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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. Through 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—tfor 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 offers 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. The volume becomes more intense in
the Bengal context which reveals a multilayered and multifaceted intellectual
response to Buddhism. Surendran makes painstaking efforts 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-1gth-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 flag 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 “The Light of Asia’ and his legacy in India.

Jairam Ramesh, member of parliament, former minister and author

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



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

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

Frontmatter

More Information

DEMOCRACY'S DHAMMA

In 1956, B. R. Ambedkar publicly converted to Buddhism, raising questions
about his turn from constitutionalism to religion. The 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.
Thinkers, 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.
This book traces this genealogy through the Buddhist itineraries and political
projects of figures 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

This 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 offer a definitive shaping of the field.

The 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. This 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 fields 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 transfigurative

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

Series Editors

Asad Q. Ahmed
Uniwversity of California, Berkeley, USA

Milinda Banerjee

Uniwversity of St Andrews, Scotland, UK
Farhat Hasan

University of Delbi, India

Anshu Malhotra

Uniwversity 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

The Mahabharata in Global Political and Social Thought, Milinda Banerjee and
Julian Strube (eds.)
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FIGURES

1.1 ‘This 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 Aswas 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 'The 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 'This photo was taken during the inauguration of the Mulagandhakuti

Vihara, November 1931. The 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 different Buddhist

contingents from around Asia. 174
5.2 'This 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
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xii FIGURES

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 'This 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.

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

and pamphlets on 14 April 2023. 237
7.2 'The 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, Thass 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 first long essay in English on Buddhism in the

Mahabodhi Society’s journal. They had a testy relationship as

members of the Constituent Assembly and both were members of

Nehru’s first 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 Three 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 flag 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
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