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Advance Praise

Democracy’s Dhamma is a lively account of the emergence of what we might call 

a modern Buddhist cosmos in South and Southeast Asia. �rough the mapping 

of pilgrimage and memory circuits, tales of unusual lives and journeys into the 

dhamma, and a review of ideas to do with Buddhism in the time of democracy 

and socialism, Gitanjali Surendran has created an unusual diorama—for us to 

re-examine the making of modern India. Buddhism by the Bay (of Bengal), a 

formulation that the book invokes, helps situate anti-colonial and anti-caste 

thought and struggles in India within a wider and older geography.

V. Geetha, feminist historian and writer, author of Bhimrao  

Ramji Ambedkar and the Question of Socialism in India (2021)

Surendran’s volume o�ers a robust account of Buddhism as a philosophical 

movement that has historically progressed and continues to be a presence in the 

intellectual and social life of South Asia. �e volume becomes more intense in 

the Bengal context which reveals a multilayered and multifaceted intellectual 

response to Buddhism. Surendran makes painstaking e�orts to draw many 

leading thinkers from modern India in the interpretative framework of Buddhism. 

It makes for a fresh and hence fascinating reading of Buddhism in South Asia.

Gopal Guru, former professor, Jawaharlal Nehru University

Democracy’s Dhamma expertly details the remarkable networks and projects of 

the South and Southeast Asian activists, scholars and pilgrims who brought 

Buddhism back to its birthplace.  Matching scholarly insight with writerly 

elegance, Surendran demonstrates how essential the re-emergence of Buddhism 

was to the project of Indian democracy itself, from what she strikingly analyses as 

Nehru’s ‘civil religion’ to Ambedkar’s poignant vision of fraternity and democratic 

social life.

Karuna Mantena, professor of Political Science, Columbia University

Over the centuries Buddhism has shaped India profoundly, much more so 

than Indians themselves realise and understand. But the rediscovery of India’s 

Buddhist heritage—a global enterprise if ever there was one—is really a post-

mid-19th-century development in which many remarkable personalities from 

South and Southeast Asia played a pivotal role. Surendran tells this fascinating 

story of the rediscovery of India’s Buddhist heritage especially—one that was to 
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have a deep and enduring impact on India’s nationalist movement as is evident in, 

for instance, the choice of the national �ag and the national symbol. She shows us 

the essential role that Buddhism has played in the projection of India’s soft power 

over the past seven decades, quite apart from the fact that it has become part and 

parcel of the ongoing struggle for social justice and empowerment within the 

country. Surendran’s landmark study is a product of deep and original research 

that sheds new light on the ‘�e Light of Asia’ and his legacy in India. 

Jairam Ramesh, member of parliament, former minister and author
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DEMOCRACY’S DHAMMA

In 1956, B. R. Ambedkar publicly converted to Buddhism, raising questions 

about his turn from constitutionalism to religion. �e answer lies in Buddhism 

itself. In the late colonial era, the struggle to produce an appropriate Buddhism 

for a nation-in-the-making reveals a secret history foundational to modern India. 

�inkers, activists, reformers, pilgrims and monks from around South, Southeast 

and East Asia discussed universalism, nationalism, modernity, democracy and 

caste radicalism and advocated an Indian return to Buddhism and the Buddha. 

�is book traces this genealogy through the Buddhist itineraries and political 

projects of �gures such as Anagarika Dharmapala, Swami Vivekananda, 

Rabindranath Tagore, Jawaharlal Nehru, Vinayak D. Savarkar, Rahul Sankrityayan 

and Ambedkar to reveal how Buddhism emerged as democracy’s dhamma, the 

religion of democracy.

Gitanjali Surendran is professor of History at Jindal Global Law School, 

O.P. Jindal Global University, Sonipat. She is the author of Anand Bhawan: An 

Intimate History (2018) and other essays and media pieces on modern South Asian 

intellectual, political and cultural history.
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SOUTH ASIAN INTELLECTUAL HISTORY

�is series aims to create a cohesive set of volumes on South Asian intellectual 

history which will set the paradigm for an emerging academic sub-discipline. It 

shall indeed o�er a de�nitive shaping of the �eld.

�e series, about South Asian worlds of ideas, will contribute in multiple ways to 

realms of scholarship beyond the niche of South Asian studies. It will contribute 

to global history, and especially global intellectual history. South Asianist 

historians—of the premodern and early modern as well as colonial and postcolonial 

periods—have shown with remarkable clarity the problems with provincialized 

area studies approaches, and the necessity of studying intellectualcultural 

production through transregional frames. �is series will therefore mark a 

pioneering development in intersecting transregional, transnational, and global 

history with intellectual history. It will also facilitate interdisciplinary dialogue 

between established approaches to intellectual history and wider �elds of studying 

subaltern, demotic, and vernacular thought, with their profound impact on South 

Asian history and politics. In doing so, it will play a profoundly trans�gurative 

role, taking history of ideas beyond elite vocabularies and text-centrism.

Series Editors

Asad Q. Ahmed

University of California, Berkeley, USA

Milinda Banerjee

University of St Andrews, Scotland, UK

Farhat Hasan

University of Delhi, India

Anshu Malhotra

University of California, Santa Barbara, USA

Upinder Singh

Ashoka University, India

Books in the Series

Local Selfhood, Global Turns: Akshay Kumar Dutta and Bengali Intellectual History 

in the Nineteenth Century, Sumit Chakrabarti

�e Mahabharata in Global Political and Social �ought, Milinda Banerjee and 

Julian Strube (eds.)
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DEMOCRACY’S 

DHAMMA

Buddhism in the Making of  

Modern India, c.1890–1956

GITANJALI SURENDRAN
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1.1 �is is an undated image of Dharmapala at the Vajrasana at the  

Mahabodhi temple, Bodh Gaya. His legal battle for Buddhist control  

of the Mahabodhi temple only partly served the ambitious purposes  

for which it was waged—to unite the Buddhist world, draw attention  

to India’s Buddhist heritage and ignite Buddhist pilgrimage in India  

on scale. 45

2.1 Anagarika Dharmapala, Swami Vivekananda and other delegates  

at the World Parliament of Religions, Chicago, September 1893. 

Dharmapala sits to Vivekananda’s right. 86

3.1 As was his style, Tagore sent a handwritten note to the Mahabodhi  

Society to be read out at the opening of the Mulagandhakuti Vihara, 

Sarnath, in November 1931 (see Chapter 5 for details). In it, he  

combines his admiration for the Buddha, his despair at xenophobic 

nationalism and his commitment to an alternative history of love  

and spiritual comradery between peoples. 122

4.1 �e author with U Paragu at his library, Shantiniketan, in Yangon, 

September 2010. U Paragu travelled to India in the late 1940s and  

1950s to study Hindi and for pilgrimage. His travels and his work  

reveal the little-known history of the mobility of Buddhist South  

Asians and their role in Buddhist activism in India in this period. 150

5.1 �is photo was taken during the inauguration of the Mulagandhakuti 

Vihara, November 1931. �e ancient stupa at Sarnath is to the left  

and the new vihara is visible in the distance to the right of the photo.  

In between are tents set up to accommodate di�erent Buddhist  

contingents from around Asia. 174

5.2 �is is the cover of a pamphlet published by the Mahabodhi Society  

in 1923 as part of their push for a political solution to the question of  

FIGURES
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xii F I G U R ES

the control of the Mahabodhi temple. At the same time, they  

petitioned the government and met with the leadership of INC  

including Gandhi to push their case. 187

5.3 �is poignant photo of Nehru interacting with the Dalai Lama and  

the Panchen Lama during a symposium on Buddhism at Vigyan  

Bhawan as part of the Government of India’s 2500th Buddha  

Jayanti celebrations in late 1956 came at a tense time in  

India–China relations. 204

7.1 On Ambedkar Jayanti every year, Sansad Marg (Parliament Street)  

in New Delhi comes alive with a celebration of all things Ambedkar  

and the anti-caste movement. Everywhere one turns, there are people 

selling pamphlets, books, posters, calendars and more, in celebration.  

�is is a photo of one such pavement seller with an array of books  

and pamphlets on 14 April 2023. 237

7.2 �e Buddhist temple of the South Indian Buddhist Association in  

Chennai as it stands today (December 2019). Dharmapala was  

instrumental in building it and Narasu was closely associated with it. 

Besides the Buddhist statues and painting on the walls, there are  

framed images of the genealogy of modern Buddhism in India  

including Dharmapala, Narasu, �ass and Ambedkar. 245

8.1 At the time this photo was taken in 1951, Shyama Prasad Mookerjee  

was president of the Mahabodhi Society and Ambedkar had just  

published his �rst long essay in English on Buddhism in the  

Mahabodhi Society’s journal. �ey had a testy relationship as  

members of the Constituent Assembly and both were members of  

Nehru’s �rst cabinet. 279

8.2 Ambedkar met Periyar on one of his trips to Rangoon in 1954.  

Periyar later approved of his choice of Buddhism after his conversion  

in 1956. 297

8.3 On 14 October 1956, Ambedkar and his wife, Savita, were  

administered the Five Precepts and �ree Refuges by U Chandramani 

(bottom left), a monk from Arakan who was closely associated with  

the Mahabodhi Society and other Buddhist activists in India. 300

8.4 ‘Jai Bhim’ seen here on a �ag during Ambedkar Jayanti, 14 April  

2023, at Sansad Marg, New Delhi, even in Ambedkar’s own  

lifetime was a call for struggle, an expression of solidarity among  

dalits and a call for social justice. 309

www.cambridge.org/9781009424950
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-42495-0 — Democracy's Dhamma
Gitanjali Surendran
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

A well-known painter once said that when he painted, there are many people 

in his studio with him. Many people have been in the proverbial room with me 

too—in the home o
ces, airport lounges, school waiting areas, parks, libraries, 

faculty common rooms, clinic waiting rooms and co�ee shops—in which this 

book has been written. And to all of them, some who are named below and many 

who are not, I owe an enormous debt of gratitude.

It was Diana Eck who told me sometime in 2008 that Bodh Gaya was not 

a Buddhist site until the 20th century, a discussion that sent me down a decade-

long journey to understand how Buddhism both shaped and revealed the 

foundations of modern India. I have been lucky enough to have had many other 

knowledgeable and generous teachers including the late Chitra Srinivas, Debatri 

Bhattacharjee, Meera Baijal, Neena Gupta, Prabha Rani, Smita Sahgal, Vasudha 

Pande, Indivar Kamtekar, Kumkum Roy, Majid Siddiqui, Radhika Singha, 

Tanika Sarkar, the late Sabyasachi Bhattacharya, David Anderson and Judith M. 

Brown, Ajantha Subramanian, Andrew Gordon, Ian J. Miller, Maya Jasano� and 

Sugata Bose. My special thanks to Charles Hallissey whom I worked with brie�y 

but whose insights and gentle prodding sent me in directions whose outcome are 

in these pages. John Rogers gave me some of the sharpest feedback early on in 

this project. Kiran Seth, Meenakshi Gopinath and Sudha Gopalakrishnan have 

been great mentors from whom I have learned many things.

Many friends and colleagues have given me invaluable feedback on my 

work over the years. Anish Vanaik and Laurence Gautier hosted me twice at 

a history workshop for historians at O.P. Jindal Global University. Mahesh 

Rangarajan and Ravi Mishra invited me at di�erent times to speak at the Nehru 

Memorial Museum and Library seminar. Radhika Singha invited me to present 

at the Centre for Historical Studies at Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU) and 

grilled me for the full hour before. I am extremely grateful to other colleagues 
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who have organized talks, panels, seminars and workshops over the years which 

have resulted in wonderful feedback, especially Anne Blackburn, Anupama Rao, 

David Geary, Douglas Ober, Geo�rey Wade, Himanshu Prabha Ray, Kalyani 

Ramnath, Karuna Mantena, Kishalay Bhattacharya, Nayanjot Lahiri, Neeladri 

Bhattacharya, Richard Ja�e, Sandogami Coperahewa, Sraman Mukherjee, 

Sudha Gopalakrishnan, Tansen Sen, �omas Borchert and Upinder Singh.

I have spent a decade now teaching history at Jindal Global Law School and 

have been fortunate to be surrounded by amazing colleagues, past and present, 

from whom I have learned so much. My thanks to Albeena Shakil, Ambreen 

Agha, Anish Vanaik, Chandra Bhanu Nalamala, Dipika Jain, Jadumani 

Mahanand, Jayani Bonnerjee, Laurence Gautier, Mathew John, Mohsin Raza 

Khan, Neha Tayshete, Pallavi Raghavan, Rajdeep Pakanati, Saagar Tewari, 

Sameena Dalwai, Shiv Swaminathan, S. Sreejith and Swati Chawla. Anish and 

Swati read a chapter each of this book at the draft stage and gave me the kind 

of feedback we should all be lucky to receive. I am grateful to my students, past 

and present, who have been an immense source of intellectual stimulation. At 

Jindal, my special thanks to Arunima Saraf, Dipto Ghosh, Hillol Chaudhuri, 

Mithulya Murali, Navami Krishnamurthy, Parvaz Lamba, Pushkar Reddy, 

Medha Kolanu, Raja Dandamudi, Rohini �yagarajan and Vijetha Ravi. At 

Harvard, my special thanks to my former students Aditya Balasubramanian, 

Gerardo Flores and Ravi Mulani.

Many fellow historians have helped me professionally and personally over 

the years. At Harvard, Sugata Bose’s ‘cricket team’ of South Asianists including 

Antara Dutta, Benjamin Seigel, Dinyar Patel, Julia Stephens, Johan Mathew, 

John Mathew and Mou Bannerjee was an incredible peer group. My special 

thanks to Mikhail Akulov and Tariq Omar Ali without whom both Cambridge 

and Kolkata would not have been the same. Other dear friends who were an 

important part of my time in Cambridge include Alexander Sopov, Amy Bei, 

Heidi and Michael Tworek, Jeremy Yellen, Jesse Howell, Johanna Conterio, the 

late Maya Peterson, Mircea Raianu, Nir Sha�r and Sreemati Mitter. At Oxford, 

I learned so much from Christina Holmes, Daniel Branch, Iqbal Singh Sevea and 

Sarah Hameed, especially over drinks after our Friday Commonwealth seminars. 

At JNU, Aishwary Kumar and Rachna Singh were important conversation 

partners among many others. My special thanks to Jayadeva Uyangoda, Alicia 

Turner, Jairam Ramesh and S. Anand for key pieces of research advice and 

feedback. At the last minute, V. Geetha read through the entire manuscript and 

shared her invaluable insights with me.
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At crucial times, funding for the research that has resulted in this book came 

from di�erent bodies at Harvard University, the Nalanda-Sriwijaya Centre and 

O.P. Jindal Global University. I am extremely grateful to these institutions for 

believing in and supporting my research. My special thanks to the sta� of several 

libraries, repositories and archives I have been fortunate to access. O.P. Jindal 

Global Library has been very supportive by acquiring any books and articles 

I have requested of them and remains one of my favourite spaces on campus. 

Widener library and the Bodleian continue to inspire. I am grateful to the sta� at 

the National Archives of India, the National Library at Kolkata, the Mahabodhi 

Society libraries in Kolkata and Colombo, the Myanmar National Archives and 

U Paragu’s Shantiniketan library in Yangon, the National Archives of Sri Lanka 

in Colombo, the Gunalankara library of the Bauddha Dharmankur Sabha in 

Kolkata, Amiruddaulah Library in Lucknow, the Periyar Rationalist Library 

and Research Centre in Chennai, and the Prime Ministers Museum and Library 

(formerly Nehru Memorial Museum and Library) in New Delhi. Above all, I 

am grateful to the India International Centre’s library and sta� in New Delhi 

which has not only supplied important books and journals but has also over the 

years provided me with a quiet space to think and write. Tariq Omar Ali was my 

partner in crime in Kolkata, Lakshmi Narayanan was my loving home away from 

home in Singapore in 2010, Jenns Ho�man a wonderful �at mate in Singapore, 

Jayadeva Uyangoda was a wonderful host and fount of knowledge in Colombo, 

and Anjalli Ravikumar my riotously fun home away from home in Mumbai more 

recently.

Many friends have seen me through thick and thin. My thanks to Pankaj 

Lal for teaching me the trick of breaking down long runs into manageable 

chunks and smaller targets, a principle I have found useful for many other 

things besides. I have leaned on Meghna Jaruhar at important moments on 

my journey as a mother. Amulya Gopalakrishnan, Anjalli Ravikumar, Garima 

Bhalla, Neha Paliwal, Prachi Bhuchar, Ranica Barua Kozhipatt, Roopa 

Subramanian, Sana Aiyar and Swati Chawla are women beyond compare and 

I feel extraordinarily lucky to have them in my life. �is book would not have 

been written without the wise counsel and gentle encouragement of Mathew 

John and Sana Aiyar.

My thanks to Poonam, Jotika, Maya Munda, Biba, Anita Ghosh, Pinky 

Das, Mamani Mohanta, Sumitra Sarkar, and Mukesh and Vijaykumar whose 

labour in caring for my family and my home made it vastly easier for me to 

function and to write.
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�e support of my family has been invaluable and incalculable. My in-laws 

Anita and Timmy Nohwar have cared for my children, tried valiantly to teach 

them golf, and supported us through many challenges in life with an unrivalled 

and infectious optimism. �eir home remains my safe haven. I am also grateful 

for the care with which Timmy has read every inch of this manuscript—his 

legendary standard for English grammar had me on my toes. �anks too to 

Arjun and Shifa Nohwar for their support over the years.

My sister, Nandita, has generously provided me a very fun ‘writers retreat’ 

three times over at her home in Nairobi. I could not ask for a sharper critic, 

or a better reader, all conducted with her signature sense of humour. Nandita 

continues to inspire me with the way she conducts her life and her dedication to 

her work.

My special thanks to my son, Uday, whose deep dives into things that interest 

him like metro networks, elevator design and space exploration always inspire. 

My eternal gratitude to my daughter, Noor, whose attachment to sleeping every 

night with my arm kept the rest of me grounded in the magic of the everyday. 

I am grateful to my husband Abhimanyu Nohwar, for reminding me again and 

again that there is life after this and life after that, and whose love, support and 

skills in Photoshop and pretty much every other area of design and technology 

in which I have none has made the putting together of this book possible. He 

made the cover for this book and captured what I wanted to convey like no one 

else could. No thanks can possibly be enough to express all the things he and our 

children have brought to my life.

Growing up, my parents, Santana and Surendran, encouraged us to discuss 

many matters that good girls simply did not and to be independent in thought 

and action. A childhood �lled with music, books and travel laid the foundations 

for my life. �eir political and social commitment to secularism and social justice 

and their aesthetic commitments to music, performing arts and literature have 

in�uenced me profoundly. I had the space to write this book because of their care 

for their grandchildren and their making so many of the mundane aspects of my 

life easier. To them, I dedicate this book with love and respect and thank them 

again for giving me so much and asking for so little in return.
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ADD Anagarika Dharmapala’s Diaries, National Archives of Sri Lanka 

and Mahabodhi Society, Colombo

BAWS B. R. Ambedkar Writings and Speeches, Volumes 1–17, edited by Vasant 

Moon and published by Education Department, Government of 

Maharashtra, Mumbai, 1989–2003

BC Bauddha-Charyya-Paddhati, by Bodhanand Mahasthavir (Lucknow: 

Bharatiya Baudh Samiti, 2002 [�rst edition 1947])

BTS Buddhist �eosophical Society

CW �e Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda, Volumes 1–9, Mayawati 

Memorial Edition published in Kolkata by Advaita Ashrama, 2002–

2005

EB �e Essence of Buddhism, by Lakshmi Narasu Pokkala (Nagpur: 

Buddha Bhumi Prakashan, 2002 [�rst edition 1907])

INC Indian National Congress

MB Mul Bharatnivasi aur Arya, by Bodhanand Mahasthavir (New Delhi: 

Samyak Prakashan, 2009)

MBJ �e Journal of the Mahabodhi Society. It had three names throughout 

this period of 1892–1956: �e Journal of the Mahabodhi Society (up to 

vol.  8, no. 12, April 1900), �e Maha-Bodhi and the United Buddhist 

World (from vol. 9, no. 1, May 1900, to vol. 31, no. 12, December 1923) 

and �e Maha-Bodhi (from vol. 32, no. 1, January 1924, to December 

1960)

MNA Myanmar National Archives, Yangon

NAI National Archives of India, New Delhi

PMML Prime Ministers Museum and Library (formerly known as Nehru 

Memorial Museum and Library), New Delhi
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RMB Religion of the Modern Buddhist, by Lakshmi Narasu Pokkala (Delhi: 

Wordsmiths, 2002 [�rst edition 1922])

SCF Scheduled Caste Federation

SW Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, edited by S. Gopal, published in 

Delhi by Jawaharlal Nehru Memorial Fund

TS �eosophical Society
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