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SWADESHI GYAN AND SWADESHI SAMAJ

THE CHANGING RELATION IN INDIA
FOR

THE LAST TEN GENERATIONS

This is a summary of the Key-note address for the 'Social
Organisation' section in the First Congress in Mumbai on the
Traditional Sciences and Technologies of India in 1993. In
tune with the theme of the Congress, the address deals with the
question of relation between the traditional sciences and the
technologies, namely Swadeshi Gyan and the corresponding
organisation of society. Swadeshi Gayn largely refers to living
traditions of knowledge with their enrichment based on later
experiences. Form the point of view of contemporary
relevance the period covered is from the pre-British days to
this day. Both from the point of view of chronology and the
analytical standpoint this period is divided into three parts :
first relating to the pre-British days, when the swadeshi gyan
and society both were perhaps in a functioning state, the second
stretching up to the present when both suffered decline under
alien onslaught and a third constituting a re-awakening both in
spheres of swadeshi gyan and society with perhaps a promise.
The central thesis is that sciences and societies which belong
to each other have the same logic and therefore traditional
sciences and technologies make sense only in the context of a
possible reogranisation of this society.
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Part - 1

Dharampal’s seminal work on 18" century has provided
the present generations with fresh data and understanding on
the nature of science and society just before the British started
disorganizing and breaking down all that there was. The
Chinglepet data coupled with his other writings lead to a
conception of public finance of that period which
simultaneously sheds some light on the organisation of state,
society and knowledge. In 18" century India most parts of this
country functioned with great autonomy. The agriculturists
paid revenue which was about 25-30 per cent of the total
produce. Of this revenue 80 per cent or more was retained at
the local level and only between 5 to 20 per cent went to the
central exchequer. The locally retained revenue was spent on
wages and work of all kind including the crafts, the smithies,
temple activities, irrigation and a great variety of services all
adding to a number greater than fifty. This local revenue was
collected by a great variety of people and to a great variety of
points, in fact often to points of disbursement. Regulated by the
village panchayats and other local bodies this fiscal
arrangement was governed by very well defined norms. This
was a very different kind of state in a very different kind of
society, any special domains of knowledge or expertise not
occupying any special or above-the-board status.

The knowledge of agriculture, industry, architecture,
health, metal work, logic and mathematics of that period
appear to exhibit the same system of values and distribution of
elemental power as prevalent in society. Truth, cooperation,
non-violence, autonomy, epistemic diversity and similar
concepts perhaps defined both the values as well as the nature
of power distribution both in society as well as in the
knowledge domain. This identity further points to a formal
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isomorphism between the two. The structure of knowledge and
the logic of social organisation cannot but be identical in a
functioning society which is not based on exploitation and the
inevitable use of violence. It is only such societies and such
knowledge which can be the subjects of sacred human interest.

Part - 11

The modern sciences have been taking shape in this
country purely through the occupation of the empty spaces
created by the political and economic onslaught on the Indian
knowledge and enterprise. The British, through their revenue
policy and other measures, first carried out a colossal
disorganization of Indian society. They broke down the
traditional fiscal arrangement, thus breaking the lifeline of the
society, rendering all the aspects defenseless. Religion, social
organisation, political set up, military, sciences, industries; in
absence of the uniting feature none could come to the rescue
of any other. So, everything tends to give way including all
knowledge. This phase can be said to have lasted till 1857
when the great resistance of the traditional society was finally
broken.

With the formal assumption of power by the British
Government in India the foundation of the modern state were
laid. From now on India was subjected to a Law and Order
State in which all the dimensions of public life, education,
justice, administration, science and industry were created a
fresh on an alien pattern. What did not adjust with the new ways
had no place in public life. In one word the human activity, the
mode of social organisation and the logic of the swadeshi
knowledge, all were privatized. This was perhaps the only
course open for them not to perish. Nevertheless, the result
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obviously was fossilization, turning religion into ritual and
knowledge into technique. The society in this phase was also
reduced to a state of non-reckoning. Peasants, craftsmen,
adivasis and women in general constituted in a sense a
Swadeshi Samaj which preserved and still worked with the
traditional sciences and the technologies, the swadeshi gyan.
Both swadeshi samaj and swadeshi gyan suffered constant
decline, yet came to the rescue of each other and when possible
succeeding perhaps in keeping alive both in reality and in
memory swadeshi modes of social organisation and the logic
of the their knowledge.

It was Gandhi, since 1920, who attempted to put this
preserved treasure back on the constructive path. Trying to
liberate the public life from the 'freedom-reason' trap, he
established in practice the perspectives of truth and
nonviolence. Charkha, village industries and weavers
associations integrated into a movement for swaraj, created a
scene of a possible regeneration of that knowledge and society
which had known only decline for more than six generations.
Swadeshi gyan and swadeshi samaj were back in the struggle.

But the rulers of independent India once again tried to
suppress swadeshi gyan and samaj beyond recognition.
Policies of Independent India relating to agriculture, industry,
health, forests, in fact the overall policies of development are
such that they have undone swadeshi gyan in every possible
sphere. Potters, blacksmiths, metal workers, architects,
peasants, vaids and jyotishies, all have suffered continuous
deterioration since Independence. Adivasis have been further
deprived of forest resources, women have lost control in great
many productive activities which were earlier organised by
them. Thus traditional social organisation has further suffered
rupture and logic of swadeshi gyan has become more alien for
the educated. However new phenomena have been unleashed,
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which give an impression of regeneration of the swadeshi
consciousness. Part III tries to analyse and see what aspects of
this new consciousness are genuinely swadeshi.

Part - IT1

In face of the apparent ganging-up of the educated against
all that is swadeshi, the swadeshi samaj appears to reorganize
with difficulty, haltingly and also perhaps with some
confusion. Of late four major phenomena can be indentified
which are perhaps promoting a new swadeshi consciousness.
Three of these relate to socio-economic-political spheres.
These are the movement of the backward classes in the name
of social justice, the peasant movement for the economic well-
being of the peasantry and regionalization of politics in the
name of ethnic and regional social identities. All these often
challenge the dominant models of social, economic and
political organisation based on a mobilization of the people
called swadeshi samaj above. They have surely opened new
public spaces for the development of new swadeshi
consciousness. The late seventies also witnessed the birth of
a swadeshi knowledge movement. Inaugurated by the P.P.S.T.
Foundation this movement has grown, the present Congress
being a major result. Although appearing in radical theoretical
terms the swadeshi knowledge movement also has two clear
strands similar to the once in the people’s movement. These are
: one, efforts directed towards removal of hurdles in the
development of the paschimikrit samaj and the other, attempts
at discovering a new identity between social organisation and
the logic of swadeshi gyan.

These swadeshi samaj movements and the swadeshi
knowledge movement although often having sympathy for each
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other do not have any working relationship. It is this (not yet)
relationship in the sphere of action which perhaps lays the
foundations of a new knowledge-society identity which is in
the interest and according to the genius of the people of this
country. Note must be taken at this point of an apparently
popular model being propagated these days which claims
Indian heritage without reference either to the damage done by
the British or to the fact that since their intervention the entire
price of the so-called development of the nation has been paid
by the blood and toil of the swadeshi samaj. The concept of
tradition propagated in this deceptive model has no place
either for swadeshi gyan or for swadeshi samaj.

Part - IV

The concluding sentences only point out that this entire
analysis leads us to seeing that the question of emancipation of
the swadeshi samaj and the question of reconstruction and
fresh development of swadeshi gyan are not two different
questions. There can be many other ways ranging from
meditation to economic analysis whereby one can discover
this identity of the logic of knowledge and of social
organisation. This tells us that if we recongnise the knowledge
base and practices handed down to us from a great past as
proper knowledge equal to any other and not just as a
collection of techniques, then we ought not to indulge in its
piecemeal use without addressing the question of a complete
societal transformation.
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