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. . . It will not be accurate to say that the case for ideas, if not that for thought, goes by default 
at junctures of history. 

AT great moments of social 
crisis human feelings range 

between the anguish of the Apo
calypse or the mil lenial hopes of 
the K ingdom to Come, to the 
cynicism of the procurator of 
j udea who d id not remember 
Jesus but recalled Magdalene, in 
Anatole France's great satire, or to 
the indifference of the sightseer 
suffering f rom toothache at the 
Cruci f ix ion, in Strindberg's bitter 
tale. In between comes the daily 
growse or self-complacency of m i l 
lions of common men and women 
to diffuse or absorb the shocks of 
the crisis. When shocks are too 
violent and unbearable, common 
men and women want a Saviour. 
I f their t radi t ional outlook is rel i
gious, the Saviour w i l l be an Ava
tar ; if religious traditions have been 
sufficiently loosened by secular 
forces, the Saviour w i l l be a Dicta
tor. In earlier days, the two types 
wou ld blend in Caesar Augustus; 
today, they are apart. Such has 
been the gamut of human feelings 
at the great tu rn of events. 

What is the place of th ink ing in 
such predicaments? Modern re
searches do not clearly establish 
either that revolut ionary thought 
preceded revolutionary action or 
that revolutionary practices imme
diately generated revolutionary 
thought, in every case. It is well 
known how great ideas remained 
mere premonitions t i l l later genera
tions discovered their cont inuity. 
Instances of upheavals wi thout 
churn ing up any significant new 
ideas are also not rare. Probably, 
revolutionary ideas conspire w i th 
general discontent to generate a 
system of ideas, which ult imately 
becomes thought. T h a t thought in 
its tu rn sometimes becomes an 
excuse or a defence of fur ther 
action. Th is process of inter
dependence and mutua l condit ion
ing is much about a l l that can be 
said w i th a fair degree of certainty 
in such matters on a general Ievel. 
One specific feature has been 
observed: the decay of the old 
elite representing the ru l ing stratum 
and the uprise of a n e w elite repre
senting the one that heaves up f rom 

below the surface. This relates to 
the agency of fur ther action rather 
than to that of further thought, 
because it is not unoften that the 
originators and carriers of new 
ideas belong to the older ru l ing 
stratum. Such men de-class them
selves by imaginat ion or historical 
knowledge. So it w i l l not be accu
rate to say that the case for ideas, 
if not that for thought, goes by 
default at junctures of history. 
Obviously, emotions storm the ideas 
and drive them pell mell at such 
times. Very rarely do ideas by 
themselves take control of emotions 
to convert cynicism, indifference, 
growse and complacency into posi
tive fervour. But when they do—-
and they usually do so when (a) 
they are personified and /o r (b) they 
represent and focus the interests of 
the new class revolutions succeed. 
Crisis is usually either an old maid 
or a barren woman t i l l the Bride
groom cometh. 

There are, however, some special 
features of the crisis that faces Asia's 
mankind today. It is continuous. 
It began w i th an Eastern power's 
resounding victory over a mighty 
Western power, j apan proved that 
Asia need not remain backward. 
Her success was assured because she 
had adopted all the techniques of 
the West. Along wi th the awaken
ing of the spirit of Asia, f rom the 
torpor of ages, Japan made Asia 
realize that progress was f rom now 
on to be measured in terms of 
mater ial prosperity, wh ich could 
only be brought by technology. It 
would , however, be unhistorical to 
conclude that the victory of Japan 
d id anything more than shake up 
Asia f r om its dogmatic slumber and 
indirect ly help the release of a secu
lar t rend in Asia's spheres of 
thought. No Asian who l ived cons
ciously in the first decade of this 
century would fai l to remember the 
thr i l l of that event and minimise 
its significance. At the same t ime, 
the Asian trend towards serularity 
was not the same th ing as formed 
the background of the Enl ighten
ment, or the earlier Renaissance 
and Reformat ion, or the subsequent 
Canital ism in Fumne. For one in 

Asia the element of rat ional i ty in 
secularism could not wean itself 
away f rom the earlier high intellec
tual tradit ions, although the rat ion
alistic ethie of Confucianism made 
it easier for China to f ight the 
Ind ian , part icular ly, the Buddhist 
mystical and metaphysical strands 
in Chinese thought. For another, 
the necessary concomitant of 
rationalism, namely, indiv idual ism, 
received more resistance, f rom col-
lectivist ideas and habits of commu
nity- l i fe, sti l l strong in most parts 
of Asia, than it d id in Western 
Europe, where the remnants of 
community l ife had by then almost 
disappeared and large-scale indus
trial isation had atomised society 
into individuals and converted them 
into mass. Final ly, rationalism had 
to meet a new enemy in Asia in 
the irrat ional ism of na t iona l i sm, 
which stimulated the romantic con
ception of history, race and l the 
genius of the people .' On this 
point, the development of ideas in 
the East in the present century has 
been similar to that in the West in 
the last, w i th this difference that 
whereas in the West nationalism 
wi th al l its intel lectual irrationalit ies 
could be said to fol low as a reac
t ion to the rat ionali ty of the En 
l ightenment and the message of the 
French Revolut ion, in the East it 
lias not been the result of a reaction 
to any marked intel lectual move
ment. There were no Encyclopae
dists wor th speakinp of in Asia. 
Asian nationalism as a protest 
against Imperial ism had l i t t le to do 
w i th Japan's victory. I t came only 
after the first Wor ld War. So far 
as this writer knows, there was no 
understanding of the nature of 
Imperial ism, either of Japan or of 
the West, in any Asian country 
before 1917. 

This i r rat ional i ty continued 
throughout. Meanwhi le, wars, both 
in the West and the East became 
recurrent. A basic socio-economic 
transformation was taking plate. 
But it was interpreted as polit ical 
transformation of colonies, in terms 
of national ism mostly. There, was 
a coating of racial feeling over i t , 
which only heightened the i r rat ion-
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al i t ies . These t w o combined to 
b r ing about a cul tural interpreta
t ion. The East was convinced that 
it was culturally ancient and supe
r ior to the West. A n d the West 
often flattered the Eastern vanity in 
its own interests. But the cul tural 
inter pretation divided the commu
ni ty into two camps of ideas, one 
openly hostile to the Western inf lu
ences, and the other, absorbent of 
Western science, rationalism, i nd iv i 
dualism (and parliamentary demo
cracy) . But they were one in one 
v i t a l matter, viz., lack of historical 
understanding. Historical scholar
ship was no doubt undergoing a 
change. It was no more a plea for 
past national greatness. Modern 
methods of research were adopted; 
many gaps in knowledge were filled 
by archaeology, numismatics and 
textual criticism. Yet the study of 
historical process remained incom
plete in the absence of a genuine 
appreciation of history as a social 
process, as distinct f rom history as 
a panorama of interesting polit ical 
events. History of the lives of the 
peoples was not taken as the basic 
factor; they were the Great Given 
of history; no change was noticed 
in their activities and attitudes. As 
such, change could only come from 
outside agencies. One speaks of a 
wide field like this w i t h infinite 
caution. Yet it would not be very 
wrong to say that the factors held 
responsible for historical change by 
Asian historians were foreign inf lu
ence or invasion, dynastic change, 
or the Grace Abounding of Great 
M e n and Avatars. A i l these fac
tors, be it noted, are exogenous. 
Even national saints and Avatars 
were not given their social context. 
The Buddha, the Prophet, the V a i -
shnava Saints, Nanak, Chaitanya, 
and other ' heroes ' in Asian history 
seemed to come in these scholarly 
pages from outside worldly life to 
init iate worldly change. None ap
peared to have emerged from social 
necessity. In other words, endoge
nous forces were not considered. 
Cosmic forces were treated by Sri 
Aurobindo in I n d i a ; but then his 
concept of national history was only 
a part , though an integral part, of 
the cosmic cycle and the cosmic 
scheme. His was spiritual under
standing rather than historical 
understanding. In the M i d d l e East, 
where Islam was being re-valued in 
practice, historical understanding 
should have been easier because of 
the great Arab and Islamic t radi
tions of historical scholarship. Yet 
no th ing significant was achieved in 
the appreciation of historical and 

social forces. There was a feeling 
of change in the a i r : but that the 
roots of change lay inside the womb 
of society was only d imly sensed. 
Natural ly , rat ionali ty d id not have 
fu l l chance for development. Such 
equipment was hardly adequate for 
meeting the recurrence and the 
continuity of crisis in a continent 
which had to meet the West on its 
own grounds. 

The result was that for Asia 
crisis became comprehensive, a l l -
pervasive and deep. Wi thout being 
a. Jeremiah one can still compare 
the almost total disintegration of 
values of this century to that at the 
tu rn of the Christian era in the 
West, when Græco-Roman culture 
collapsed and what Toynbee calls 
the internal and external prole
tariat, pressed on the existing order. 
There was one redeeming feature 
then, Platonic thought, which enter
ed into Christianity and gave it 
intellectual substance. Even if the 
close of the M i d d l e Ages is cited 
as a parallel, the revival of Gneco-
Roman culture and the marvellous 
intellectual structure of scholastic 
thought would distinguish i t f rom 
the present crisis. In addit ion, the 
great system of mathematics and 
philosophy built in the century of 
geniuses that followed saved Europe 
from the effects of disintegration. 
The next century buil t up Science 
and spread scientific attitude. T o 
day, none of these conditions exists 
in Asia. So far as India is con
cerned, we are still wai t ing for the 
day when old Indian thought w i l l 
be re-orientated to suit modem 
times, as Aristotelianism was re-ori
entated in Western Europe in the 
M i d d l e Ages. Is Confucianism 
being re-conditioned on a large-
scale to suit Chinese conditions? 
We hear that it is being done. 
But how many thinkers are " re
constructing ' Islam? barr ing Iqbal , 
no M u s l i m in this sub-continent is 
known to have thought it out. 
H i n d u revivalism is wel l -known; 
but which system of H i n d u thought 
can be related to modern Ind ian 
conditions is not known to many 
Indians. The result is f r ightful . 
There is no branch of India's in te l 
lectual activity in which ideas are 
not derivative or imported, wh ich 
does not inevitably succumb to a 
foreign dogma, or which draws its 
sap from the soil, being modern 
only moans being fashionable. 
Ideas really do not have the frame
work of a homogeneous temporal 
series; they function in sociological 
t ime in which there are lags, sus
pensions and spurts according to 

the nature of social development. 
If this determining factor is neg
lected, easy communicabili ty remains 
the only attribute of modernity. 
It then means craze for the latest. 
By then understanding has been 
reduced to the search for sensations. 
A n d this is exactly what has hap
pened in every field where histo
rical and social understanding has 
not come to the rescue of man . 
The vulgarity of Indian films is 
only the visually logical extension 
of the utter inabil i ty of the modern 
Ind ian to face this crisis. If pro
gressive Ind ian poetry, paint ing, 
political thinking, is nothing more 
than strings of cliches, the absence 
of historical and social understand
ing is the cause. Similarly w i t h 
revivalism. Its history is atavism; 
and its sociality is compensatory 
nostalgia for an imaginary past. 

Yet it need not have been so. 
The Russian Revolution had a 
consistent body of thought behind 
it , viz., Marxism. Leninism offered 
a historical analysis of Imperialism. 
but it was misunderstood by most 
of the Asians who were radicals. 
Instead of studying the course of 
the Russian Revolution, how the 
internationalism of Marxism was 
conditioned by Russian history and 
Russian society, that is, by Russia's 
needs and developments, most Asian 
radicals regarded it in terms of 
Comintern, as an international 
dogma true of all countries and at 
all times. The faith behind their 
dogma was in the oneness of the 
historical process. Thereby the 
Asian radicals ran counter to those 
specificities of their histories which 
could transmute their dogma in to 
l iv ing faith. The Indian revolu
tion bad no such consistent system 
to impel i t . Vet Gandhij i was 
rooted in the soil of society; and a 
lew others had some notion of his
toricity. Unfortunately, sociality 
and historicity did not coalesce 
here, as they did in China. The 
result is that despite social vision 
the crisis is deeper here than in 
China, where the element of histo
rical understanding is stronger. 
Chinese revolution has not only an 
intellectual base in rationalism, its 
rationalism is not only embodied in 
ethics but at the same time, it is 
t rying through collective action to 
adapt historical understanding to its 
traditional rational ethics. Ind ian 
revolution has not had that advan
tage. On the other hand, it has 
other advantages, e.g. a new tech
nique which has proved successful 
in Ind ia and is fu l l of promise in 
South Afr ica from which i t sprang. 
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