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I — In a world where everything changes [where nothing is permanent] the divine is everywhere present [in flowers, birds, animals, in forests, in man].

II — Enjoy fully what the god concedes to you and never covet what belongs to others [neither their goods, nor their talent, nor their success].

ISHA UPANISHAD, TRANSLATED BY ALAIN DANIÉLOU
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FOREWORD

Caste and Freedom for Alain Daniélou

Caste problems reared their head in Alain Daniélou’s family before his birth. Indeed, his mother belonged to the Clamorgan family, one of the most ancient noble families in Normandy, some of whose members were crusaders. The father of Madeleine Clamorgan was, according to the traditions of his caste, a general in the French Army. She herself was a devout Catholic and devoted to Pius X.1

The Daniélou family, on the other hand, was non-religious, with neither glorious family traditions nor noble title. Alain Daniélou’s grandfather, the Mayor of Douarnenez, was buried without religious rites, a fact that was scandalous and very rare at that time. Charles, Alain’s father, had not been baptized when he met his wife. A member of Parliament, he became the leader of the parliamentary radical party, a movement that was considered to belong to the extreme left. In the thirties, at Châteaulin, a tiny sub-prefecture and Daniélou’s constituency, one of my distant relations, Guillaume Laurent—known familiarly as “Tonton Laouïc”—was his electoral agent. They defended secularism and the state schools and violently fought against the clergy and the Catholic movements at a time when the school war was raging in Brittany. They were the “Reds” against the “Whites.”

Curiously enough, it was the Dreyfus affair that brought together Alain Daniélou’s parents, persons not very likely to meet. On the subject of this racist affair that divided French opinion, they both declared in the Captain’s favor, which may seem evident for Charles, but was much less so for Madeleine, a soldier’s daughter.

Very early on, Alain Daniélou became aware of the strange nature of this marriage and the problems it raised. In his memoirs,2 he writes about his mother: “The truth was that my mother thought of her children as bastards; because she was an uncompromising woman, she must surely have faced that problem at some point in her life. She always refused to introduce us into ‘her’ world, nor could she bear to see us mingle with her husband’s political friends. . . .”

In 1926, Alain Daniélou spent a year at Saint John’s College in Annapolis, Maryland. He was amazed at the profound racism he encountered in the United States: the Blacks were relegated outside the towns; he was briskly reprimanded by the college dean for having spent the weekend at the home of a Jewish friend.

In 1930, a study trip to Algeria was cut short because the local colonials looked disapprovingly on this Parisian who frequented the “natives” on an equal footing, the height of dissidence!

His set of articles, Le Tour du monde en 1936,3 gives us a better glimpse of Alain Daniélou’s ideas at that time. Speaking about Harlem, where he saw Macbeth played by a Negro cast, he wrote: “Shakespeare corrected, arranged, erased by these Negroes, I feel a racial prejudice within me I should never have thought myself capable of. . . . Harlem is boring; I dream of the beauty, the refinement, the poetry of other colored peoples, in the dazzling Indies.”

On the American Indians, of whom he was a passionate defender, he wrote: “They contemplate this last defeat: the conquerors, covered with their spoils, ridiculously imitating the dances they danced for the gods. . . . A gust of civilization reaches us like the desert wind when, in the middle of all the pretentious and vulgar junk of imitation products, these objects appear, in which every detail is noble, each line of which has been pondered for centuries.”

This first work of his, written in 1936, gives us a foretaste of the orientation of his work, and the great idea that he ceaselessly pursued. “Dazzled” by India, its level of culture and its arts, he devoted his life to obtaining world recognition for the great civilizations of Asia and to showing that Western economic imperialism should not be tied to any kind of cultural imperialism. He never ceased in his struggle to get the West to understand that, for example, the gagaku—the orchestra for traditional music at the Japanese court—was comparable to the Berlin Philharmonic, and that the raga interpretations of Ravi Shankar are not folklore, but artistic works in no way inferior to those of Mozart, Ravel, or Bernstein. He started with the musical world—to win recognition for the values of an art little known in the West—and then extended his scope to include other sectors.

He decided which side he was on very rapidly and, at Benares, became a “native,” violently anticolonial, connected with the orthodox independence movements, to the amazement and reprobation of the occupant British community. He even accepted the designation of mleccha, which in Hindi means “a barbarian,” one who has not been born on the sacred soil of India. In traditional Indian society, the foreigner, whatever his origin, is classed as a Shudra, that is, as belonging to the artisan and workers’ caste, which is by far the most numerous, since it includes about eighty percent of the entire population.

As Alain Daniélou explains in his memoirs, this status—which was his for many long years—is in no way an obstacle to the gaining of knowledge. He was able to study with the pandits, the Brahman scholars of Benares, so long as he observed the duties of a good Shudra student: vegetarianism, which is not usual for members of this caste; daily ritual bathing in the Ganges; not touching his master; not entering certain parts of his master’s house; and so on.

Having become the disciple of the scholarly monk Swami Karpatri, Daniélou spent many years studying traditional cosmology and metaphysics with Pandit Vijayanand Tripathi and the rudra vina with Sri Sivendranath Basu. At the order of Swami Karpatri, he was regularly initiated into Hinduism and received the name of Shiva Sharan (the protected, or protégé, of Shiva).

After plunging into the orthodox Hindu world (learning Hindi and Sanskrit and studying philosophy) he became a Hindu himself and returned to Europe to show the West the true face of Hinduism. This orthodoxy—which he made his own—is totally opposed to puritanism, of which his later translation of the Kama Sutra is living proof.

He shocked people by his ideas, which separated him from what was in fashion. The Aryan invasions, the barbarian hordes from the north, were for him the end of the golden age of the great civilizations. He opposed the later moralist religions, starting with Buddhism—which he castigated for its proselytism—and in particular the monotheistic religions, Islam and Christianity. Marxism and socialism he considered as pernicious utopias. His Shaivite approach to Hinduism also put him against many Indian circles, which have become, thanks to Western influence, puritan and integralist, contrary to the true spirit of this tradition.

Another problem arose owing to his homosexuality, which he did not hide. He rapidly detached himself from his family and, during his Paris years, led a bohemian life, getting to know Gide, Cocteau, Jean Marais, and even the dancers of the Moulin Rouge: a whole society of suspects that were not very commendable in his family’s eyes. From the end of the fifties, he supported Arcadia, one of the first homosexual movements in Europe.

His return from India settled nothing. He did not go unnoticed, since he wore the topknot of the orthodox Hindu.

For a well-known family like his, belonging to the establishment, all this was not without problems. His brother and brother-in-law had just been nominated to the French Academy. Thanks to a joke played by the gods, however, scandal attacked the family in quite another way: the strange death of his brother the Cardinal, under circumstances that compromised his reputation, inspired some of the most beautiful pages in Alain Daniélou’s autobiography.4

Alain Daniélou’s character was given one of its best definitions by Bernard Pivot: “A ‘marginal’ who has been successful,” since throughout his life he evolved in quite different worlds. On the one hand, his austere life with the Indian pandits, with his long and arduous studies of Sanskrit and music, then the founding and directing of the musicological institutes in Berlin and later in Venice. On the other hand, his life in international society, from Tagore and Nehru to Nicolas Nabokov and Yehudi Menuhin. And lastly, his adventures in the underworld of Pekin, and in the infamous nightclubs of Berlin, where he met Auden, and of Rome, where he frequented the districts made famous by Pasolini.

After the quarrel with his family, a second conflict concerned his society of origin: France, his “tribe,” as he used to define it. A religious conflict is also evident. At UNESCO, he spoke English, despite French protests, and represented Hindi writers at a Pen Club meeting. When he settled in Berlin in 1962, he admitted his sympathies for Prussia, and never sought to meet the French, relegated to the far-off “Quartier Napoléon.” Finally, he settled in Italy, whose profound paganism he loved.

Unclassifiable, paradoxical, he bestrides the century, touching everything, going everywhere.

Western society is made in such a way that it cannot understand that a character who admits and takes responsibility for his homosexuality, drives a Porsche at 230 km an hour, states in turn that he is a painter or musician, and is equally happy to frequent high society or the common people, can also be a credible scholar, a musicologist, and a philosopher.

Alain Daniélou was also trying to safeguard his freedom of thought and to avoid belonging to any clique or ideology. He wrote:

I have never wanted to belong to any religious sect or belief, never wanted to give up my free will. But, being naturally critical, I have always had a tendency to challenge the dominant ideology, oppose what people take for established truths, always noting that hell is paved with good intentions, and thinking that calling all statements to question is the only way of ensuring that knowledge grows. Debate is part of research, not of assertion. The paradox, the calling to question of what seem to be the soundest proofs, is a salutary exercise, the only one capable of causing progress and not remaining hidebound by dogma. This has often meant that I have been credited with belonging to certain theories that I in no way subscribe to. It is difficult for free minds to find a place in a society infected by equally arbitrary ideological conflicts and parties.

I am not a prophet; even my beard refuses to grow. My age means that people expect me to give them directives or oracles, which I refuse to do. I am not a guru. I still seek to understand the mystery of the world, to which end, every day, I am ready to start all over again, to re-examine my convictions, to reject any belief, to progress only in the direction of knowledge, which is the opposite of faith. I still stolidly mistrust any rite or ceremony, which always appear to me like a piece of theatre when there are witnesses. I refuse to perform a puja for the always fanatical devout (today we would call them “fans”). The only value I never call to question is that of the teachings I have received on Shaivite Hinduism, which rejects all dogmatism, since I have never found any form of thought that goes so far, so clearly, with such profoundness and such intelligence in comprehending the divine and the structures of the world. No form of thought can in any way approach this marvelous quest that comes down to us from the dawn of time. None of the ideologies, none of the theories that divide the modern world seem to me to be worthy of being shared or defended by me. To me, they seem puerile, when they are not merely aberrant.5

He not only safeguarded his own freedom of thought, but sought to preserve it for all, as attested by his statement written while this book was being prepared:

According to the Indian theory of cycles, the end of the Age of Conflicts, or Kali Yuga, in which we are now living, is marked by standardization, the prelude to death, and by the will to destroy an infinite variety of vegetable, animal, or human species that characterize the beauty of the divine work.

Antiracism, which denies the originality, specificity, and beauty of the different varieties of the human species, has become an intangible doctrine, spreading with a fanaticism that perverts all anthropological, cultural, social, or religious studies.

In India, there has never been any black race of the African type. Most of the population belongs to the brown race. Symbolic colors have been attributed to the different functions that are essential to any society. The fact that black is the color attributed to the working class—which could just as well have been green or pink—immediately rouses hostile reactions, owing to their assimilation to modern conditions in certain countries, expressed with so much violence that a publisher may hesitate to publish a work referring to a civilization that has, for thousands of years, allowed the most different peoples and cultures to coexist without destroying each other.

Such a form of censorship is contrary to the principle of the freedom of expression, carried out in the name of a new dogma, sadly recalling the trials of heretics of the past.6

From the time of the publication of his first book in 1936 until 1993, Alain Daniélou wrote—besides about twenty seminal works7—several hundred articles and papers for journals, encyclopedias, conferences, radio programs, and so on, some in French, and others in English, Hindi, or Italian.

These texts deal with a very wide variety of subjects concerning India, such as its religion, society, language, yoga, and music. Some have never been published, and most are unobtainable. With the author’s agreement, and under his supervision, I began cataloguing these texts according to subject matter, whence the idea of publishing collections of the texts in book form.

Jean-Louis Gabin—who early on took an interest in this project and began working on it while the author was still alive—has undertaken the task of writing the preface, as well as collecting and editing these various texts, which present a previously unpublished viewpoint of Alain Daniélou’s work.

JACQUES E. CLOAREC
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PREFACE

Sacred Order and Human Society

At the dawn of the twenty-first century, it appears that the Western view of India is starting to change. The reception given to Alain Daniélou’s work in Europe and the United States is both one of the signs of this change and one of the causes. Increasingly widely considered as a first rate Indologist, musicologist, and seeker after truth, Alain Daniélou is one of the rare Europeans to have been accepted within India’s traditional society, for which he became a spokesman. On his return to Europe, he contributed enormously to saving the world’s traditional music by setting up the Institute for Comparative Musical Studies in Berlin and Venice. Later he published a series of seminal works on Indian mythology, history, music, sculpture, and social structures that established his international reputation and helped to change the Western view of India.

This book contains unpublished works of Alain Daniélou, as well as papers read at conferences and articles published in journals, which deal with the delicate and controversial theme of the “caste system.” These works were all revised, corrected, and expanded by the author toward the end of his life. Occasionally, two similar texts have been combined or cuts have been made where two articles repeated each other, and at times the author redefined his ideas in the light of questions or objections put forward by Jacques Cloarec or myself. As the texts were written over the span of many years—between 1938 and 1991—it is consequently not surprising to find occasional differences of expression and even apparent contradictions, bearing witness to the vital development of his thought.

The articles in this book thus represent various highlights on, or approaches to, a central theme: that of the balance between social cohesion and individual freedom, between the interests of communities and those of the wider entities of which they form part, between human groups and animals, plants, forests, hills, and rivers, traditionally considered in India as manifestations of a sacred order, of which human society is merely a correspondence or reflection.

Such a concept is very far from that of the modern West, which has arisen, first and foremost, out of opposition to the ancient order of things and appears to be entirely centered, not only on the individual and his “rights,” but on the economic aspect of his activities. The Western reader must therefore be ready to question his or her habitual judgment, vocabulary, and ideas, and in particular must strive not to politicize1 the caste question, which has so often been caricatured by modern writers.

The following articles complement the views expressed elsewhere by the author, in particular in his Virtue, Success, Pleasure, and Liberation; While the Gods Play; and Shiva and Dionysus (reissued as Gods of Love and Ecstasy). Daniélou’s clarity is there, as well as his sense of being a free man, loving paradox and irony, and belonging—like Marguerite Yourcenar—to a generation that uses, for example, the word “race” without inhibition2 and without any negative coloring, because in their eyes differences are not only legitimate, but the very basis of harmony and beauty.

Undoubtedly, Alain Daniélou’s work and life form a unique bridge between two civilizations, or rather, between two conceptions of the place and role of human societies on our planet. The first, which animates the last still living traditional civilization of the ancient world, has sought to establish a balance, not only between the various human groups, but between these and the natural world, considered as the gods’ own country. This is a polytheistic civilization, a civilization of time cycles and mythologies, one that has respect for what is different and one that incorporates the past into the present. The other conception is infinitely more recent, deriving from the linear time of monotheism and the promotion of history by Christianity. It emphasizes a move toward the future, combats differences in the name of equality, rejects tradition in favor of novelty and seeks to break nature in the name of culture.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, this modern ideology spread from Europe and North America to “convert” the whole world, with the aid of Christian missionaries, colonizers, socialist and Marxist militants, and liberal reformers.3 However, at the end of the twentieth century, when its triumph appeared to be total, certain disquieting signs arose to question the certitudes used to sweep away ancient societies and former regimes, often hidebound or corrupt. These signs included the fall of the Berlin wall and the floundering of the Soviet Empire—lighthouse and agent throughout the twentieth century of so many revolutions carried out for the “good” of the people; the return of particularisms, territorial and cultural claims by groups thought to have been “assimilated”; the resurgence of religious life; and resistance to globalization, to a unique philosophy, to the destruction of our ecological balance. These are all signs showing the limits and insufficiencies—and perhaps the mortal danger—sheltered by the ideology that governs our society.

There is no question of denying the successes of the modern world, which at a technological level are remarkable—even if they have also perfected the means of destruction. At a medical level they are astonishing, despite having been achieved at the price of the torture and death of millions of animals used as guinea pigs. Such successes—“information” about which all too often dissimulates the negative side—also serve to disqualify traditional societies, and justify their invasion and destruction.

The outset of the third millennium of what we consider our history hardly bears witness to the triumph of the ideas of happiness and progress that have been used to justify the upheavals in human society over the past three hundred years. Never before have the calamities striking our species and planet been so directly attributable to humanity itself. In our historic memory, nothing approaches such an abundance of massacres, peoples humiliated and parked in camps, civilizations annihilated, vegetable and animal species destroyed.4 According to Teddy Goldsmith, destruction in the biosphere over the past half-century greatly exceeds everything that humans had previously caused over the span of three million years.5

The idea of unlimited material progress ensuring human happiness is no longer seriously defended by anyone. In Third World countries, living conditions have on occasion dramatically worsened as a result of the imposition of industrial agriculture and monocultures, which have exhausted the soil, destroyed social stability, and thrown entire populations into shantytowns. Overpopulation is only the reverse side of a phenomenon that in the West is characterized by a fall in the birth rate: the human animal’s response to the various stages of vital precariousness and anguish about the future.

At the same time, the atmosphere in “advanced” countries is hardly reassuring, with the consumption of tranquillizers soaring and psychoanalysis overburdened with patients. One European home out of four consists of a single person, and the number of children raised by single parents is continually on the increase, as well as juvenile distress and delinquency. Senior citizens who not long ago transmitted the oral tradition at the same time as playing an effective role have now been relegated to retirement homes. The crisis in the educational system—now learning how to “sell itself” and giving no place to craftwork, art, or manual and artistic activities—is considerably undervalued, while precarious job tenure is presented as something positive. We seek to forget our condition and the increasingly precise threats that loom over our survival by using medicines, alcohol, drugs, evasion, and strong emotions.

Paul Valéry’s well-known dictum that our civilizations now know that they are mortal has for some years become so commonplace that we almost blush to repeat it. Everything happens as though the government of humankind were the plaything of autonomous mechanical fates, “contingencies,” “modernism,” “economic imperatives,” as though political action were restricted to masking the more visibly monstrous aspects of reality. Maya, the power of illusion, is undoubtedly the most pervasive phenomenon in this industrial society, at the same time so proselytizing and so lacking in gods.

Behind the wave of information bearing emotions, self-satisfaction, cupidity—and almost never intelligence—what framework is there for us to think not only of the threatened future of the world and the generations to come, but of our own immediate future? The ideologies that astounded us until recently have, one after the other, come to be seen as ethnocentric, predatory systems, responsible for the destruction of traditional civilizations, for persecuting independent thinkers, for the dichotomy of body and spirit, for the mortal divorce between humans and nature.

The Mexican Dream by Jean-Marie Gustave Le Clézio gives a perfect illustration of the Church’s role of providing spiritual justification for the genocide of the Amerindian peoples, the prelude to and condition for the founding of the modern era on that continent.6 Moreover, we all too often forget that colonial ideology, even between the two world wars, enjoyed political consensus, as evidenced by Léon Blum’s statement to the French Parliament on July 9, 1925, which would be flabbergasting today: “We admit the right, and even the duty, of the superior races to draw to themselves those who have not achieved the same degree of culture and to call them toward progress, realized through the efforts of science and industry.”7

Is Alain Daniélou entirely wrong in noting, in an article on cultural genocide included in this book that, “Although colonialism has nowadays abandoned—in Africa as in other ‘third-world’ countries—its most brutal forms of genocide and slavery, the concepts of cultural and racial superiority it used as its justification have not been sincerely revised”? Questioning of these concepts only really began, in the United States and in Europe, at the end of the sixties, with emerging demands of respect for traditional cultures and civilizations and a renewal of the teaching of regional languages, which the period that followed the French Revolution, called the Terror, and later the Third French Republic, had systematically fought. This view was bolstered by the emergence of the ecology movement and the idea of the “Right to be Different,” claimed by antiracist organizations and sexual minorities.8

But the idea dawning now, at the outset of the twenty-first century, is not merely a widening awareness of the limitations and predatory nature of “modernism.” At a historical and philosophical level, these had already been exposed by Alexis de Tocqueville, or Hippolyte Taine in his Origins of Contemporary France,9 and later on, by François Furet.10 In the metaphysical field too, the work of René Guénon, of which one title—The Crisis of the Modern World—is emblematic, made it possible to analyze, as early as the twenties, the nature of the antitraditional direction taken by the West.11

The new idea that appears to the contemporary mind is that the exactions that accompanied the conquests of modern ideology can no longer be considered as necessary evils, passing ills, the sequels of a past that is best forgotten so as not to impede the “globally positive” march toward a “radiant future.” Nowadays, it is far clearer that the Terror of 1793, the Gestapo and the death camps,12 the Gulag archipelago, the Chinese Cultural Revolution, the horrors and persecutions that continue to unfold all around us, are not incidental phenomena, unconnected with each other, but plunge their roots in the totalitarianism of the Holy Inquisition or of Calvin, and even in Rousseau’s highly dogmatic Social Contract.13

In a word, they are the outcome of the “clean sweep” and the radical systems dreamt up by some “genius” or other who, equipped with his rationalism, never doubts his own “common sense” and good intentions, his capacity to remake the world, which “post-modernism” is beginning to question seriously. The catastrophes and threats only partially hidden by the ever-accelerating onward rush of modern humankind invite reflection, if there is still time. They also invite us really to examine—this time without pre-conditions nor preconceived ideas—whether the ways of being and living that preceded the modern world or which have managed to survive side-by-side with it (and often against it) contained something that could be useful for the future of humankind and of the planet, something from which the people of today may draw some inspiration, wisdom, or experiences that could be to our advantage.

There is no doubt that this explains the West’s growing interest in India, the only country in which—despite wars, invasions, colonial aggression, and the sometimes brutal irruption of modernism—a multicultural, multiethnic and multireligious traditional society has kept alive a remarkable tolerance and remarkable solidity for thousands of years, as Alain Daniélou has shown.14

India, which until the eighteenth century almost alone evoked Europe’s “East”—the origin and goal of so much admiration and so many dreams—was described by travelers as a brilliant civilization possessing fabulous riches, religions that recalled those of the ancient world, and a highly structured social system similar to the corporations of Europe in the Middle Ages, which the Portuguese named the caste system. In his Genius of India—whose title reveals the new perception of that country—Guy Sorman rightly emphasizes the fact that Western observers’ opinion of the caste system was for a long time not particularly reproving.15 Writers like Nicholas-Jacques Desvaulx, in his book Moeurs et Coutumes des Indiens, which was published in Paris in 1777, recognized that the overlapping of the “corporations” (or “communities” as Guy Deleury prefers to call them) gave Indian society a remarkable solidity and made excessive tyranny avoidable.16 This peculiarity of Indian society, whose diversity was in some way constitutional, was underlined by eighteenth-century philosophers such as Voltaire and Diderot in their fight against intolerance—monotheistic intolerance in particular.

During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the European view of India changed entirely, in line with the West’s role as “Messiah of a new order,” the result of the English and French middleclass revolutions, which would culminate in the systematically antitraditionalist spirit we know today. Starting from 1789, the myths of “civilization” and “progress” invaded the world. The new ideas brought “liberty” and “equality” to all humankind, whether by force as in the Napoleonic wars, or by means of colonial adventures. Upon contact with the West, entire civilizations, traditions, languages, and populations disappeared beneath what the Marxists coldly termed the “wheel of History.” In the eyes of all “progressive” politics, whether Marxist or Christian, India became the very symbol of a “reactionary” society,17 preferring the solidity of social systems inherited from the past to the egalitarian concepts of the modern world.

Now that it is possible to begin assessing the political and social utopias of the twentieth century,18 humankind, according to certain people, is faced with a reckoning of accounts and continual crisis management: the former colonizers find it difficult to welcome the former colonized on their own soil; the chorus praising urban civilization is becoming aware that the cities can no longer continue serenely to absorb the rural populations; the preachers of “increase and multiply” are beginning to perceive that the planet cannot be extended, and that if we continue to destroy forests and animal and vegetable species on an industrial scale, modern humanity will become its own species’ worst enemy; the “nation-state” so dear to the bourgeois revolutions is under threat owing to the vast extent of ecological problems that can only be dealt with by supranational structures; lastly, the cult of the individual is starting to find its limits, and although a great deal is still said about the “rights of man,” people are seriously beginning to ask questions about his duties,19 and are consequently taking a new look at traditional notions such as dharma, whose link with the caste system is essential, as will be seen in the following articles.

The challenges of the twenty-first century are everywhere before us: pollution, overpopulation, intolerance, fanaticism, the results of a “science without a conscience,” and a materialistic civilization, all of which have profoundly transformed and disenchanted the world. The objective study of a system that has allowed civilization to continue to the present day without genocides or major persecutions may be for us a matter of survival. If it proves correct that, under such a system, differences coexist and collaborate instead of exchanging mutual threats; if this system generates a direct democracy controlled by federations of groups on a human scale (the panchayats); if this kind of self-government, or self-control, makes it possible to contain the all-too-easily inhuman and despotic tutelage of the state or of industrial lobbies within certain limits, then the multicultural societies arising with the dawn of postmodernism will need to study it.

This does not mean to say that the caste system has no defects, having been fought against by the early Buddhists, the colonizers, Christian missionaries, and Marxists, or even that it is a panacea, as so many Western systems have claimed themselves to be. Still less does this mean preaching an inverse revolution for the West. It simply means attempting to better understand a prestigious and still living civilization, and not judging it on the basis of clichés, asking ourselves whether we can draw some conclusion from our analysis and whether we have the right to discredit it systematically in our books, films, newspaper articles, and other media.

Indeed, many of the events announced or unfolding around us would require from us an effort of reflection at least equal to the unprecedented means of destruction that the modern world has developed. Are we capable of it? Is it not true that the most powerful information medias’ first and foremost aim is “distraction,” in Pascal’s meaning of the term? And, as for our intellectual elites, do they have any framework for expressing, in full independence, any real freedom of thought, or are they the prisoners of pressure groups bent on ensuring that their own immediate interests come before any search for the truth? Are we already in the situation described by the Laws of Manu and the Vishnu Purana, in the end of the Kali Yuga, when—the balance among the four castes having been broken and the family destroyed—a declining humanity lives through a succession of partial and myopic dictatorships, that of the priests, of the military, of the traders, and lastly of the workers?

It is somewhat disquieting to learn that, since India’s independence and the adoption of a constitution copying Western concepts, “no work on the castes in India has been published that does not start with the rejection of the principle of Homo Hierarchicus,”20 and that, since Louis Dumont’s seminal work on the topic,21 Indian specialists have been careful not “to ask such wide questions on the castes generally; a certain academic prudence [requiring] that the system be condemned en bloc,”22 even though Dumont has shown that the system seems to be founded on “values shared” by the Indians, not on “necessity,” and that the “distribution of functions necessarily leads to exchanges.”23

Could we but hear today Alain Daniélou’s dissenting voice, independent and serene, conveying that basic proposition of Hindu philosophy, “In all things, leveling is death,” or hear him say, “The kind of racism that justifies conquest, slavery, the elimination of peoples, and a certain kind of antiracism that promotes assimilation, denies differences, are in fact two forms of imperialism.” “The spread of literacy, identified with culture, has been a factor in destroying civilizations belonging to the oral tradition, which have preserved a heritage thousands of years old.” “At the level of human society, male and female duties are fundamentally, irremediably, opposed, and it is only when they follow opposite and complementary rules that these two halves of humankind can be fully realized and equal.”

This book attempts to show the variety of approach, the breadth of the investigation, and the paradoxical, stimulating, and multifaceted questioning of Alain Daniélou. This is why it groups together a series of articles tackling from various points of view the question of caste, to which the author has devoted a fundamental work,24 but which remains particularly subject to distortion.

Three leading articles deal with it directly, the third with regard to what the West terms antiracism, a term which, according to Daniélou, most of the time hides—beneath a sometimes sincere sentimentalism—a morbid fear of differences, a strong desire to level everything, very close to the racism it claims to oppose. Here a spate of questions would necessitate a real debate of ideas, separate from the electoral considerations that all too often pervert discourse in our society. Perhaps, after the riots of the past few years in the United States and the violence in European suburbs, we should ask whether the will to assimilate foreign communities, in the physiological meaning of the term, is not itself the source of the general disintegration, despair, and hate, the details of which teachers in public schools on the outskirts and in certain districts of our cities could draw up in an appalling list.

An illustration of the caste system is included with the description of the Ahirs of Benares. Viewing their costumes, their poetry, and dances, which have not been degraded to folklore, we may feel nostalgia at the idea of what the Bretons, the Basques, and the langue d’Oc peoples could have transmitted to us. The Ahirs’ erotic dances recall certain popular cults condemned by the church, as well as the rites that still exist today among the Sufis, the Aissaouas, and the Berber peoples of North Africa, related to polytheism, to phallic and Dionysian cults. They remind us that the civilizations from which we draw our roots neither prohibited sex nor were guilty of violent attacks on nature, which they did not consider as something inert.

The article on “The Hindu Woman and the Goddess,” as well, cannot help but raise questions. Although we may be too close to judge all the effects of the “emancipation” of women in industrial society, its consequences on female solitude and the mental balance of children raised in kindergartens by mercenary assistants are clear. Here, too, it seems that we have desperately sought first and foremost to deny any differences, to unite social roles to the extent of making it difficult to reproduce life in a stable environment providing security. The mirage of the marriage of love, of passion as the basis for social organization, can only be explained by the confusion of individual and social ethics, which the Hindus so wisely distinguish. But the coverage given to this mirage by the media is also a consequence of the puritanism inherited by our society.25 The religious authorities, whose reign preceded the media’s own, did their utmost to channel eroticism exclusively through the institution of marriage, which is nowadays crumbling with the rest of the social fabric.

Pursuing this discussion would take us too far. It is better to allow the reader to discover the article on the dictatorship of the scribes and the underside of alpha-bêtise, the one devoted to cultural genocide in Africa, the blasting analysis of the work of Abbé Dubois, the response to the biologist Jacques Ruffié, the article on rights and duties . . . which together provide abundant material for reflection, for questioning and comparison, for those who seek.

JEAN-LOUIS GABIN
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