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The Beginning of Decay of Indian Culture
Pt. Bahadur Mal

to the end of the Gupta
: u period, the Indian culture
l) remainad in its full
= hioom. expressing itself
exuberantly in various ways; in the
great work of philosophy, art, drama,
literature, science and mathematics.
it was during this period, that it over-
flowed into and enriched the cultures
of countries to the North-East and
South-East of India. But after the
Gupta period, as we approach the
end the first miliennium A.D. we find
a slackening of the pace, a drying
up, as it were of the sources of
creative thinking. We do not come
across any great work of original
thought in any department of iiterary
and cultural activity, except perhaps
in the domain of art. This was due to
the influence and incentive provided
by the foreign styles of art, brought
into India by Muslim invaders. In
the South of India, the growth of
cuiture continuad much ionger. As
the result of unsettied and chaotic
conditicns in Nerth India, afier the
seventh century, many schoiars
and artists of the north migrated to
the south, where they could carry on
their work in a calm and undisturbed
atmosphere.

This decay and arrest of growti
were due to a number of factor, India
was subbed to foreign dominiation,
a number of times after the fall of
the Mauryan dynasty. It regainad its
supremacy under the Gupta rule, and
rosz {0 great heights of splendour
and power. But towards the end of
{ne Gupta perind, hordes of Huns
entered india in successive waves
of invasicn. They were defeated
ultimately by the combined armieg
of the last Gupta monarch and a
rwer of Cenfral India, Yasovarma
by name There oft-repeated and
long-down-out confiicts made North
India weal and disiniegrated; so
that the Musiim conquerors, who
came rext, did not meet any great
resisiance at the hands of the
divide and smaller kingdoms of
incia. Pelitical subjection, extending
over a long period naturally led fo
cultura! decay, especialiy when the
rulers happened to be of narrow and
bigoted mentaiity, meking it difficuit
ior the cutture cf the land to flourish
unhindered. We find the process
of rejuvenarion reasserting itself in
the British period, but in the Mustim
period there was not much scope
fer the free expression of Indian
genius in religious, phiiosophical
and scientific fields. The problem of
culiual and racial survival became
the all-important problem of the age.

“Why shouid political freedom
be iost unless some kind of decay
has preceded ii” If is really a matter
oi wonaer, ihat a huge country
like india, with its vast man-power
should have succumbed to a handful
of fereign invaders. Of course it is
true, that nationalism is a recent

development, even in the West. In
India it is only in the British period,
that the people began to think of
themselves as a nation, and even
after the country has becorne free, a
grzat vigilance has to be kept against
all fissiparous and anti-national
tendencies in th® form of casteism,
provincialism and communalism. But,
asarule, there was no All-India feeling
in old times. and kingdoms fell one
aiter the other before the onslaught
of tough invaders, without getting any
assisiance from: neighbouring rulers.

But India had another source of
weakness in its rigid and exciusive
caste system. Even within the
same State, it brought about a lack
of cohesion. The caste system
gave stability to society, but begot
political weakness. The social sense
developed in the direction of the family
or the caste, and was altogether
lacking in naticnal consciousness,
even within the borders of the same
State. Atthe time of war only Ksatriyas
fought. The rest of the people did not
take part in fighting, or perhaps were
not allowed to do so. "They were
prepared 1o welcome any king or
ruler or dynasty, Hindu or Muslim or
Christian, provided thev guaranteed
ordered government and maintained
the =ocial iiberty of each caste or
cominunity. That expiains the facility,
with which foreigners conquered our
couniry, and the apparent passivity,
with which most people accepted
their rule.

But there was another way also,
in which caste system played a part
in bringing avout cultural decay.
As the result of caste system, more
than eighty percernit of peopie, whe
formed the lower classes, were
denied all advantages of education,
and opportunities of cultural growth
and even among the higher classes
the Keatriyas and Vaisyas, as a rule,
were not much concemed with the
creation and dissemination of culiure.
It was cnly the small privileged class
of Brahmanzs who acted ‘as the
custodians of culiure. Cf course, there
must have been a few- talented- and
cultured people among the Ksalriya
aristecracy, but the main contribution
to cultural growth came from the
Brahmana class.

Te the ancient jaw-givers, it
appeared the most natural thing, that
each person should do the work to
which he was bom, in the interest of
social stabilitv. The result was most
disastrous, in so far as the large
majority of people at the bottom of the
social ladder were concermed, who
on account of the lack of education,
could nct make any contribution to
the yrowth of cuilure and civilization.
The Brahmana class, after the
cultural efiert of many centuries,
was overcome by mental inertia and
spiritual languor, as there was no
impetus or competition torthcoming
from the other classes. It is generally

found, that a pariicular class, after a
certain pericd, loses originality and
the urge for creation, and gets into
a condition of rut and formalism. At
such a time, fresh vigour and creative
effort are injected into society by the
members of the hitherto uncreative
classes. In a society, where there is
no special restriction, whatsoever, on
any member making his contribution
to the fund of common culture the
springs of originaiity and creativeness
neverdry up. In India the caste, system
made it impossible for the largest
class of people to do any creative
work except that of creating children.
There is no wonder, therefors, if after
a time, the cultural achievements
came to a standstill, and decay set in,
in all departments of cultural life.

A third factor, which made for
cultural decay was the degradation
of the position of women during, this
period. In the Vedic age and long
after that, we find many distinguished
ladies making rich contributions
to culture. Some of them even
composed the Vedic hymns, but
when gradually early marriages were
instituted, and the boon of education
was taken away from women, they
were naturally disabled from taking
part in cultural efforis.

The cihild marriages, which
became common during this period,
also contributed very much to the
decay oi cuiture. In spitz ¢f the
injunctions of the law-givers to the
conirary, the parents, in the early
centuries of the Christian era, went on
mariying their daughters at the age of
puberty. But by the end of the Gupta
period, infant marrdages became
commen. The resuli was. thal boys
and girls began to engage in sexual
activity, as soon as. if net before they
attained the age of puberty, giris in
most cases bacoming mothers at
the age of twelve or thirteen years,
and giving birth 1o weak and puny
children.

This prematuie sexual activity
naturailly had a most pernicious
inflience on physical and mantal
health. in this connection, the findings
of Dr. J. D. Unwin in fis menumental
work, Sex and Cuiture should be of
the greatest interest. As the result of
his extensive researches carried on
among peoples at different levels of
culture for many years, he arrived
at certain conclusions which, in
the light of the wealth of detail on
which they are founded, many be
regarded as practically certain and
incontrovertibie.

His most important conclusion
is, that societies, which do not
observe pre-nuptial chastity, and
among whom opporiunities for sexual
indulgence are the greatest after
marriage, are always founc without
any exhibition of physical o mental
energy. “Neither mental nor social
energy can be manifested”, says
Dr. Unwin "except under certaii

conditions. These conditions arise
when sexuval opportunity is reduced
to a minimum." Even in the same
society, the group or community
in which the greaiest resiraint is
imposed upon sex, always displays
the greatest energy and dominates
the other groups. Aggressiveness
and cnergetic behaviour are the
characieristics of those communities,
in which there is a check on pre-
nuptial sex indulgence and restriction
on post-nuptial sexual opportunity by
means of strict monogamy. "Some
times,” says Dr. Unwin "a man has
been heard to declare, that he wants
both to enjoy the advantages of high
culture and to abolish compulsory
continence. The inherent nature of
human organism, however, seems
to be such that these desires are
incompatible. even contradictory.
Any human society is free to choose,
either to display great energy or to
enjoy sexual freedom ; the evidence
is, that it cannot do both for more than
one generation.”

Indian sociely, at a cerain
period of her history, chose in actual
practice, the alternative of sexual
freedom in the form of child marriage,
and by permitting polygamy, which
was practised by its infiuential and
well-to-do members in an abundant
measure. The resuit was, that within
a century or so, the Indian society lost
vigour and aggressiveness, which
so characteristically distinguished
the indians of the Vedic age, and the
succeeding centuries. The Hindus
from ine advent ol the Muslim rule,
right up 1o the mooem period, came
to bear the epithets of mild and
peaceful. The mild Hindu was the
product of sexual freedom, provided
by the custom of early marriage. By
all accounts. thai have coime down
10 us, the Vedic ancestors of the miid
Hindus were not mild or mentally and
physically lethargic.

Thare 15 no reason to doubt, in
the light of the scienlic findings of
Dr. J. D. Unwin, that the institution of
early marriages amongst Hindus an
was imporiant factor ieading to an ail- .
round decay in Indian society.

The condition of decay continued
throughout the medievai period. In ihat
period, a number of saints appearad
on the Indian horizon, who preached
sentimental devotionaiism, and in=
doctrine of renunciation, as a sort of
escape from the unhappy conditicn
brought about by the Musiim ruie. We
aiso find these saints, most probably
undertheinfiuence ofisiam, preaching
against caste sysiem and distinctions
of high and few, and 2 number of
othar reforms, but their work did rict
appear tc nave anv great influence
on the established social structure,
ana so, when we corne to the modern
times, we find Hindu society mare or
less just as it was towards the end of
the first milienniumn ot Christiar: era.

—Frem A Story of Indian Culture
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