
Indian Intellectual Tradition Summary

This section introduces the Indian intellectual tradition as discussed by Amartya Sen, a

renowned economist and philosopher born in 1933. Sen emphasizes the long-standing

tradition in India of questioning ideas through discussion and dialogue. This tradition is

reflected in the extensive use of argumentation and debate in Indian culture, exemplified

by historical figures and ancient texts such as the Ramayana and the Mahabharata,

which contain numerous dialogues and alternative perspectives.

Key Elements

Amartya Sen: Nobel laureate economist known for welfare economics and human

development.

Indian Tradition of Dialogue: Rich history of argumentation and debate, including

epic narratives.

Prolixity: The Indian cultural tendency to engage in extended discussions and

speeches.

Textual Evidence
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Sen references Krishna Menon's nine-hour speech at the United Nations and the length of

Indian epics compared to Western ones to illustrate the tradition of extensive dialogue.

Practice Set

Level 1: Who is Amartya Sen and why is he important?

Level 2: Explain the significance of the Ramayana and Mahabharata in Indian

intellectual tradition.

Level 3: Discuss how the tradition of dialogue influences contemporary Indian

society.

Answer Key

Amartya Sen is a Nobel Prize-winning economist who emphasized human

development beyond economic growth.

The Ramayana and Mahabharata are epic texts rich in dialogues and debates,

reflecting India's argumentative tradition.

The tradition fosters critical thinking and democratic values in modern India.

Quick Reference

Indian intellectual tradition values dialogue and debate.

Epic literature is a key source of argumentative culture.

Amartya Sen highlights this tradition in his writings.

Glossary

Prolixity: The use of many words; long-windedness.

Dialogue: A conversation between two or more people.

Epic: A long narrative poem or story about heroic deeds.

Dialogue and Significance



This section explores the philosophical and moral debates within Indian epics, focusing on

the Bhagavad Gita's dialogue between Krishna and Arjuna. The debate centers on duty

versus consequences, with Krishna advocating for duty regardless of outcomes, and

Arjuna expressing doubts about the morality of war and its consequences.

Key Elements

Bhagavad Gita: A sacred Hindu text presenting a moral debate.

Krishna's Position: Duty must be performed without concern for consequences.

Arjuna's Position: Concern for the consequences of actions, especially harm to kin.

Philosophical Impact: The debate influences Hindu philosophy and has been

admired worldwide.

Textual Evidence

Quotes from T. S. Eliot and Christopher Isherwood highlight the global appreciation of

Krishna's arguments. The Mahabharata presents both sides with sympathy, showing the

complexity of moral decisions.

Practice Set

Level 1: Summarize Krishna's argument to Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita.

Level 2: Explain Arjuna's moral dilemma and its significance.

Level 3: Analyze how the Bhagavad Gita's debate relates to modern ethical issues.

Answer Key

Krishna urges Arjuna to fulfill his duty as a warrior without hesitation.

Arjuna struggles with the morality of killing kin despite fighting for a just cause.

The debate reflects ongoing tensions between duty and consequences in ethical

decision-making.



Quick Reference

Duty versus consequences is a central theme.

The Bhagavad Gita is a key philosophical text.

Both positions are presented with respect and complexity.

Glossary

Duty (Dharma): Moral obligation or righteousness.

Consequentialism: Ethical theory focusing on outcomes of actions.

Deontology: Ethical theory focusing on rules and duties.

Gender, Caste and Voice

This section discusses the participation of different social groups in India's argumentative

tradition, focusing on gender, caste, and class. While men have predominantly led

debates, women have also played significant roles historically and in contemporary

times. The tradition has also crossed caste and class barriers, with socially disadvantaged

groups challenging orthodox views.

Key Elements

Women in Debate: Examples include Gargi and Maitreyi from ancient texts and

political leaders like Sarojini Naidu.

Caste and Class: Challenges to Brahminical orthodoxy by merchants, craftsmen,

and religious movements like Buddhism and Jainism.

Mystical Poets: Medieval poets from humble backgrounds who questioned social

divisions.

Textual Evidence



Examples include Gargi's questioning in the Upanisads, Maitreyi's philosophical inquiry,

and the role of Draupadi in the Mahabharata. The spread of Buddhism and Jainism is

cited as a challenge to caste hierarchy.

Practice Set

Level 1: Name two women from ancient Indian texts who participated in intellectual

debates.

Level 2: Describe how caste and class influenced participation in argumentative

traditions.

Level 3: Discuss the impact of medieval mystical poets on social equality.

Answer Key

Gargi and Maitreyi are notable women scholars from ancient India.

Caste and class barriers were challenged by religious and social movements.

Mystical poets promoted egalitarian ideas and questioned social divisions.

Quick Reference

Women have contributed to India's intellectual debates.

Social hierarchies have been questioned through argumentation.

Religious movements played a role in promoting equality.

Glossary

Upanisads: Ancient Indian philosophical texts.

Brahminical Orthodoxy: Traditional priestly dominance in Hindu society.

Bhakti Movement: Devotional movement emphasizing personal devotion over

caste.

Democracy as Public Reasoning



This section explains how India's tradition of public argumentation has influenced its

democratic development. Sen argues that democracy is closely linked to public reasoning

and that India's long history of intellectual heterodoxy has supported the establishment

and preservation of democracy.

Key Elements

Public Reasoning: The practice of open discussion and debate in society.

Democracy in India: Rooted in both Western influences and indigenous

argumentative traditions.

Heterodoxy: Acceptance of diverse and conflicting viewpoints.

Textual Evidence

Sen highlights that India was the first non-Western country to adopt a democratic

constitution, drawing on its own tradition of public reasoning alongside Western models.

Practice Set

Level 1: What is the connection between public reasoning and democracy?

Level 2: How did India's argumentative tradition influence its democratic

constitution?

Level 3: Evaluate the importance of heterodoxy in sustaining democracy.

Answer Key

Democracy depends on open public discussion and reasoning.

India's tradition of argumentation helped shape its democratic institutions.

Heterodoxy allows for diverse opinions, essential for democracy's health.

Quick Reference



Democracy requires public debate and reasoning.

India's intellectual tradition supports democratic values.

Acceptance of diverse views strengthens democracy.

Glossary

Heterodoxy: Holding opinions different from established beliefs.

Constitution: A system of fundamental principles governing a country.

Public Sphere: The arena where public opinion is formed through discussion.


