas 

clearly highlight the religious plurality of Hinduism. 

 Emperor Ashoka was the first great emperor to announce, as early as third century B.C. that, the 

state would not prosecute any religious sect. 

 In his 12th Rock Edict, Ashoka made an appeal not only for the toleration of all religion sects but 

also to develop a spirit of great respect toward them. 
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 Even after the advent of Jainism, Buddhism and later Islam and Christianity on the Indian soil, the 

quest for religious toleration and coexistence of different faiths continued. 

 In medieval India, the Sufi and Bhakti movements bond the people of various communities 

together with love and peace. 

 The leading lights of these movements were Khwaja Moinuddin Chisti, Baba Farid, Sant Kabir 

Das, Guru Nanak Dev, Saint Tukaram and Mira Bai etc. 

 In medieval India, religious toleration and freedom of worship marked the State under Akbar. He 

had a number of Hindus as his ministers, forbade forcible conversions and abolished Jizya. 

 The most prominent evidence of his tolerance policy was his promulgation of ‘Din-i-Ilahi’ or the 

Divine Faith, which had elements of both Hindu and Muslim faith. 

 That this was not imposed upon the subjects is obvious from the fact that there were few 

adherents to it. Along with this he emphasized the concept of ‘sulh-i-kul’ or peace and harmony 

among religions. 

 He even sponsored a series of religious debates which were held in the ‘Ibadat Khana’ of the Hall 

of Worship, and the participants in these debates included theologians from amongst Brahmins, 

Jains and Zoroastrians. 

 Even before Akbar, Babar had advised Humayun to “shed religious prejudice, protect temples, 

preserve cows, and administer justice properly in this tradition.” 

 The spirit of secularism was strengthened and enriched through the Indian freedom movement 

too, though the British have pursued the policy of divide and rule. 

 In accordance with this policy, the British partitioned Bengal in 1905. Separate electorates were 

provided for Muslims through the Indian Councils Act of 1909, a provision which was extended 

to Sikhs, Indian Christians, Europeans and Anglo-Indians in certain provinces by the Government 

of India Act, 1919. 

 Ramsay MacDonald Communal Award of 1932, provided for separate electorates as well as 

reservation of seats for minorities, even for the depressed classes became the basis for 

representation under the Government of India Act, 1935. 
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 However, Indian freedom movement was characterized by secular tradition and ethos right from 

the start. In the initial part of the Indian freedom movement, the liberals like Sir Feroz Shah 

Mehta, Govind Ranade, Gopal Krishna Gokhale by and large pursued a secular approach to 

politics. 

 The constitution drafted by Pandit Moti Lal Nehru as the chairman of the historic Nehru 

Committee in 1928, had many provision on secularism as: ‘There shall be no state religion for the 

commonwealth of India or for any province in the commonwealth, nor shall the state, either 

directly or indirectly, endow any religion any preference or impose any disability on account of 

religious beliefs or religious status’. 

 Gandhiji’s secularism was based on a commitment to the brotherhood of religious communities 

based on their respect for and pursuit of truth, whereas, J. L. Nehru’s secularism was based on a 

commitment to scientific humanism tinged with a progressive view of historical change. 

 At present scenario, in the context of Indian, the separation of religion from the state constitutes 

the core of the philosophy of secularism. 

 PHILOSOPHY OF INDIAN SECULARISM 

The term ‘secularism’ is akin to the Vedic concept of ‘Dharma nirapekshata’ i.e. the indifference of state to 

religion. This model of secularism is adopted by western societies where the government is totally separate 

from religion (i.e. separation of church and state). Indian philosophy of secularism is related to “Sarva Dharma 

Sambhava” (literally it means that destination of the paths followed by all religions is the same, though the 

paths themselves may be different) which means equal respect to all religions. This concept, embraced and 

promoted by personalities like Vivekananda and Mahatma Gandhi is called ‘Positive secularism’ that reflects 

the dominant ethos of Indian culture. 

India does not have an official state religion. However, different personal laws - on matters such as marriage, 

divorce, inheritance, alimony varies with an individual's religion. Indian secularism is not an end in itself but a 

means to address religious plurality and sought to achieve peaceful coexistence of different religions. 

 

 SECULARISM AND THE INDIAN CONSTITUTION 

 There is a clear incorporation of all the basic principles of secularism into various provisions of 
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constitution. The term ‘Secular’ was added to the preamble by the forty-second constitution Amendment 

Act of 1976, (India is a sovereign, socialist, secular, democratic, republic). 

 It emphasises the fact that constitutionally, India is a secular country which has no State religion. And 

that the state shall recognise and accept all religions, not favour or patronize any particular religion. 

 While Article 14 grants equality before the law and equal protection of the laws to all, Article 15 

enlarges the concept of secularism to the widest possible extent by prohibiting discrimination on 

grounds of religion, race, caste, sex or place of birth. 

 Article 16 (1) guarantees equality of opportunity to all citizens in matters of public employment and 

reiterates that there would be no discrimination on the basis of religion, race, caste, sex, descent, place of 

birth and residence. 

 Article 25 provides ‘Freedom of Conscience’, that is, all persons are equally entitled to freedom of 

conscience and the right to freely profess, practise and propagate religion. 

 As per Article 26, every religious group or individual has the right to establish and maintain institutions 

for religious and charitable purposes and to manage its own affairs in matters of religion. 

 As per Article 27, the state shall not compel any citizen to pay any taxes for the promotion or 

maintenance of any particular religion or religious institution. 

 Article 28 allows educational institutions maintained by different religious groups to impart religious 

instruction. 

 Article 29 and Article 30 provides cultural and educational rights to the minorities. 

 Article 51A i.e. Fundamental Duties obliges all the citizens to promote harmony and the spirit of 

common brotherhood and to value and preserve the rich heritage of our composite culture. 

 INDIAN VS. WESTERN MODEL OF SECULARISM 

 

 Over the years, India has developed its own unique concept of secularism that is fundamentally different 

from the parallel western concept of secularism in the following ways: 

 As per the western model of secularism, the “State” and the “religion” have their own separate spheres 
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and neither the state nor the religion shall intervene in each other’s affairs. Thus, the western concept of 

secularism requires complete separation of religion and state. However, in India, neither in law nor in 

practice any 'wall of separation' between religion and the State exists. 

 In India, both state and religion can, and often do, interact and intervene in each other's affairs within the 

legally prescribed and judicially settled parameters. In other words, Indian secularism does not require a 

total banishment of religion from the State affairs. As per the western model, the state cannot give any 

financial support to educational institutions run by religious communities. 

 On the other hand, Indian model has chosen a positive mode of engagement. In India, the state provides 

all religious minorities the right to establish and maintain their own educational institutions which may 

receive assistance from state. In the western model, State does not intervene in the affairs of religion till 

the time religion is working within the limits of the law. 

 On the other hand, in Indian secularism, state shall interfere in religion so as to remove evils in it. India 

has intervened by enforcing legislation against the practices of sati or widow-burning, dowry, animal 

and bird sacrifice, child marriage, and preventing Dalits from entering temples. In western concept of 

secularism, religion is relegated entirely to the private sphere and has no place in public life whatsoever. 

 The western model prohibits any public policy to be drafted on the basis of religion therefore; state is 

absolutely distanced from the religious activities and practices of its citizens. In India, state has the 

policy of setting up Departments of Religious Endowments, Wakf Boards, etc. It is also involved in 

appointing Trustees of these boards. 

 THREATS TO SECULARISM 

 While, the Indian Constitution declares the state being absolutely neutral to all religion, our society has 

steeped in religion. 

 Mingling of Religion and Politics that is mobilisation of votes on grounds of primordial identities like 

religion, caste and ethnicity, have put Indian secularism in danger. 

 Communal politics operates through communalization of social space, by spreading myths and 

stereotypes against minorities, through attack on rational values and by practicing a divisive ideological 

propaganda and politics. 
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 Politicisation of any one religious group leads to the competitive politicisation of other groups, thereby 

resulting in inter-religious conflict. 

 One of the manifestations of communalism is communal riots. In recent past also, communalism has 

proved to be a great threat to the secular fabric of Indian polity. 

 Rise of Hindu Nationalism in recent years have resulted into mob lynching on mere suspicion of 

slaughtering cows and consuming beef. 

 In addition, with this, forced closure of slaughterhouses, campaigns against ‘love jihad’, reconversion or 

ghar- wapsi (Muslims being forced to convert to Hinduism), etc. reinforces communal tendencies in 

society. 

 Islamic fundamentalism or revivalism pushes for establishing Islamic State based on sharia law which 

directly comes into conflict with conceptions of the secular and democratic state. 

 In recent years there have been stray incidences of Muslim youth being inspired and radicalized by 

groups like ISIS which is very unfortunate for both India and world. 

 WAY FORWARD 

 In a pluralistic society, the best approach to nurture secularism is to expand religious freedom rather 

than strictly practicing state neutrality. 

 It is incumbent on us to ensure value-education that makes the younger generation understands and 

appreciates not only its own religious traditions but also those of the other religions in the country. 

 There is also a need to identify a common framework or a shared set of values which allows the diverse 

groups to live together. 

 The prerequisites to implement the social reform initiative like Uniform Civil Code are to create a 

conducive environment and forging socio-political consensus. 
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14.7 Let us sum up 

Thus, to conclude, Charles Glock argues that researchers have been unable to measure the significance 

of religion because ‘they have not given adequate attention to conceptualizing religion or religiousness 

in a comprehensive way’. Until they have clearly thought out and stated exactly what they mean by 

religion and religiousness. Glock maintains that the secularization thesis cannot be adequately tested. 

In an attempt to solve this problem, Glock and Stark define five ‘core dimension of religiousness’. First 

the belief dimension is the degree to which people hold religious belief. Second the religious practice is 

the degree to which people engage in acts or worship and devotion. Third the experience dimension is 

the degree to which people feel and experience contract and communication with the supernatural. 

Fourth, the knowledge dimension - the amount of knowledge people have of their religion. Fifth, the 

consequences dimension - the degree to which the previous dimensions affect people’s day-to-day 

lives, Glock and Stark argue that a clearly defined system in which to classify people in religious terms 

is necessary before any scientifically valid statement about religiousness can be made. Only when 

different researchers use the same conceptulization of religion can their results be compared with any 

degree of validity. 

Even though Glock and Stark’s scheme may represent an improvement on previous research 

degrees, it does not solve a basic problem of research methodology. It is unhitched that any research 

technique will be developed to accurately measure subjective factors such as the strength of 

religious commitment takenover with any degree of certainity, the meanings and motives which he 

behind social action. 

14.8Self Assessment Questions 

Q. 1 Define Fundamentalism. 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Q. 2 How fundamentalism is related to ideology. 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________
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______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

_ 
 

 

 

Q. 3 Define the concept of communalism. 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

Q. 5 Write a note on communalism in India. 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

Q. 6  Write a note on secularism. 

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________ 
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UNIT-IV LESSON No. 15 

 

SOCIO-RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS 
 

 

15.0 Objectives 

The main objectives of this lesson are to equip you with 

 Religio-Reform Movements 

 Socio-Religious Movements among Muslims. 
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Religion is not sterile. It brings forth social change. Functionalists have always been talking about 

religion as a vehicle of social transformation. In Europe there have been several religious movements. 

Catholicism has motivated a large number of upheavals in Europe and America. Historians have recorded 

specific period for social reform. Calvin, Martin Luther King and other have headed several reform 

movements. In India also there were social religious movements for the change of religion. Bengal has been 

a cradle of religious movements. In Punjab and Haryana there was Dayanand Saraswati who rejected the 

caste system; in Maharashtra Jyoti Ba Phule worked against caste system and Ambedkar himself work 

as a social reformist. All the movements show the dynamic aspect of religion. It must not be forgotten that 

from Marxian point of view religion comes in the way of social change. There is an anecdote that there 

was a famine in USSR. Some charitable institutions distributed woolen shawls to the poor people. It was 

reported to Lenin who responded on it : “Stop this charity immediately. It will take the revolutions 

steam from the poor people. Let them suffer to the extreme. And, people would be ready for committing 

revolution.” 

Socio-religious movements in India can be understood with reference to India’s nationalism. In the 

premodern colonial India, the Britishers also wanted to bring some reforms in Indian society so that 

they could establish themselves. The Britishers brought about some reforms. During Mughal period also 

Akbar wanted to establish himself as a reformist leader. This country has a history of multi-pluralities. In 

such a society some reforms were essential to bring about social unity and cohesion. There were about 

3000 castes which had to be brought together to bring an empire. Akbar’s effort for Din-E-Elahi was 

nothing but an effort for socio-religious reform. 

A.R. Desai in his powerful book on the Social Background of Indian Nationalism (1948), argues 

that the religious reform movements in India very amply show the expression of national awakening. He 

observes: 

The national democratic awakening of the Indian people found expression also in the religious 

sphere. The contradiction between the old religious outlook, practices, and organization, on the one hand, and 

the new social and economic reality on the other, gave rise to various religio-reform movements in the 

country. These movements represented attempts to revise the old religion in the spirit of the new 

principles of nationalism and democracy, which were the conditions for the development of the new 

society. 

The spirit of nationalism was needed to unite the people into a joint effort to solve problems, 

which had become national due to the political and economic unification of the Indian people, for 

the first time in their history, under the British rule. To advance the economic and cultural 

evolution of the Indian society, now become a single whole, as also to combat restrictions which 
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the British rule put on this evolution, constituted the principal task set to itself by the rising Indian 

nationalism. It is true that the early pioneers of Indian nationalism, the early social and religious 

reformers, had hopes o getting these restrictions removed under the guidance of British 

Democracy. Still, they did recognize that the British rule, in spite of its early progressive 

character, handicapped the Indian national development. 

Democracy was another principle which the reformers, the early pioneer nationalists like Ram 

Mohan Roy. Debendra Nath Tagore, Keshubchandra Sen, Telang, Ranade, Fulley, and the 

founders of the Arya Samaj, in varying degrees extended to the sphere of religion. Modern 

society established in India by the British conquest was a capitalist society resting on the 

principles of individual liberty, freedom of competition, contrast, and freedom of the individual 

to own and manipulate property at will. Individualism was its keynote in contrast to the pre-capitalist 

society which was authoritarian in character; maintained social distinctions based on birth and 

sex, and subordinated the individual to caste and the joint family system. The new society 

demanded, as the very condition of its development, the abolition of privileges based on birth or 

sex. The early religious reformers strove to extend the principle of individual liberty to the sphere of 

religion. In fact, these religio-reform movements, the Brahmo Samaj, the Prarthana Samaj, the 

Arya Samaj and others, were in different degrees endeavors to recast the old religion into a new 

form suited to meet the needs of the new society. It is true that some of their leaders (especially of 

the Arya Samaj) had the misconception that they were reviving the old pristine social structure 

of the Vedic Aryans that they were returning to the Golden Age. In reality they were engaged, in 

varying degrees, in adapting the Hindu religion to the social, political, economic and cultural needs 

of the contemporary Indian nation. History records instances where the consolidators of new 

societies were imaging that they were returning to the past ‘and reviving the best social forms 

existing in the old periods. In fact, the early religio-reform movements in India were attempting to 

build a religious outlook which would build up national unity of all communities, the Hindus, the 

Muslims, the Parsis and the rest, for solving such common national tasks as the economic 

development of India on modern lines, the removal of restrictions put on the people’s free 

evolution, the establishment of equality between man and woman, the abolition of caste, the abolition 

of the Brahmin as the monopolist of classical culture and sole intermediary between God and the 

individual. Nevertheless, like the leaders of the European Protestant and other movements 

comprising the Religious Reformation, the Indian religious reformers were not rehabilitating any pat 

period of society but only consolidating the rising new society. 

15.2 Religio-Reform Movements 

Before the attainment of Independence there were religio-reform movements but they were 
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characterized for the rule of the aristocracy. Liberalism, the philosophy of capitalism preached 

democracy and government by the people. Medievalism including medieval religion stood for privilege 

based on birth. Liberalism attacked all such privilege as unjust and proclaimed the principles of individual 

liberty, equal right and pre-competition. Medievalism demanded faith from the people in the divine origin of 

kingship, in the sacrosanct character of the social structure, and in the God-ordained nature of whatever 

exists. Liberalism substituted critical religion for faith. Every institution and principle must be 

subjected to the test of reason. 

Sometimes old gods and goddesses were interpreted in a way suitable for rousing national 

sentiments and hopes among the people. This interpretation of the old images of gods and goddesses has 

imparted a new meaning to the current ceremonialism of the country, and multitudes, while worshipping 

either Jagat Dhatri or Kali or Durga, accost them with devotion… with the inspiring cry of “Bande 

Mataram.” All these are the popular objects of worship of the Indian Hindus and the transfiguration of 

these symbols is at once the cause and the evidence of the depth and strength of the present movement. 

This wonderful transfiguration of the old gods and goddesses is carrying the message of new 

nationalism to the women and masses of the country. 

Thus, the religio-revival movement, too, like the religio-reform movement, was inspired with a 

national ideal. 

Other characteristics of the religio-reform movements was that their programme was not 

restricted to the task of merely reforming religion but extended to that of the reconstruction of social 

institutions and social relations. This was due to the fact that in India religion and social structure were 

organically interwoven. Caste hierarchy, sex inequality, unsociability and social taboos, flourished 

because of the sanction of religion. Social reform, consequently, constituted a part of the platform of all 

religio-reform movements. While rationalizing religion to a greater or less degree, these movements also 

aimed at rationalizing social institutions and relations to a greater or less degree. Nowhere in the world did 

religion dominate and determine the life of the individual as in India. His economic activity his social life, his 

marriage, birth, and death, his physical movements, all were strictly and minutely controlled by religion. It 

was indispensable for the religio-reform movements to have an all-embracing programme of religious, social 

and even political reform. They fought the caste system and Theban ongoing to a foreign country as much 

as polytheism and idolatry. They attacked caste privilege, as much as the monopoly rights of the Brahmin in 

the sphere of religion. They attacked all this because they were obstacles to national progress which required, 

as its vital pre-conditions, national unity based on the principles of equality and liberty of individuals and 

groups. 

The motive of the movements was national advance. The first national awakening of the Indian people 
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took predominantly a religious form. This awakening deepened and broadened in subsequent decades and 

found increasingly secular forms. We discuss below some of the socio-religious movements which were 

launched against the medieval religion. 

15.3 Brahmo Samaj Movement 

The Brahmo Samaj, established in 1828 by Raja Ram Mohan Roy (1772- 1833), who can be 

correctly described as the Father of Indian Nationalism, was the first movement of this kind. The Raja 

was essentially a democrat and a humanist. In his religio-philosophical and social outlook, he was deeply 

influenced byte monotheism and anti-idolatry of Islam, Deism of Sufism, the ethical teachings of 

Christianity and the liberal and rationalist doctrines of the west. He tried to interpret and assimilate into 

himself the highest elements of Islam, Christianity, and modern Rationalism or Humanism, and 

transformed them into a single creed which he found n the ancient Upanishadic philosophy of his own 

community. 

He attacked the polytheistic degeneration of ancient Hindu monotheism. He attacked the idol 

worship of the Hindus as degrading and expounded the conception of One God of the religions and 

humanity. His attack on polytheism and idolatry was motivated by national and social-ethical 

considerations as much as by philosophical conviction. ‘My constant reflections on the … injurious rites 

introduced by the peculiar practice of Hindu idolatry which more than any pagan-worship destroys the 

texture of society, together with compassion for my countrymen, have compelled me to use every 

possible effort to enable them to contemplate … the unity and omnipresence of Nature’s God.’ 

Raja Ram Mohan Roy stood for a rational approach to religion. The individual should study the 

scriptures directly without the priest as the intermediary and assess the rational character of a religious 

doctrine. He must subject religious principles to the test of his own ethical reason and reject those 

which contradict the test. 

Since the Hindu society was dominated and governed by religious conceptions of Hinduism, no 

religio-reform movement could avoid a socio-reform section in its programme. According to Raj Ram 

Mohan Roy and early religious reformers, religious renovation was the vital condition for revising the social 

structure from a decadent to a healthy basis. That is why the socio-reform programme became a part of 

the total programme of religio-reform movements. 

The Brahmo Samaj under the leadership of the Raja, launched an offensive gainst the caste 

system branding it as undemocratic, inhuman, and anti-national. It crusaded against suttee and child 

marriage. It stood for the freedom of the widow to remarry and equal rights of man and woman. 

The Brahmo Samaj valued the modern western culture and organized educational institutions in 
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the country for its spread among the people. Raja Ram Mohan Roy was an admirer of the liberal 

democratic culture of the west. 

The Raja considered the British rule in India as a good thing. He admired it for inaugurating 

progressive measures of social reform such as the abolition of suttee and infanticide, for establishing 

modern educational institutions and a free press, and others. 

This was natural since the British rule in India, during the first half of the nineteenth century, had 

historically speaking, a progressive aspect. 

In spite of his great admiration for the British, Raj Ram Mohan Roy organized protest movement 

against the measure to restrict the freedom of the press. He also criticized the British government for 

excluding the Indians from higher posts. 

Since the Brahmo Samaj was not merely a religious movement but also included in its 

programme items of social and political reform, it was the precursor of the subsequent social reform 

movement started by Ranade and others and the political reform movement initiated by the early 

Indian National Congress. The religious reform movement thus prepared for purely secular social and 

political reform movements in the country. That is the historical significance of Raja Ram Mohan Roy 

and the Brahmo Samaj he started. Raja Ram Mohan Roy inaugurated the Modern Age in India. 

Debendra Nath Tagore (1817-1905) who succeeded as the leader of the Brahmo Samaj 

developed skepticism about the infallibility of the scriptures and finally repudiated it. He substituted 

intuition for the authority of the scriptures. By means of intuition he located sections of Upanishads 

which served as the religio- ideological basis of the doctrines and programmes of the Brahmo Samaj. 

Keshab Chandra Sen (1838-84) was the next leader of the Brahmo Samaj. Under him, the 

doctrine of the Brahmo Samaj was more and more adapted to the doctrine of pure Christianity. In later 

state, he propounded the doctrine of Adesha, according to which God inspires knowledge in some 

individuals whose word must therefore be considered infallible and true. A section of Brahmos did not 

accept this doctrine, left the Samaj and stated the Sadharan Brahmo Samaj. 

The Brahmo Samaj was the pioneer of the nationalist movement, which by the workings of history, 

began as a religio-reform movement aiming at liberating the individual from the deadweight of an 

authoritarian religion which strangulated their initiative and stultified both the individual and collective 

mind. 

The Brahmo Samaj inaugurate anew era for the Indian people by proclaiming the principles of 

individual freedom, national jnity, solidarity and collaboration and the democratization of all social 
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institutions and social relations. It was the first organized expression of their national awakening. 

15.4 Prarthana Samaj 

The Prarthana Samaj was founded in 1867 in Bombay by M.G. Ranade. It had an aprogramme 

of religious and social reforms on the same lines as those of the Brahmo Samaj. Its founder Ranade was 

one of the leaders of the Indian National Congress and the Indian Social Conference, which held their 

first sessions in 1885 and 1888 respectively. 

 

15.5 Arya Samaj 

The Arya Samaj founded in Bombay in 1875 by Dayanand Saraswati, though embodying the first 

upsurge of Indian nationalism was a movement of quite a different type. It had a more revivalist character. It 

declared the Vedas infallible and, further an inexhaustible reservoir of all knowledge, past, present, and 

future. One must know how to understand and interpret the Vedas, which contain all information, 

philosophical, technical, and scientific. By making adequate endeavour, one can discover in the Vedas all 

modern chemistry, engineering and even military and non-military sciences. 

Since the Vedas were proclaimed infallible, the word of the Vedas and not the judgment of the 

individual was the final criterion. The Arya Samaj by postulating the infallibility of the Vedas did not and 

could not permit the individual judgments to override. 

The repudiation of the authority of the Brahmin, the denouncing of the infinite number of 

meaningless rites and the worship of the images of different gods and goddesses which split the people 

into numerous belligerent sects, and the crusade against the mass of religious superstitions which kept, 

for many centuries, the Hindu mind in a state of mental befogging and spiritual degradation—these 

were the progressive elements in the programme of the Araya Samaj. Its slogan Bark to Vedas was 

inspired with the urge to bring about national unity and to kindle national pride and consciousness. 

However, since it retained its narrow Hindu basis, the national unity it proclaimed could not gather into 

its fold the non-Hindu communities such as the Mohammedans and the Christians. It became a semi-

rationalized form of Hinduism. 

The Arya Samaj had a programme of social reform also. Though opposed to the hereditary 

caste system, it stood, however for the four-caste division of society to be determined by merit and not 

by birth. Since the Vedas laid down such a division and since the Vedas could not err, the Arya Samaj 

couldn’t proclaim the death of the caste system itself. 

The Arya Samaj stood for equal rights of man and woman in social and educational matters. 

This was a distinct democratic conception. It however, opposed co-education since in the Vedic period 
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co-education did not exist. 

The Arya Samaj organized a network of schools and colleges, in the country, both for boys and 

girls, where education was imparted in the mother tongue. The Dayanand Anglo-Vedic College was 

founded in 1886. 

The conservative section of the Arya Samaj thought the education imparted in this college to be 

not sufficiently Vedic in character. Its members led by Munshi Ram, therefore, started Gurukul at 

Haradwar, where the education, both in content and method was given in the ancient Vedic manner. 

In all its activities, the Arya Samaj was generally inspired with the spirit of nationalism and 

democracy. It attempted to integrate the Hindu by destroying the sub-castes. It spread education among 

the people, proclaimed the principle of equality irrespective of the distinctions of caste, creed, 

community, race, or sex. It tried to destroy their inferiority complex, the inevitable product of their 

status as a subject nation. 

The Arya Samaj in spite of its narrow Hindu as is of its rational declaration that all knowledge is 

enshrined in the Vedas drew to itself hundreds of nationalist Indians. In fact, once the Arya Samaj was 

one of the main targets of political repression. It is hardly surprising therefore, that when Sir Valentine 

Chirol visited India on behalf of The Times to investigate the causes of unrest after 1907, he looked 

upon the Arya Samaj as a serious menace to English and sovereignty. 

The Arya Samaj represented a form of the national awakening of the Indian people. Restricted to 

a narrow Hindu basis and with a negative attitude to Islam, it in course of time, led the Muslims to 

mobilize on a corresponding communal basis. It played a progressive role in the earlier stages when the 

national awakening was just sprouting. The Arya Samaj had two aspects, one progressive, and the 

other reactionary. When it attacked religious superstitions and the sacerdotal dictatorship of the 

Brahmin, when it denounced polytheism, and when further it adopted the programme of mass 

education, of the elimination of sub-castes, of the equality of man and woman, it played a progressive 

role. But when it declared the Vedas infallible and a treasure house of all knowledge of the cosmos 

past, present, and future when it stood for the division of society into four castes though based on 

merit, it was playing an anti-progressive role. No knowledge could ever be final in the infinite and 

eternally evolving social and natural world. So the Vedas could not be the embodiment of all 

knowledge. Further, all knowledge is historically conditioned and is limited by the level of social and 

economic development of the epoch in which it is born. As such, subsequent generations have to 

critically carry over all inherited past knowledge and subject it to the test of reason and social 

usefulness. Here comes the role of individual judgment. One the Vedas were eulogized as infallible, the 

individual as well as the generation he belonged to, were denied the right to exercise their own 
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independent judgment and pronounce upon the ancient scriptures. This was intellectual enslavement of 

the individual and the generation to the scriptures. It was a departure from the principles of Liberalism. 

Again, the Arya Samaj could not be a national or cosmopolitan religion since it demanded of its 

followers the recognition of the principle of the infallibility and the omniscience of the Vedas. 

However, as mentioned above, the Arya Samaj played a progressive role in the earlier stages of 

Indian nationalism. However, when the national awakening broadened and deepened, when the 

national movement reached greater and greater secular heights, it became a hindrance to the growth of 

Indian nationalism by contributing though unconsciously to the creation of a belligerent religio-

communal atmosphere. 

15.6 Ramakrishna Mission Movement 

The national awakening of the Indian people found expression in the movement inspired by 

Ramakrishna, a great Hindu saint, in direct line to such saints as Chandidas and Chaitanya. It primarily 

based itself on the principle of Devotion of Bhakti. Its principal propagandist was Swami Vivekanand, 

a discipline of Ramakrishna and an intellectual of a very high caliber who, after the death of the saint, 

founded the Ramakrishna Mission to propagate his teaching. 

The Ramakrishna Mission aimed ate protecting India from ‘the materialist’ influence of western 

civilization. It idealized Hinduism including its practice of idol worship and polytheism. It aimed at the 

spiritual conquest of the world for revived Hinduism. 

One of the harmful results of the foreign rule in India has been to create a tendency among the 

Indians to disorient from the modern western culture, a historically higher form of culture than the pre-

capitalist culture on which the conscious life of an average Indian was based. 

There were other religio-reform movements of smaller magnitude, which also expressed the 

new awakening. Hinduism began to organize itself on a national scale in revivalist or reformist forms. 

These movements spread to various groups comprising Hindu society. 

Thus, the Bharat Dharma Mahamandal Society having for its programmes the reforming of the 

Hindu religion and dissemination of religious and non-religious education among the Hindus was started 

in 1902. In 1890, Shri Narayan launched the movement of the Tiyas, a community which worshipped 

demons and formed one of the lowest castes of the Hindu society, with the programmes of building of 

temples and establishing schools for the community. 

 Theosophy 

Theosophy introduced in India by Madame Blavatsky and Henry Steel Olcott in 1879 and 
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mainly popularized by Mrs. Annie Besant was another religio- reform movement started in India under 

the impact of the new Indian and international conditions. The uniqueness of this movement consisted in 

the fact that it was inaugurated by a non-Indian who was a great admirer of Hinduism. Theosophy 

subscribed to the spiritual philosophy of ancient Hinduism and recognized its doctrine of the transmigration 

of the soul. It preached universal brotherhood of men irrespective of distinctions of caste, creed, race or 

sex. It stood for the development of a national spirit among the Indians. The needs of India, Mrs. 

Besant wrote in 1905, are among others, the development of a national spirit, an education founded 

on Indian ideals and enriched not dominated by the thought and culture of the West. Theosophy stood 

for making a comparative study of all oriental religions. However, it considered ancient Hinduism as the 

most profoundly spiritual religion in the world. Theosophy, however, failed to strike deep roots in the 

country. There were minor religio-reform movements aiming at readjusting Hinduism to the social 

needs of the contemporary Indian people such as the Deva Samaj and the Radha Swami Satsang. Like 

their major counterparts, these movements too, aimed at integrating the Hindus round the original 

principles of Hinduism, democratizing social relations among them, and firing them with a national 

emotion. They represented in religious form the new national awakening of the Hindus. 

 Religious Reforms by Eminent Political Leaders 

In addition to these organized national religio-reform and religio-revivalist movements, 

individuals of outstanding capacity and political pre-eminence, such as Bepin Chandra Pal, Aurobindo 

Ghose, Tilak and Gandhi without organizing any distinct movements, contributed to the work of religious 

reform. Nationalism in Bengal was though becoming increasingly secular, for some time religious in 

character. It was influenced by the Neo-Vedantic movement of Swami Vivekanand. Hence the attempt on 

the part of the Bengalee Nationalists to base the movement for Swaraj on the ancient Upanishadic ideal 

of the search for the metaphysical Absolute in one’s own innermost self. Hence, the worship of the 

mother—the country symbolized as the Goddess Kali. 

Tilak reinterpreted the Gita and declared Action to be its central teaching. The very kernel of 

the Gita’s philosophy, he said, was missed by the Indian people who had, as a result, sunk into inertia 

and fatalistic moods. The Indian nation could be roused to dynamic effort only if they recognized this. 

Thus, the national movement aiming at national freedom from the British rule and the 

establishment of an Indian society and state on a democratic basis and on the basis also religious 

movement. Nationalism was expressed in religious terms and clothed in religio-mystical form. Indian 

nationalism with its further development however, progressively freed itself from the religious element 

with which it had been permeated. It became increasingly secular. 

15.7 Socio-Religious Movements among Muslims 
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Islam across out of the democratic ferment of the common people of Arabia against the 

privileged strata of society as such, it has a democratic ring. Islam preaches the principle of social 

equality. This makes the propaganda of international socialism more successful among the Muslim rank 

and file. 

In spite of this relative inertia of the Muslims, from the point of view of their development on 

nationalist lines, there sprang up, in course of time, a number of religio-revivalist and even religio-

reform movements among them. These movements were however not so powerful as their counterparts 

among the Hindus. Besides, most of them lacked the national note. There were four such main 

movements started by (1) Shah Abdul Aziz of Delhi, (2) Saiyid Ahmad of Bareli, (3) Shaikh Karnamat 

Ali of Jaunpur and (4) Haji Shariat-ullah of Faridpur. These four movements were more of a revivalist 

character. 

15.8 Ahmadiya Movement 

The Ahmadiya Movement founded by Mirza Ghulam Ahmed in 1889 was more or less based 

on Liberal principles. It described itself as the standard bearer of Mohammedan Renaissance. It based 

itself, like the Brahmo Samaj on the principles of a universal religion of all humanity. The founder was 

greatly influenced by western liberalism, theosophy, and religio-reform movements of Hindus. 

The Ahmadiya Movement opposed Jehad or the sacred war against non-Muslims. It stood for 

fraternal relations among all peoples. The movement spread western liberal education among the Indian 

Muslims. It started a network of schools and colleges for that purpose and published periodicals and 

books, both in English and vernaculars. In spite of its liberalism, the Ahmadiya Movement, like 

Bahaism, which flourished in the West Asiatic countries, suffered from mysticism. It however, 

represented an attempt on the part of Islam to assimilate the principles of western liberalism. 

Due to historical causes, the Muslim community embarked on a career of national democratic 

progress later than the Hindus. The tragedy of the great revolt in 1857-8 marks the death of the old 

order, and brought political, economic and cultural disaster to the Indian Muslims. It made their 

sullenness, their, aloofness their suppressed hatred for the new order more marked than ever…The key 

to the whole situation was adaptation to the new environment, use of the new forces that had come into 

play, acceptance of the new instrument of progress that had been created through English education. 

This recoil from the new reality could not last forever. Soon, the Muslims took to education 

and created an intelligentsia. They also appeared in the field of commerce and industries. The 

progressive elements among these new educated Muslims and Muslim merchants and industrialists 

steadily evolved a national outlook and took to the road of nationalism in politics and democratic reform 
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in social matters. 

15.9 Aligarh Movement 

The first national awakening among the Muslims found expression in a movement, which 

aimed at making the Indian Muslims politically conscious and spreading modern education among 

them. Saiyad Ahmed Khan was the founder of this movement. He had such able collaborators as the 

poet Khwaja Altaf Hussain Hali, Maulvi Nazir Ahmad, and Maulvi Shibli Numani. 

The liberal social reform and cultural movement founded by Sir Saiyad Ahmed Khan is known 

as the Aligarh Movement because it was at Aligarh that the Mohamedan Anglo-Oriental College was 

established in1875. This college developed into the Aligarh University in 1890. 

The Aligarh Movement aimed at spreading the western education among the Muslims without 

weakening their allegiance to Islam. The religious seduction reinforced the secular education, which 

was imparted in the educational intuitions it started. The movement aimed at evolving a distinct social 

and cultural community among the Indian Muslims more or less on modern lines. It condemned 

polygamy and the social ban on widow-remarriage which, though permitted by Islam, had crept in 

among some sections of the Muslims who were recent converts from Hinduism. 

After the starting of the Aligarh movement, independent more or less progressive movements 

sprang up in Bombay, Punjab, Hyderabad, and other places. 

 Sir Mahmud Iqbal 

Sir Mahmud Iqbal, the poet of world celebrity, played an important role in the history of the 

Indian Muslims. Though he supported the Liberal movement, he asked the Muslim Liberals to be on 

guard so that the broad human principle which Islam stood for was not thrown in the background by 

emphasis on the nation and the race. Iqbal described the European civilization as inhuman, rapacious, 

predatory, and decadent. He even quoted such writers as Nietzche, Schopenhauer, Spengler, and Karl 

Marx holding conflicting view to denounce its different aspects. He passionately attacked the European 

civilization in poems, which are pearls of Persian and Urdu poetry. He was essentially a humanist and 

considered Islam as a religion of broadest humanism. In the later phase of his life, Iqbal exhibited a 

reactionary tendency. He opposed democracy as a system and became hostile to the Indian nationalist 

movement. 

15.10 Other Muslim Reform Movements 

In course of time, the movement for the emancipation of the Muslim women and for combating 

such institutions as purdhah came into existence. Tyabji an enlightened and progressive Muslim was 
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the founder of this movement in Bombay. Shaikh Abdul Halil Sharar (1860-96), an outstanding author and 

journalist, organized a veritable crusade against purdah in the United Provinces. 

 

15.11 Let us sum up 

Thus, to sum up, with the spread of Liberal ideas among the Muslims, the movement to improve the 

social position of the Muslim women and to abolish customs which were determined to them began 

to gain strength. Polygamy began to diminish as also child marriage. Individual Muslims and Muslim 

organizations established an increasing number of educational institutions for the Muslim women all 

over India. Education began to spread among the Muslim women. Thus, the religio-reform and socio-

reform movements grew and gathered momentum among the Muslims also. The rise of Turkhish and 

Arab nationalism and the establishment of a national secular state in Turkey had the effect of 

broadening the outlook of the Indian Muslims. The rise and development of the Indian national movement 

also increasingly brought the Muslims into the orbit of the Indian nationalism. The independent workers 

and peasant’s movements which developed rapidly in India later on and were mostly led by the 

communists, the socialists and the Left nationalists like Nehru, had the effect of making the Muslim 

masses national-minded and class- conscious. These movements became the training ground for the 

masses of both communities and spheres of collaboration to serve national and common class tasks. 

The economic structure and the existing foreign rule urged them to come together and co-operate for 

common liberation. 

15.12Self Assessment Questions 

Q. 1 What was the objectives of social movements which took place in medieval period. 

__________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Q. 2 Discuss the objectives of religio-social movement during colonial times. 
 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________ 
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Q. 3 Why did religious-social movement take place in post independent India. 

 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Q. 4 Write a critical note on Brahmo Samaj Movement. 

 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Q. 5 Critically examine the objectives of Arya Samaj Movement. 

 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

Q. 6 What did Ramkrishna Mission Movement do for Indian national awakening. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________ 

 
 

 

 

Q. 7 Write about Ahmadiya Movement. 

 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Q. 8 Discuss the role of Sir Mahmud Iqbal. 
 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Q.9 Write a note on Aligarh Movement. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________ 

 
 

 

 

Q.10 How religio-social movements are related to liberalism. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________ 
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UNIT-IV LESSON NO. 16 

 

GLOBALIZATION AND RELIGION 
 

16.0 Objectives 

After going through this lesson, you will be able to understand: 

 Concept of Globalization 

 Its Sociological Understanding 

 Globalization and Religion 

16.1 Introduction 

Globalization was not simply about the rise of a global culture that all people of the world would 

supposedly share, rather it was more about how people increasingly formed local cultures, traditions and 

identities in terms of general global models. It broadly referred to the condition of complex connectivity, 

Structure 

16.0 Objectives 

16.1 Introduction 

16.2 Globalization 

16.3 A Sociological Understanding 

16.4 Globalization & Religion 

16.5 Fundamentalist Movement 

16.6 Hindu Nationalism 

16.7 Let us Sum Up 

16.8 Suggested Reading 

16.9 Self Assessment Questions 
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currently found in the world and seen in terms of both the compression of the world and the 

intensification of global consciousness. Some theorists held that globalization had been occurring 

throughtout history, only its form had changed over the different historical periods. Sociologists of the 

classical period had identified globalizing solvents in terms of capitalist commodification (Marx), 

differentiation (Durkheim) and rationalization (Weber). Contemporary sociological theorists especially 

Robertson, Giddens and Wallerstein saw globalization largely throught the mediating category of 

Modernity. 

By the 1990s, this connectivity was seen largely in terms of the rise of global markets. Today, 

this connectivity is being looked at in terms of the rise of a global culture. Cultural approaches to 

Globalization focused on several factors, one of them being religion. Religion had played a significant role 

in the process of globalizatioon, initially through the expansion of the world religions of Islam and 

Christianity, and later through the secularizaton process in Protestantism. Recent developments were 

however, challenging the secularization thesis. What was instead being observed was the resurgence of 

religion in terms of what were being generally called fundamentalist movements. Fundamentalism was 

seen by Robertson as an attempt to declare a social identity, a search for a new consciousness in the face of 

the infinite fragmentation that was taking place in global society. Scott saw fundamentalism as a modern 

form of a ‘politicized religion’, an attempt by those who called themselves ‘true believers’, to resist the 

marginalization of religion in a global society. Fundamentalists identified and opposed the agents of 

secularism and sought to restructure the political, social, cultural and economic relations and institutions, 

according to traditional religious beliefs and practices. Fundamental movements were both apolitical and 

of a political nature and could be categorized into (i) the emergence of new religious movements, and (ii) 

the wave of religious nationalist movements. Niklas Luhmann held that the globalization of society, while 

structurally favouring the privatization of religion, provided fertile ground for the renewed public 

influence of religion. We look in greater detail at a sociological understanding of globalization and its 

effects on religion. What was the future role of religion in society? 

 

16.2 Globalization 

Just as post-modernism was the concept of the 1980s, ‘globalization’ could be called the 

concept of the 1990s. It had begun to replace terms like ‘internationalization’ and ‘trans-

nationalization’ as a more suitable concept for describing the ever-intensifying networks of cross-border 

human interaction (Hoogvelt, 1997:114). Globalization referred to an empirical condition of the complex 

connectivity evident everywhere in the world in recent times. Complex connectivity involved 

overcoming cultural distances through penetrating experiences provided through education, 

employment, consumer culture and the mass media and had been described as being more significant than 
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technological advances and physical mobility (Tomlinson, 1999:32). 

Held, McGrew and others were of the view that globalization was neither a wholly novel, nor primarily a 

modern social phenomenon; only its form had changed over time and across the key domains of human 

interaction. However, although important continuities with previous phases of globalization existed, 

contemporary patterns of globalization were unique and consisted of a distinctive historical form, which was itself 

a product of a unique meeting of social, political, economic and technological forces. They presented the 

progress of globalization over four broad periods of human history, namely, the pre- modern, early 

modern, modern and contemporary periods: (i) In the pre-modern period (pre 1500 C.E.), the key agents of 

Globalization were three-fold: political and military empires, world religions and the migratory movements 

of nomadic groups, the steppe peoples and farming socieites. In this context, globalization was seen as inter-

regional and inter-civilizational encounter. (ii) In the early modern period (1500-1800 C.E.), there were 

several agents of globalizatiuon. What had been broadly called the rise of the West, was regarded as the key 

agent of Globalization. This included the historical process that produced the emergence and development of 

the key insitutions of European modernity, the acquisition of technologies and power resources that had 

exceeded those available to any other civilization and the subsequent creation of European global empires. 

(iii) The modern period (circa 1850-1945), witnessed an enormous acceleration in the spread and 

enterenchment of global networks and flows that had begun in the early modern period. 

Exploiting these innovations, the reach of western global empires and thus, of western economic power and 

cultural influence exploded. This era saw very extensive, intensive and socially significant patterns of 

globalization. (iv) In the contemporary period (from 1950 onwards), globalization was shaped profoundly by 

the structural consequences of the second world war and the emergence of a world-wide system of nation states, 

overlaid by multi-lateral, regional and global systems of regulation and governance. This era also experienced 

extraordinary innovations in the infrastructures of transport and communication and an unparalleled 

density of institutions of global governance and regulation. This era not only quantitatively surpassed 

earlier periods, but also displayed qualitative differences (Held, 1999: 414-430). 

Several efforts had been made to define globalization. It was best described as complex 

connectivity that referred to the rapidly developing inter-connectedness and inter-dependencies that 

characterized modern social life. Giddens defined globalization as ‘the intensification of worldwide 

social relations, which links distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events 

occuring many miles away and vice versa’ (Giddens, 1990: 64). This was a dialectical process because 

local happenings could move in an obverse direction, i.e., from the very distanciated relations that 

shaped them. McGrew also spoke of globalization as ‘simply the intensification of global inter-connectedness’ 

and stressed the multiplicity of linkages it implied - goods, capital, social-institutional relationships, 

technological developments and ideas that all readily flowed across territorial boundaries. Dwelling on the 
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complexity of the Globalization process, Robertson observed that globalization increasingly imposed 

constraints but it also differentially empowered. He defined globalization as a concept that referred, 

‘both to the compresson of the world and the intensification of consciousness of the world as a whole’ 

(Robertson, 1998:8). We look in greater detail at Robertson’s definition of globalization. 

The first part of the definition, i.e. global compression, included arguments of theories of 

dependency and of world systems. Compression led to proximity, which could be seen in terms of the 

shrinking of distances through the dramatic reduction in time taken either physically (in travel) or 

representationally (throught information technology) to cross distances. It also referred to spatial 

proximity via the idea of ‘stretching’ social relations across distances; the transofrmation of spatial 

experiences into temporal existene leading to simultaneous and instantaneous experiences. Global 

proximity resulted from a ‘shrinking world’ or in McLuhan’s terms, the wrold was reduced to a 

‘global’ village’. The United Nations preferred the term ‘global neighbourhood’. Phenomenologically, 

proximity was being descrigbed as a common conscious appearance of the world that was more intimate 

and more compressed. Metaphorically, it implied an increasing immediacy and consequentiality, 

thereby reducing real distanciated relations (Tomlinson, 1999: 3). Global compression that led to proximity 

also referred to an increasing level of interdependence betrween national systems by way of trade, military 

alliance, domination and cultural imperialism. While Wallerstein (1974) maintained that the globe had been 

undergoing social compression since the beginning of the sixteenth century, Robertson argued that its history 

was much longer (Waters, 1995: 41). Hoogvelt asserted that world compression was not a new idea. What 

made it a novelty in Robertson’s work was that he argued that world compression intensified ‘global 

consciounesss’ (Hoogvelt, 1997: 117). 

The second component of Robertson’s definition was more important, i.e., the idea of an 

intensification of global consciouness, which was a relatively new phenomenon. This implied that 

individual phenomenologies would be addressed to the entire world rather than to local or national sectors 

of it. Not only in matters of mass media and consumer preferences, but in all issues - military - political 

issues, position of women and so on. For the first time in history, the globe was becoming a single social 

and cultural setting. Thus, in all spheres of life, issues could not longer be looked at independently from a 

local perspective. Globalization had connected the world. Local was raised to the horizon of a ‘single 

world’. There was both an increasing interaction between and a simultaneity of frames of reference. 

Robertson clarified that this did not imply greater integration but greater unification or systematizatij, 

where similar institutions and processes emerged say in banking, political governance or national 

experssions (national flag, museums, libraries); in other words, there was more connectivity. Nor did 

Robertson imply more harmony; he was careful to state that while it was a single system; it was divided by 

conflict and there was not universal agreement on what shape the single system should take in the future. In 
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fact, conflicts could be more unmanageable than the previous disputes between nations. Neither did global unity 

imply a simplistic uniformity like a world culture. It did not imply wholeness and inclusiveness that was total 

and encompassing. Rather, it was a complex social and phenomenological condition in which different aspects 

of human life were brought into articulation with one another. It could lead to cultural differences becoming 

more accentuated precisely as it was identified in relation to the ‘world as a whole’. 

In its peculiar twentieth century manifestation of a holistic consciousness, Globalization involved the 

relativization of individual and national reference points to general and supranational ones; it involved 

cultural, social and phenomenological linkages between the individual self, national society, international 

system of socieities and humanity in general (Wates, 1995: 42). 

16.3 Globalization: A Sociological Understanding 

Sociologists had been at the forefront in the effort to give globalization a consistent and 

rigorous theoretical status. Curiously Globalization, or a concept very muck like it, had appeared early in 

the development of the social sciences. Saint Simon noticed that industrialization was inducing 

commonalties of practices across the disparate cultures of Europe. Durkheim’s legacy to globalization 

was his theories of differentiation and culture. The state and the collective consciousness had progressively 

become weaker and abstract in order to encompass intra-society diversity. All this implied that 

industrialization tended to weaken collective commitments and to open the way for dismantling the 

boundaries between societies. Just as Durkheim had identified differentiation, Weber identified 

rationalization as the globalizing solovent. Weber’s concern with the success of rationalization and with its 

spread from the seed-bed origins of Calvinistic Protestantism to infect all Western cultures, implied a 

homogenization of cultures as well as reduced commitment to such values as patriotism and duty. But even 

this globalizing effect was restricted to Western Europe. Weber saw no prospect of the spread of 

rationalized cultural preferences to say India or China, which he regarded as inevitably mired in religious 

traditionalism. Of all the classical theorists, Karl Marx was most explicitly committed to a globalizing 

theory of modernizaztion. Globalization caused an enormous increase in the power of the capitalist class 

because it opened up new markets for it. The establishment of a ‘world market’ for modern industry gave a 

cosmopolitan character not only to production but also to consumption (Waters, 1995 

: Robertson, 1998: 15 - 18). 

In the contemporary period, the development of the term ‘globalization’ as a specifically 

sociological concept owed by far the gratest debt to Roland Robertson of the University of Pittsburg. 

Robertson stressed that globalization needed to be understood as involving contradictions, resistances 

and countervailing forces and as involving dialectic of opposed principles and tendencies - local and global, 

particular and universal, integration and differentiation. Robertson’s chief rival for the mantle of parent of 
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the concept of globalization was Anthony Giddens. We look at the contributions of each of these 

theorists. One of the theoretical debates of globalization in contemporary sociological theory surrounded 

when it began. Two broad patterns were suggested: (i) The emergence of a New Age (ii) Through the 

powerful mediating category of modernity. 

(I) Emergence of a New Age: Martin Albrow (1997: 6) accepted Globalization on its own terms and 

in its own time. He spoke of ‘The Global Age’, that he argued had replaced ‘The Modern Age’. 

The Modern Age had been supplanted and superceded by a new Global Age, with its own axial 

principles and specific cultural imaginary. The ‘epochal shift’ from pre-modern to modern to global, 

lay in th axial principles that put communication, mobility and connectivity at the centre of 

human lives. 

(II) Through the mediating category of modernity. Under this pattern, three posibilities could 

be specified. 

(i) Globalization was seen in the historical context of modernity: Robertson was a 

strong proponent of this view. Only within the historical appearance of key modern 

institutions of capitalism, industialism and urbanism, a developed nation-state system, 

mass communciation and so on, could the complex network of social relations 

characteristic of globalization arise. Thus, modernity, understood as the nexus of these 

institutions, was the essential historical context of globalization. Prior to this period, the 

socio- institutional conditions and the resources of cultural imagination emnabling 

connectivity were simply not in place. Robertson did not subscribe to Giddens’ (1990) 

view that modernity had led directly to globaliation of the contempor4ary type was set in 

motion long before modernity; in the economic sphere it predated even the rise of 

capitalism. He did not however, deny that certain aspects f modernity had greatly 

amplified globalization, i.e., modernization tended to accelerate the globalization 

process. 

(ii) Globalization was seen as a consequence of modernity: Giddens first (1981, 1985) 

addressed the issue of the emergence of a global system in a general critique of Marxist 

theory in which he challenged the view that the development of the capitalist system alone 

determined the modern history of human societies. Giddens asserted that the development 

of the nation-states and their capacity to wage war on each other also determined the 

modern history of human societies. For Giddens, as also for Robertson, the ascendancy 

of the nation state, which had become a universal political unit, was simultaneous with the 

development of globalization. Each was impossible without the other. The world was seen 
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as a network of national societies in a global system of international relations. Later, in his 

book The Consequences of Modernity (1990), Giddens offered one of the most 

sophisticated analyses of modernization and its inherently globalizing properties. 

Giddens approach to Globalization was historically discontinuous in contrast to 

Robertson’s approach that was historically continuous. Using the concepts of time-space 

distanciation, disembedding and reflexivity, he explained how complex relationships developed 

between local activities and interaction took place across distances. He saw globalization as the 

result of the inherently expansive characteristics of modernity and listed four such institutional 

characteristics or ‘organizatinal clusters’ : (i) A capitalist system of commodity production (owners of 

private capital and labour); (ii) industrialization (technology required a collective process of 

production); (iii) administrative competence of the nation-state (a good surveillance system); and 

(iv) military order (for centralization of control within an industrialized society). He explained 

that his discussion of globalization focused on modernity, since he saw globalization as a 

consequence of modernity. Modernity implied universalizing tendencies that made possible global 

networks ofr relationships and more basically extended termporal - spatial distance of social 

relationships. Giddens was critical of the undue reliance that sociologists placed on the idea of 

‘society’, where this meant a bounded system. He was of the view that this should be replaced by 

starting points that concentrated on analyzing how social life was ordered across time and space. 

(iii) the begemony of modernity: Wallerstein saw globalization in its strategic role of the 

maintenance of western cultural dominance and its universalizing and hegemonic 

tendencies. The concept of globalization was an obvious object for ideological 

suspicion, becuase like modernization, a predecessor and related concept, it was bound up 

intrinsically with the pattern of capitalist development as it had branched out through 

political and cultural arenas. It did not imply that every culture / society had to become 

westernized and capitalist, but it implied that they had to establish their position in relation to 

the capitalist West. Wallerstein concentrated on the emergence and evolution of the 

modern European world system, which he traced from its late medieval origins of the 

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries to the present day. Capitalism functioned in relation to the long-

term cyclical rhythms, the central one of which was the regular patern of expansion and 

contraction of the whole economy, which over the years ‘have transformed the capitalist world 

economy from a system located primarily in Europe, to one that covers the entire globe. 

The search for identity was a basic sub-concern of globalization, where the creation of viable identities 

was a fundamental issue. Modernization, Giddens maintained, with its basic tendency to differentiation, 

increased the possibolities of choice, but on the other hand created problems of identity formatiuon at 

both the individual and collective levels. MacDonald (1999) also argued that both inviduals and groups 
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that were marginalized by globalization struggled to establish coherene identities that wee being 

threatened by contradictory social imperatibves (see Bendle, 2002:3). Other scholars, exploring the crises of 

identity in the context of high modernity or globalization, argued that the fragmented nature of identities 

in the face of differentiation, led marginalized groups to particpate in social movements in a search for 

new identities. In other words, one of the responses to globalization was the participation in projects to 

change the system. 

Identity in pre-modern societies was seen as synonymous with the ‘core’ or centre of existence. 

Post modrenist views rejected the notion of ‘core’ and considered identity to be conceived of as 

something more superficial, transient, multiple and manipulable, something more superficial, transient, 

multiple and mainpulable, something that emerged as a paroduct of discourse. Giddens (1991) saw the 

transformation in self-identity as one of the requirements in the dialectic of the local - global conditions. In 

other words, the greater the detrationalization of a society, the more ws the need to negotiate lifestyle 

choices from the diversity of options (ibid: 7). 

The formation of identity also became the key component in the social dynamics of high modernity 

or globalization as discussed in the works of Heelas, Lash and Morris (1996). Heelas explained that in 

traditional societies, identity was incribed and based on an authoritative taken-for-grantedness, whereas 

in a detraditionalized society, identity was constructed and persons acquired opportunities to critically reflect 

upon and even reject what traditional society generally offered. Identity was no longer seen as involving the 

self’s non-reflective, unquestioning ‘incription’ within a tradition, rather it was seen as emerging in a 

discourse. It was seen in a globalized society as a shift from the passive level of acceptance to the active 

level of reflexivity and critique. 

16.4 Globalization and Religion 

With this brief introduction to globalization in the context of modernity, we now look at the 

response of religion to the globalization process. How had the process of globalization affected religion? 

And how had religion respondent? Religion was one of the areas where, in the breakdown of familiar 

boundaries and power balances in a globalized situation, efforts were made to restructure new 

communities. Religion became one of the bases for social transformation both at the level of people’s 

everyday lives and at the national level. If religion was seen as one of the most fundamental means of 

organizing human life, then the seeds of globalization could be found in religion itself. Some scholars 

had suggested that the idea of globalization was put forward by the ‘hyper-globalization’ of some 

religions, such as the Catholic Church that supported the idea of the world as one place. 

A global focus on religion had emerged because of a cluster of issues: (i) the debate about 

whether societies were becoming more or less secularized, (ii) the resurgence of religion (or the diffusion 
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of religion as a category), and (iii) the emergence in the 1970s and the 1980s of church-state and religion-

politics conflations and tensions across much of the globe, commonly referred to as ‘fundamentalisms. 

One of the myths of modernity was that religion would be abolished, i.e., the world would be 

secularized. Instead, there emerged a proliferation of religions. Mendieta claimed that globalization not 

only acceleraged the process of emergence of new religious movements and th awareness that religion 

could nto be abolished, it also led to religion taking on a new character, i.e., movements of both religious 

revival and religious activism (Mendieta, 2001: 46). These fundamental movements that were emerging 

were regarded as a search for a new consciouness, the search for an identity in response to the new demands 

of contemporary society. Cultural survival was regarded as being the main cause of religious revivalism. 

But first we look at the role of religion in the emergence of globalization. 

Robertson, who had been credited with first analyzing globalization from a sociological 

perspective, had a dominant interest in trying to isolate the period during which contemporary 

globalization reached a point, when it was so well established that a particular pattern or form prevailed. 

According to Robertson, the expansion of the world religions of Islam and CHristianity had an 

important role in this process. The expansion of Islam took place with the expansion of the Arab and the 

Ottoman empires from the twelfth to the fifteenth centureis. By the eighteenth century, it had achieved a 

presence in diverse regions. Christianity had to wait for the military and colonial expansion of Europe in 

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to acquire a global presence. Prior to this period, the globalizing 

consequence was the incorporation of tribal peasants into large-scale political systems. These two 

universalistic religions of Christianity and Islam, both derivatives of the Abrahamic faith, became 

universalizing religions and most effective globalizers because of their claims that the world was created 

by a single God and that humanity was a common force of existence in relation to that God. It led to the 

argument that humanity constituted a single community that disvalued geographical localities and political 

territories, that there was a single value reference for every person in the world and that this God 

proposed a single set of legal and moral laws. 

By the sixteenth century, a newer and far more important globalizing religious force had emertged, 

namely, Protestantism. Catholicism had blurred the relationship between state and Church so that a 

series of conflicts emerged between kings and Popes. The Reformation resolved the dispute between 

state and Church by either subordinating the Church to the State (as in England), or by secularizing the 

state (as in USA and France). The state could now rely for its legitimazation on the political process of 

nationalism rather than on religious legitimations. The power of the state thus grew and was itself a pre-

requisite for globalization (Waters, 1995: 127 - 128). This view of the central role of the nation-state in 

the development of globalization was expressed by both Giddens and Robertson as seen earlier. One 

was impossible without the other. 
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In the modern period, since the 1960s, many sociologists had put forward the notion that 

religion in the contemporary Western world had become increasingly privatized. Most prominently T. 

Parsons (1966: 134), P. Berger (1973: 133f), T. Luckmann (1967: 103) and R. Bellah (1970: 43), had 

interpreted secularization in the modern world to mean that traditional religion was now primarily the 

concern of the invidual and had therefore lost much of its ‘public’ relevance. Privatization referred to the 

limitation of the relevance of religion to the private sphere of the individual’s life, where in some cases 

the common universe of meaning was limited or fragmented only to the level of the nuclear family. This 

implied that the ‘religious preference’ could be as easily rejected as it was adopted (Berger, 1973: 

137). Institutional differentiation (which Luhmann called funtionally differentiated societal sub-systems) 

and pluralistic individual identities were basic features of modern societies. Secularization was the 

consequence of the relative independence of these initial sub- systems of society from religious norms, 

values and justifications, i.e. religion now had a limited legitimizing role in a highly differentiated 

society; it suffered the fate of compartmentalization. 

What did this imply for religion in general? For an answer, Beyer looked to Niklas Luhmann’s 

(1982) thesis, which he felt allowed a clear examination of the problems and potential of religion in a 

contemporary global society. The Luhmannian thesis held that the globalization of society, while 

structurally favouring privatization of religion, also provided fertile ground for the renewed public 

influence of religion, 

i.e. religion not only retreated from important aspects of local life; it also developed an institutionally 

specialized sub-system of its own. By public influence, he meant that one or more religions could 

become the source of collective commitment; collective action in the name of specific religious norms 

now became legitimate (see Beyer, 1999: 373). In the Luhmannian scheme, the rise of the expert in 

modern society reflected a socio-structural situation, in which professionals became the prime public 

representatives of societal sub-systems. Thus, public importance of a system rose and fell with the public 

influence of its professional. The question that followed was under what circumstances, would individual 

persons listen to religious leaders, to a new revelation or to a revival of the old beliefs? Religion needed 

to provide a service that not only supported and enhanced the religious faith of its adherents, but also by 

which it could impose itslef, by having far-reaching implications outside the strictly religious realm. It 

was in this context that contemporary religious movements were of particular interests. These religious 

movemnets are discussed below under the title ‘Fundamentalist Movements’. Robertson saw 

fundamentalist movements as a means to establish and identity, where the search for local identities in a 

global world was becoming unified. 

16.5 Fundamentalist Movements 

The contemporary religious movements that were challenging the secularization thesis could be 
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observed in what was broadly and generally being called fundamentalist movements. Fundamentalism, 

as John Hawley explained, was an embattled term. It frst arose in the United States in about 1920s as a 

term of self- reference, adopted by a group of Protestant Christians who supported a series of 

pamphlets called ‘The Fundamentals’ (1910 - 1915). These writings criticized the evils of modernism, 

especially scientific rationalism, an ‘uncritical’ use of higher criticism of the Bible and perceived lapses 

in moral values. They favoured returning to ‘the fundamentals’ of Christian belief and practice, the 

‘eternal pillars of an idealized past’. In time, the liberal Christians and modernists of a more secular nature 

began to use the term ‘fundamentalist’ in a rather broader sense, to designate these groups which they 

saw as naive enough to believe that they could reverse the course of history in favour of a mythical, 

dogmatic and socially homogenous Christian past. (These positions were articulated by conservative 

Christian groups, mainly evangelical Protestants). 

The Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979, put the term ‘fundamentalism’ into wide use for the first 

time. It subsequently referred to religious groups that took political action to reject Western secular 

modernism in its various forms. As Robertson explained, the term ‘fundamentalism’ was hardly used 

outside the United States of America till as late as the 1970s, and then only on a limited scale. Only in the 

wake of the Iranian Revolution of 1978 - 79, did there arises the tendency to speak of a globe- wide 

fundamentalism. Eventually, this term was adopted by people and movements moving across the globe 

and came to represent an ancient and a narrow rigid mentality. Some of the indigenous movements around 

the globe adopted and accepted some of the diagnosis that fundamentalisms were fuelled by basically 

religious and spiritual orientatons (Robertson, 1998: 169). 

These days, the term ‘fundamentalism is being applied to two different categories of religious 

movements: (i) to the emergence of what were termed new religious movements that were revitalizing 

old religions, and (ii) to a wave of what were called religious nationalist movements, expressing 

themselves as religio-political movements that were explicit attempts to create a public influence for 

religion. We look at each of these recent developments separately. 

(i) The New Religious Movements 

Social theorists observed that by the 1960s, contrary to the earlier secularization theory, religion was 

not receding unilaterally from human life. However, religion was not the same any more either. A new 

religious consciousness was emerging that was not simply a reassertion of traditional religiosity; it was 

a search for a ‘new consciousness’, a search for a new religious identity and for new meanings in the face 

of fragmentation and differentiation in a modern world; a search for an identity that had a profound, 

religious quality to it. These new religious movements, as this emerging new religious consciouness was 

being termed, were the response of contemporary humans to the contemporary social conditions, just a 

traditional religion had been the response of humans to the social conditions of that time. The ideology of 
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equality and democracy, the emphasis on youth, the new relativism in human thinking, the search for the 

renewal of self, were all characteristic of the new religious movements. 

The term ‘new religious movements’ was initially applied by social scientists to refer to a wide 

variety of spiritual enthusiasms that had emerged in the West after the 1960s. However, it was later 

being used chronologically to refer to all types of religiojns that had established themselves in Western 

Europe, North America, India and Japan since 1945 and in Africa since the 1890s (Clarke, 1988: 907). 

The term was being used as an umbrella for the diversity of phenomena ranging from cults, sects, 

spiritual groups or alternate belief systems to doctrinal deviations within world religions and major 

churches, to passing fads and spiritual enthusiasms of a questionable religious kind. The term had also 

included a spiritual renewal of self and millennial groups. Some of the new religious movements in India 

included ISKON or International Society for Krishna Consciousness, Rajneeshism, Transcendental 

Meditation and Sai Baba Movement. Japan had an estimated two hundred indigenous or non-indigenous 

new religious movements. The more popular wee Soka Gakkai or Value Creation Society, Tenrikyo or 

Heavenly Wisdom and Risshokoseikai. Africa had some twenty thousand movements, some with only 

twenty members, others with several thousand. Some of the larger ones were Godianism, Deima and 

Aladura. In America, the new religious movements were largely known as ‘Jesus’ Movements or 

Pentecostal Movements (Wilson, 1982; Clarke, 1988). Globalization was enabling the spread of some of 

these movements, which were using the advanced technology presently available to become globally 

accessible. The nature of these new religious movements has been discussed in detail in the previous 

chapter. 

(ii) Religious Nationalist Movements 

In the 1990s, scholars sensitive to the problem of the emergence of religious groups, which took 

political action leading even to national revolutions, had suggested a series of alternate terms to designate 

these conservative, neo-traditionalist and often militant religious groups. One such term favoured by 

writes such as Peter van der Veer and Mark Juergensmeyer was ‘religious nationalism’. Juergensmeyer 

explained that when a religious perspective was fused with the political and social destiny of a nation, it was 

referred to as religious nationalism. Religious nationalists were not jsut religious fanatics. For the most 

party they were political activists, who were seriously attempting to reformulate the ‘modern’ language of 

politics in order to provide a new basis for the nation-state. They were concerned not so much about the 

political structure of the nation-state, as about the political ideology underlying it (Juergensmeyer, 1994: 

xiii; D’Souza, 2000: 29). Robertson saw this religious nationalism as an assertion of a deep particularity, a 

declaration by a local group of a political identity in the face of globalization. Nikkie Keddie, who 

questioned whether nationalism was always the main focus of such efforts, had proposed the term ‘new 

religious politics’ (see Hawley, 1999 : 3). 
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Martin Marty and R. Scott Appleby, in a famous Chicago study titled Fundamentalisms 

Observed (1991), had elaborately developed the characteristics of Fundamentalism (which we are here 

terming ‘religious nationalism’). The explained fundamentalism as s reaction by the emerging nation-

states of the non-western world against the invasive, intrusive and threatening features of modernity. For 

example, Islamic fundamentalism represented a delayed reaction to the hegemony of European colonial 

rule after they became independent nation-states. Religious identity was used as a protective shield against 

the onslaught of globalization, which was marked by the entry of integrated ‘market systems’, which came 

along with a variety of commodities, values, beliefs and styles of being. The fear of extinction and the 

threat to survival both as a people and as a culture and the loss of distinctiveness in the rise ot 

homogeneity, resulted in the introduction of a comprehensive social system based upon religious 

principles that embraced law, policy, osciety, economy and culture. Thus, fundamentalism tended to be 

totalitarian in its practice and encompassed all areas of private and public life. Religion was declared not 

just a faith but also a way of life. Fundamentalism of this nature was not religious in the classical sense of 

the term, but was a variant of secular faith couched in religious language. 

Religious nationalist movements, it was further observed, often invoked authenticity and 

‘authentic culture’ as a weapon against what was foreign and alien. However, this authenticity was 

questionable, as it became difficult to prove what was authentic and what was not. The invoking of 

certain traditions and the denying of other required a reconstruction of history, if nt its destruction. 

Historians took pains to demonstrate that historically inter-cultural exchange, trade and conquest had 

rendered any notion of authenticity highly problematic. Fundamentalist movements then relied a great deal 

on invented traditions (Marty and Appleby, 1991: 814-837). 

However, fundamentalism was not a total rejection of the modern. Rather, it had been seen to 

draw selectively on both tradition and modernity and to employ every available method of modern 

science and technology to further its own ends of establishing a distinct identity. Tradition was invoked 

in areas of dress, treatment of women, family systems. In an edited book titled, Religious 

Fundamentalism and the Human Rights of Women, (1999), Hawley wrote that until recently it was 

infusfficiently appreciated that issues of gender played a crucial role in the language of fundamentalism. ‘What 

is being championed is a divinely sanctioned vision of natural differences between the sexes that make it 

appropriate for women to live within boundaries and to live under men’s protection, even surveillance’ 

(Hawley, 1993). Modernity was invoked in the form of modern technology and scientific developments, 

information technology, modern weaponry, arms, computers, internet and mass public education. 

Fundamentalism itself had been supported by foreign capital, whle professing and propagating 

indigenization (a contradiction). Marty and Appleby observed that in its strategies and methods, 

fundamentalism displayed a closer affinity to modernism than to traditionalism. Thus, while 
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fundamentalism resented or envied the powers and influence of modernity, it shrewdly exploited its 

processes and instrumentalities. It had sometimes used democratic processes to come to power (Marty 

and Appleby, 1991 

: 827). Lechiner contended that where the discontents of modernity were felt more keenly and defined 

more sharply, new and stronger Fundamentalist movements were likely to emerge (see Robertson, 1998: 

170). 

Fundamentalism, then, was driven by the affinity-identity passions of ethnic communities and 

religious groups, often thirsting for self-esteem and dignity. Fundamentalism, as seen above, was an 

effort to ‘neutralize the other’ and establish one’s own identity. In other words, the question of ‘cultural 

survival’ was at the core of the issue of religious revivalism. This process could be observed in the East 

European countries that belonged to divergent cultural communities and ethnic groups after the demise of 

the Soviet Union. Their demand for economic autonomy and preservation of cultural identities resulted 

in the ethnic conflicts between majority Muslim and Christian minority Srebs in Bosnia, between 

minority Christian Serbs and majority Muslims of Albanian origin in the Kosovo province of 

Yugoslavia. This process can also be observed in parts of Indonesia today. In India, religious-cultural 

and ethnic clashes are being experienced in the efforts of those of the Hindutva ideology, the Rashtriya 

Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) or ‘Sangh Parivar’, to create a communal divide between the Hindu majority 

and the Muslim and Christian minority communities in India. 

16.6 Hindu Nationlism 

Hindu nationalism emerged in context of the freedom movement in India. As Pandey observed, 

Hindu nationalism or communalism developed in the late colonial period, arising concurrently with 

nationalism, if not being projected as a counterweight to it (Pandey, 1994: 13). In the nineteenth century, 

we see the beginnings of the growth and development of the national freedom movement. Hindu 

nationalism emerged at that phase, where religion was sought to be made the basis, not just of the 

political struggle for freedom, but also as the basis of the emerging identity of India. The Hindu 

nationalists were mainly politically roented persons, who had sought to politicize religion and identify 

India exclusively as Hindu, to the disregard and exclusion of the other religious communities in India. 

The struggle for nationalism in India was takking place within the context of colonialism. 

At the turn of the century, the precursor of Hindu nationlism was Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856-1920), 

in Maharashtra. But he did not create a Hindu organization inside or outside the Congress and instead 

remained within the Congress party as an ‘extremist’ (Jaffrelot, 1996: 17). From within the Congress, 

Tilak sought to politically mobilize the masses of India, in ordre to achieve political freedom, and he used 

religious symbolism for the same. His organization of the Ganpati festival in 1893, and the Shivaji 
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festival in 1895 (Chaudhary, 1978: 29), led to the alienation and antagonism of the Muslim section of 

India’s population. By this time, to a section of Indian politicians, the spirit of Indian nationalism was 

assuming a Hindu character with a note of exclusion in it (DeBary, 1991: 140; Embree, 1989: 158; 

Majumdar, 1965: 478). As Varma explained, Tilak was a sanatanist Hindu, who in a speech said, “The 

term Sanatan (eternal) Dharma shows that our religion is very old-as old as the history of the human race 

itslef. Vedic religion was the religion of the Aryans from a very early time- Religion is an element of 

nationality.  During Vedic times, India was a self- contained country. It was united as a great nation’ 

(Varma, 1963: 220-265). 

The marriage of politics and religion was complete in the formation of the Hindu Mahasabha. 

The pro-Muslim bias of the British administration - seen in the granting of various important 

concessions, one of which was the setting up of separate electorates in 1909-led to the Arya Samaj in 

Punjab taking a militant, nationalist turn. Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya, who later became the first 

vice-chancellor of the Benares Hindu University, together with other leading Arya Samajists, founded 

the Hindu Mahasabha in 1915, which soon developed into a right-wing militant Hindu political party 

(Madan, 1997: 218; DeBarry, 1991: 159; Klostermaier, 1989: 403). 

In 1909 Lala Lajput Rai, an activist and senior member of the Arya Samaj in Punjab, declared that 

‘the Hindus are a ‘nation’ in themselves, because they represent a type of civilization all their own’ 

(Jaffrelot, 1996: 19). He was calling on the use of the German word ‘nation’; whch connoted a people, 

implying a community possessing a certain civilization and culture. THis view clearly called on the ethnic 

natinalism as opposed to a territorial nationalism. Soon after, in the 1911 census, as contrasted to the 

census of 1891, the Arya Samajists declared themselves not as ‘Aryas’, but as ‘Hindus’. 

While the Congress Party, influenced by English universalistic concepts, defined the Indian 

nation as consisting of all individuals, of all communities, living within the frontiers of the British - 

Indian realm (a territorial nationalism), some militant Hindus, especially certain Arya Samajists, were 

more in sympathy with German definitions giving an ethnic basis for nationalism (Smith, 1983 : 217), 

and jseeing the development of a race as the organic expression of an essential spirit (Graham, 1993 : 

44). Thus, the territorial definjition of nationalism was sought to be replaced by an ethnic nationalism 

by the Hindu nationalists. India’s nationhood had been classified by Smith as a territorial, post-

independence integration, and not as an ethnic nationalism. Smith however, classifed German 

nationalism as an ethnic, pre-independent, pan nationalism (Smith, 1983: 223, 229). 

Initially, the Hindu Mahasabha funtioned as a pressure group within the Congress. However, by 

1937, the Hindu Mahasabha was excluded from the Congress on account of its communalism. By the 

1920s, the Hindu Mahasabha had acquired a more clearly Hindu nationlist orientation under the pretext 
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of a return to the Vedic Golden Age. It sought to maintian the ‘Chaturvarna’, a distinctive feature of 

Aryan civilization, and yet evolve a union and solidarity among the various ‘water-tight (caste) 

compartments, each having a social culture and life of their own’ (Jaffrelot, 1996: 19 - 25). 

V. D. Savarkar (1883 - 1966), a Maharashtrian Brahmin and future president of the Hindu 

Mahasabha from 1937-42, was instrumental in bringing about this qualitative leap of the Hindu 

Mahasabha through his book, Hindutva: Who si a Hindu 

? first published in Nagpur, in 1923. It served as a basic text for nationalist ‘Hinduness’ (the generally 

accepted translation of Hindutva). For Savarkar, culture was inextricably linked to territory and he claimed 

that membership of the Hindu nation depended upon an acceptance of India as, both fatherland and 

holyland. He held that Muslims and Christians looked outside India for the sacred places of their religion 

and therefore did not regard India as their holyland. In defining Hindu nationality, he underlined the 

importance of Hindutva, a religious, racial and cultural entity (Graham, 1993: 45). He bitterly opposed 

Nehru’s concept of a secular state and continued agitating for a total Hinduization of India. The Hindutva 

of Savarkar was conceived primarily as an ethnic community, possessing a territory, sharing the same racial 

and cultural characteristics and united by the common flow of blood into ‘our’ race - three attributes 

which stemmed from the mythical reconstruction of the Vedic Golden age, having originated from the 

‘Aryan’ race (Klostermaier, 1989: 403; Graham, 1993: 43; Jaffrelot, 1996 

: 28). 

The Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh or RSS, was founded at Nagpur in 1925, under the leadership 

of Hedgewar (1889 - 1940), who was medical doctor but whenever practiced medicine. He sought to 

unite Hindus to stand upto the Muslims and also to radicalize the Hindus to hasten British withdrawal. 

Due to the divisiveness of Hindu society, the RSS had concentrated on the Hindu sanghatan (Malkani, 

1980: 24, 26). Hedegwar (or Doctor Ji, as he was called) sought to define the nation in exclusively Hindu 

terms (Madan, 1997: 221). However, under the leadership of Golwalkar, who took over the leadership of 

the RSS in 1940 on the death of its founder Hedgewar, the first, coherent exposition of doctrine of Hindu 

nationalism emerged. 

In, We, or Our Nationhood Defined, published in 1939, Golwalkar, like Savarkar, argued that a nation 

was the product of a number of factors, including a sense of territory, racial unity, religion, culture and 

language, bu that the factor of special importance was religion. Golwalkar, or Guruji as he was called, 

claimed Bharatvarsha had been a ‘rashtra’ since Vedic times and upheld that ‘the non-Hindu people in 

Hindustan must adopt the Hindu culture and religion and must entertain no ideas but those fo the 

glorification of the Hindu race and culture - claiming nothing, deserving no privileges - not even citizen’s 

rights’ (Malkani, 1980: 42; Embree, 1974: 115; Graham, 1993: 45 - 46). ‘This Hindu nation’ wrote Malkani 
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‘was born with ‘sanatan dharma’.  and the sanatan dharm is nationalism’. ‘Hindu’ is not a religion, it is a 

nationality, and all those who live in India are Hindus, whatever their religion (Malkani, 1980: 187, 

191). ‘Like Savarkar’s Hindutva, Golwalkar’s definition of Hindu is political rather than religious’ 

(Heehs, 1998: 117). 

Hindu nationalism then, emerged in India in the 1920s, in the writings of Savarkar and 

Golwalkar and as Pandey observed, has led to the communalizing of politics in India. For the 

nationalists, locked as they were in the 1920s and 1930s, in a bitter struggle to overthrow the colonial 

regime, communalism appeared as a great political threat, a source of danger to the cause of nationalism. 

Hindu nationalism or communalism was seen as nationalism gone wrong (Pandey, 1994:914). 

The RSS was strictly organized from the very beginning, was the most powerful and the most 

controversial Hindu organization of the times. It claimed to be a cultural organization and was not a 

registered political party. The RSS gave birth to a great number of front organizations like the Bharatiya 

Mazdoor Sabhs, a trade union and the Viswa Hindu Parishad, a religious organization founded in 1964, 

which attempted to articulate a kind of universal Hinduism that would embrace the different sects and at 

the same time possess a basic common creed and common practice. Other organizations included the 

Bajrang Dal. 

After Golwalkar’s death in 1973, the supreme leadership of the RSS or post of ‘sarsanghchalak’ 

passed on to Madhukar Dattatreya, also known as Balasaheb Deoras. He was a bachelor and a member 

of the RSS, since he was twelve years old. He echoed Savarkar when stating, ‘We do believe in one 

culture and one nation, Hindu Rashtra. But our definition of Hindu is not limited to any particular kind 

of fatith. Our definition of Hindu includes those who believe in the one-culture and one- nation theory of 

this country. They can all form part of the Hindu-rastra, so by Hindu we do not mean any particular type 

of faith. We use the word Hindu in a broader sense’ (see Klostermaier, 1989: 407). 

Many Indians who subscribe to the idea of a secular, democratic state with equal rights for all 

its members, regardless of race, creed or sex, consider the RSS to be a threat to this State. The RSS and 

its front organizations remain the msot visible manifestation of extremist and radical political Hinduism on 

the national level. Though there are others, they are not very influential like the Ram Rajya Parisad or 

‘Kingdom of God Party’ founded in 1940 by Swami Karpatriji Maharaj. Others were only at the state 

level, like the Shiv Sena whose basis of identity was Maharashtrian and not necessarily religion 

(Klostermaier, 1989: 407). 

16.7 Let us Sum Up 

In his initial understanding about the relationship of globalization to fundamentalism (seen more 
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generally as the search for fundamentals), Robertson saw fundamentalism as an attempt to express the 

identity of a society, a felt necessity to declare a social identity. This aspect saw fundamentalism as a 

reaction to globalization resulting from the compression of an inter-societal system. Fundamentalism was 

about differentiations and distinctions between the self and the other. In his recent attempts to grasp 

analytically the more general problem of fundamentalism, Robertson saw Fundamentalism more as an 

aspect of, or a cretion of globalization, rather than a reaction to it. It was an assertion of a deep 

particularity, i.e., a global construction and dissemination of ideas concerning the value of particularism, a 

declaration of a particular identity. He saw it in the context of the apparent paradox of globality- locality. 

The idea of Fundamentalism as a reaction or resistance to globalization was not discarded, only it was built 

into the general process of globalization. He preferred to see fundamentalism as a ‘search’ for 

fundamentals in the context of the compression of the world, which was a more respectful 

acknowledgemet of peoples’ real practices rather than the term ‘extrmism’. Fundamentalism thus 

constituted ways of finding a place within the world as a whole, ways that frequently involved attempts to 

enhance the power of the groups concerned. It was not necessarily, anti-global. It actually involved a 

quest for community, for stable values and beliefs and was an assertion of power. Robertson explained it 

in terms of a two-fold process - particularization of the universal and the universalization of the particular. 

This idea of the right to identity,’the struggle for recognition’ as Fukuyama (1992) described it, was 

widespread. Fundamentalism then was a product of globality, and even though it took ostensibly anti-

global forms, it tended to partake of the distinctive features of globality (Robertson, 1998: 175 - 178). 

In conclusion, it could be observed that for the majority of cultures around the world, religion 

remained a permanent constituent of human life. In a globalized situation, the coexistence and 

interweaving of religion and the secular was observed, not a false divide between them. Religion had 

remained on one hand the foundation for national differences, and on the other hand the basis of achievement 

of full humanity. Religion thus, both furthered and resisted Globalization; in fact, globalization had 

revitalized religion (Mendieta, 2001: 621). The term ‘fundamentalism’ is being applied today to two 

categories of religious movements. One, to new religious movements and spirtual enthusiasms that are 

seeking a ‘return to fundamentals’ or are a new religious response to social conditions of contemporary 

society. And two, to religious nationalisms that are more of political expressions by religious leaders 

seeking a political identity for a religious culture. Religion in the world seemed to be going on in both 

conservative and liberal directions, i.e., concentrating on ministering to private religious choices and 

entering the political and public arena. It is better today to speak of global fundamentalisms rather than 

a single world-wide fundamentalist movement and to acknowledge the agenda of each as being 

discrete in its local setting. 
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16.7 Let us sum up 

Thus, to conclude, looking at the future role of religion in society, we observe that religion and politics 

had been separated in a post-Enlightenment period of the secular west, which may not have been 

viewed in this manner in a pre-Englightenment period of western culture. (In India such a separation 

may not have existed at all as held by T. N. Madan, 1983). Socio-cultural gaps of our uneven modern 

world would continue to evoke varied responses from both religious and secular ideologies. The first 

step in coping with Fundamentalisms was to appreciate the fundamentalist dilemma. The symbolic and 

emotive power of Fundamentalism was as authentically modern as it was persistently disruptive 

(Lawrence, 1999: 99). Understanding the present role of religion in a globalized society may then 

require a shift from the Enlightenment period paradigm, without a reductionist approach in any 

direction - religion, politics or culture. 

16.8 Self-Assessment Questions 

1. What is the relationship between religion and globalization 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________ 

 

2. What do you understand by fundamentalist movement. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________ 
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