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SABARMATI. See Ahmedabad; Gujarat; Gandhi,
Mahatma M. K.

SABHAS AND SAMITIS The term sabbha occurred
eight times in the Rig Veda and seventeen times in the
Atharva Veda. In one instance, sabba referred to a meet-
ing hall. In other instances, sabha referred to a “body of
men shining together.” The term sabba was often linked
with the term samiti (meeting together), both words
referring to a gathering, assembly, or council of people.
The Atharva Veda identified szbba and samiti as two
daughters of the high Vedic god Prajapati. Whenever the
terms appeared together, sabba preceded samiti, leading
some scholars to infer that sabbas might have existed
before samitis. No ancient texts, however, have identified
clear differences between sabhas and samitis, their sequence
in appearance, or their relationships to each other.

Sabba-sthanu (assembly-hall pillar) described a feature
of the sabha’s physical structure. A variety of additional
sabba-linked terms suggested actors and activities that
may have taken place in the sabba: sabba-vin (keeper of
the gambling/assembly hall); sabba-saha (eminent in the
assembly); sabba-pati (lord of the assembly); sabbeya and
sabha-yogya (worthy of the assembly); sabba-chara, sabha-
sad, and sabbyas (member of the assembly); sabba-vati
(woman member of the assembly); and sabba-pala
(guardian of the assembly). According to the Rig Veda,
people in the sabha called on the deity Indra to protect
the sabba and its members and to grant their words effec-
tiveness in the sabba.

The term samiti occurred nine times in the Rig Veda
and thirteen times in the Atharva Veda. The Rig Veda
stated that one could not rule without a samiti. One Vedic
reference described a rajan’s (ruler) presence in a samiti.
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Another reference described several rulers sitting
together in a samiti. The Rig Veda reported people in a
samiti discussing their cattle. One Rig Veda prayer called
for agreement and unity of thought in the samiti. The
Atharva Veda included the prayer of a Brahman priest on
behalf of a samiti.

Despite occasional references to sabbas, samitis, and
rajans in the Vedas, none of the Vedas provided an unam-
biguous description of how sabbas, samitis, and rajans
related to each other. This did not prevent subsequent
scholars from suggesting that sabbas and samitis engaged in
democratic (possibly even unanimous) decision making,
served as councils to rulers, elected and removed rulers,
collected taxes, and declared war. Nor did it prevent subse-
quent scholars from suggesting parallels between the Vedic
sabbas and samitis, anthropological descriptions of clan and
tribal gatherings, Homeric agoras, Roman senates, Teuton
councils of chiefs, and Anglo-Saxon witenagemots. In view
of the scant number of references in the Vedas, all such
scholars’ suggestions must be recognized as speculative.

The Rig Veda mentioned jana 275 times and vish 271
times, both terms referring to groups of interrelated fam-
ilies. The vidatha was a form of assembly referred to 122
times in the Rig Veda and 22 times in the Atharva Veda.
Translated as a “family council,” the vidatha included
women and elders as participants. The vidatha
collectively worshiped Vedic deities such as Agni and
Indra, offering sacred food and singing their praises.
Occasionally the vidatha selected a priest to sing or lead
the singing. The vidatha hoped that, in return for the
offerings and songs, Agni or Indra would provide wealth
and brave sons. Over the centuries, references to the
vidatha gradually disappeared.

Another form of assembly referred to in the Rig Veda

and Atharva Veda was a parishad made up of companions



SABHAS AND SAMITIS

Village Council Meets in a Town near Kutch, Gujarat.
Though the panchayat is stll the main arbiter of justice in rural
communities, and many credit it with the relatively low crime
rate and harmonious structure of such societies, in certain
modern quarters there has been some talk of eliminating the
centuries’ old tradition (as evidenced by related cases now in
India’s courts). AMAR TALWAR / FOTOMEDIA.

who collectively owned cattle, worshiped Agni, and
shared a common leader. The term parishadi implied the
inclusion of women as members of the parishad. At the
end of the fourth century B.C., the Sanskrit grammarian
Panini described a ruler as a parishad-bala (one who ruled
with a parishad, or group of royal associates). Panini also
identified three types of parishads: academic, social, and
administrative. Later, in Kautilya’s Arthashastra, parishad
referred to a council of royal administrators or advisers—
a form of assembly quite different from the parishad of
the Rig Veda and Atharva Veda.

One of the last times the term saziti occurred in Vedic
literature was in the Chandogya Upanishad, when the stu-
dent Shvetaketu visited the Panchala sasmiti and was asked
by its rajanya (leader) to answer five philosophical ques-
tions. Upon Shvetaketu’s failure to answer any of the five
questions, the samiti’s rajanya asked how anyone unable to
answer those questions could be considered to be educated.

Sabhbas and Samitis in Post-Vedic Literature

While the term samiti gradually fell out of use, the
term sabba continued to appear in the classical literature.
As time passed, sabha acquired different shades of mean-
ing. The Mahabharata described a sabbha in which the
legitimacy of Yudhishthira (now a slave) gambling away
his and his brothers’ noble wife Draupadi was debated
before King Dhritarashtra. The Mahabharata also
described three occasions when women entered a sabba.
The Apastamba Sutra described the construction of a
sabba to be used as a guest house and recreation hall for
the three higher varnas, the ancient Hindu social ranks:
the Brahmans, Kshatriyas, and Vaishyas.

At the end of the fourth century B.C., the grammarian
Panini referred to a religious sangha (assembly) that did
not separate the high and the low ranks. With the subse-
quent spread of Buddhism, sangha came to refer to orders
of Buddhist monks. The Buddhist Mahaparinirbbana
Sutta prescribed procedural rules for the sangha. These
included meeting publicly and regularly, observing estab-
lished precedents, respecting the advice of elders, making
decisions in concord, and supporting the Buddhist sages.

Sabbas and Samitis in Post-Independence India

Prior to India’s independence in 1947, groups engaged
in political, legislative, and social action gave themselves
such English titles as committees, councils, associations,
leagues, congresses, assemblies, and so on. Independent
India’s constitution called for two houses of Parliament:
an Upper House (the Council of States) and a Lower
House (the House of the People). The Hindi terms Rajya
Sabha and Lok Sabha were applied to these two Houses,
reviving the old Sanskrit word sabha and infusing it with
new meaning. The government of India established a
rural self-government structure called panchayati raj (the
rule of panchayats). Panchayat referred to a council of five
elders who were thought to have shaped the affairs of
their villages in former times. The government used the
Sanskrit terms sasmiti and parishad (with no English equiv-
alents) to label components of the panchayati raj. These
included gram panchayats (village councils), panchayat
samitis (executive bodies of all panchayars in the same
administrative block), and zila parishads (executive bodies
of all panchayats in the same district or zila).

Foseph W. Elder

See also Caste System
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SALT MARCH. See Gandhi, Mahatma M. K.

SAMSKARA The life-cycle ceremonies of Hinduism,
known as samskaras, carry a sense of gradual perfection,
purification, accomplishment, and consecration. Admin-
istered ritually to an individual even before birth, they
continue to the “last sacrifice,” the funeral. Sanskiras
form a classical ritual system with strong connections to
the ideology of Vedic sacrifice, both domestic (gribya)
and solemn (shrauta), and the nurturing presence of agni,
the sacrificial fire. As many as forty samskiras are listed in
ritual literature, but standard rites of passage would limit
them to a traditional set of twelve to sixteen concerning
birth and childhood, initiation, marriage, and death.
More than half apply to the first three years of life. Late
Vedic Grihya Sutras and post-Vedic Dharma Shastras
begin lists with marriage, a ritual that in the ancient period
included consummation and the presumed impregnation
of the bride as caturthi karma on the fourth night. In later
times this did not prevail. The following overview pres-
ents only the bare essentials of a single life cycle.

Garbbadhana is the rite of conception, “impregnation,”
or placement of a garbba (embryo). Originally this was
marital consummation. Reduction of the age of brides to
prepubescence, apparently to safeguard the purity of
the lineage, meant postponing this rite until well after
marriage.

Pumisavana, “generation of a male,” is performed in the
third or fourth month to secure a son, particularly during
a first pregnancy. The husband feeds his wife two beans
and a grain of barley in curds. According to another tradi-
tion, he presses into her right nostril a mixture of mashed
berries and shoots from the nyagrodha, the banyan tree.

Stmantonnayana is “upward parting of the hair,” a rite
in which the husband parts his wife’s hair from front to
back three times with a porcupine quill and darbha or
kusha grass stalks. She looks at a pot of cooked rice and
envisions the child to be born. Unripe fruits are involved
in this ceremony, which is performed in the fourth or a
later month of pregnancy, with the welfare of the mother
particularly in mind.

Fatakarma is the “ritual of birth” itself, formerly per-
formed immediately upon delivery, before the umbilical
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cord was cut. The first part is medbajanana, “production
of wisdom,” in which the father touches the baby’ lips
with a gold spoon or ring on which curds, honey, and
ghee (clarified butter) have been placed. Ve (speech) is
whispered into the infant’s right ear three times. The sec-
ond half of the rite, after cutting the umbilical cord, is
ayushya, with mantras invoking ayus (long life) for the
infant, who acquires a secret name, known only to the
parents, before being given to the mother’ breast.

In namakarana, a name-giving ceremony on the tenth
or twelfth day after birth, the child receives the common
name by which he or she will be known. This may be
determined by the nakshatra (constellation) under which
birth occurred. Names of gods and goddesses are often
employed, including sectarian choices (Vaishnava,
Shaiva, Shakta, etc.) special to the family. Ten days of
offerings of rice and sesame, with a ritual fire or incense
in the birth room, observe a period of ritual impurity due
to childbirth. On the tenth or twelfth day, the normal
homa (offering) fire is resumed, the mother’s confinement
ends, and ritual purity of house and family is restored.

Nishkramana, “going out,” usually in the fourth
month, is the occasion for the baby to go out of the birth
room for darshana, the “sight” of Aditya, the sun, and
Candra, the moon. Karnpavedha, “ear-piercing,” most
often performed in the seventh month, calls for rings of
gold wire, the right ear first for boys, the left ear first for
girls. Annaprashana is the first “eating of (solid) food,”
observed usually in the sixth month. The baby’s tongue is
touched with cooked rice (#nna) that will be the lifelong
staple of nourishment. Mantras accompany this sacred
moment, observed with affection by the entire family. A
famous chant about the 4mzzan in Taittirfya Upanishad
3.10 concludes repetitively abam annam, “I am food.”

Cidakarma (or cidakarana, caula), the first “tonsure,”
usually occurs in the third year. The cida is a tuft of hair
that remains on the child’s head after a trimming by the
father, along with twenty-one stalks of kusha grass. The
family barber then shaves the head, leaving only the cida.
In modern observance, this is often done in the next
samskara, the upanayana. Keshanta is another “tonsure”
after the upanayana, for boys of sixteen or older, similar
to ciidakarana except that it includes shaving facial hair as
well as the head.

Upanayana, the rite of “leading near,” is the first
approach to a guru for religious instruction. Formerly
this was the indispensable second birth for all dvijas,
“twice-born” classes, and took place ideally at the ages of
eight, eleven, and twelve for Brahman, Kshatriya, and
Vaishya boys, respectively. Now it is observed by few
castes other than strict Brahmans. Elements that
included the reception of a danda staff, a mekhali grass
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belt, and a deerskin as upper garment; a symbolic beg-
ging tour for food; offering kindling sticks into the ritual
fire; investiture with the yajiiopavita, “sacred thread” over
the right shoulder; instruction in the sacred Gayatri
mantra (Rig Veda 3.62.10); and reinforcement of the
childhood medbajanana were part of what had grown by
late Vedic times into an elaborate ceremony of initiation
into Vedic learning, the life stage of the brabmacirin who
lived with or near a guru.

Samavartana (or snana) is a ritual “bath” to conclude
the traditional period of instruction in the Vedas, after
which the young man, usually in his late teens, is snataka,
“one who has bathed” and made the “return” (samavartana)
to his parental home. Expectations are that he will soon
marry and advance from the ashrama stage of life of
brabmacirin to that of gribastha, a “householder” with a
ritual fire, established together with his wife.

Vivaba, “marriage,” had many variations in the ancient
and classical periods. Since the traditional period of Veda
study was twelve years, a groom was ideally twenty-four,
and the prepubescent bride eight. Among the many fea-
tures of the wvivaha carried into modern times are
panigrabana, when the groom takes the bride’s hand;
establishment of fire and an initial homa offering to
deities by the new couple; circumambulation of the ritual
fire; saptapadi, taking “seven steps” north of the fire;
pratisarabandba, tying a thread around the bride’s wrist;
parasparasamikshana, gazing of bride and groom at one
another after removal of a separating cloth; ashmarobana,
placing of the bride’s foot three times on a grindstone;
pointing out the pole star Dhruva to the bride, as well as
the star Arundhati, wife of the rishi Vasishtha who, like
Dhruva, was a model of fidelity. Added after the satra
period was the significant tying of a mangalasiitra, auspi-
cious thread, around the bride’s neck, one that bears the
tali pendant in South India. Antyeshti, the “last offering,”
that is, of the body in the cremation fire, is the final rite
of passage to another life.

In the classical period, all samskaras required fire,
homas, and the presence of learned Brahmans, who were
fed in an important closing step. Except for marriage and
the funeral, it was the father or father-to-be who per-
formed each ritual, after undergoing several prepara-
tions, orienting himself in space and time, and declaring
the intention of the rite. In modern times, many
samskdaras have been bypassed or abbreviated—the
upanayana, for example, appearing only as the groom’s
symbolic preliminary to marriage. Ritual manuals always
allow for “local practices,” an opening for widespread
variation. It is noteworthy that appearance of first men-
struation (rajodarshana, or samartha, “readiness” to bear
children) is not a samskara, although local customs in

South and eastern India observe this event ritually. Until
the time of Manu, compiler of the Manava Dharma
Shastra at the beginning of the common era, some girls
were designated by certain ritualists as brabmavadini,
expounders of sacred texts, and received all samskaras,
whereas other girls received only upanayana and mar-
riage. From Manu on, writers of ritual manuals often
observed that marriage should be the basic samskara for
females. Nevertheless, many childhood samskiras are
common for girls today in different regions of India.

David M. Knipe

See also Agni; Hindu Ancestor Rituals; Hinduism
(Dharma); Shrauta Sutras
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SANKHYA The enumeration of categories as they
arise in the space of the mind is the concern of the
Sankhya. It addresses evolution at the cosmic and the psy-
chological levels.

The legendary systemizer of the Sinkhya is the sage
Kapila, who lived in the beginning of the first millen-
nium B.C., if not earlier. According to the Sankhya, real-
ity is composed of a number of basic principles (tttva),
which are taken to be twenty-five in the classical system.

The first principle is prakriti, which is taken to be the
cause of evolution. From prakriti develops intelligence
(buddhi, also called mabat), and thereafter, self-consciousness
(abamkara). From self-consciousness emerge the five
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subtle elements (ranmatra): ether (akisha), air, light,
water, and earth. From the subtle elements emerge the
five material elements (mababbiita). Next emerge the five
organs of sense ( jnanendriya): hearing, touch, sight, taste,
and smell, and five organs of action (karmendriya):
speech, grasping, walking, evacuation, and procreation.
Finally, self-consciousness produces the twenty-fourth of
the basic elements: mind (#zanas), which, as a sixth sense,
mediates between the ten organs and the outside world.
The last, the twenty-fifth tarrva, is self (purusha).

The emergence from prakriti of intelligence and, later,
of subtle and gross elements, mind and consciousness,
appears to mirror the stages through which a newly con-
ceived individual will pass. Here intelligence, as the sec-
ond rattva, is what endows the newly fertilized cell the
ability to organize and grow; self-consciousness repre-
sents the stage that allows the organism to sense the envi-
ronment, and so on.

The doctrine of the three constituent qualities, or
gunas—transparence (sattva), activity (rajas), and inertia
(tamas)—plays a very important role in the system. In its
undeveloped state, cosmic matter has these gunas in equi-
librium. The gunas may be viewed at the physical and the
psychological levels.

The Sankhya system presupposes a universe that
comes into being and then is absorbed back in the sub-
stance of reality. This is what we see in the Puranic cyclic
universe also. Within each cycle, a gradual development
of intelligent life is assumed. It is postulated that the
plants arose first, followed by animals of various kinds,
and finally by man.

There is no ex nihilo creation in the Sankbya but only
a progressive manifestation. The gunas provide the nec-
essary ingredient for the universe (be it physical or psy-
chological) to evolve.

Cognition cannot be taken to arise out of the sensory
organs. The cognitive organs, namely, abamkaira, manas
and the ten senses, which are different from one another
and which are distinct specifications of the gunas, present
the whole to the buddbi, illuminating it for the purusha
like a lamp.

Purusha is neither creative nor created. Purusha is dis-
criminating, subjective, specific, conscious, and nonpro-
ductive. It is the witness—free, indifferent, watchful, and
inactive. The purusha, in this characterization, does not
interfere with prakriti and its manifestations. It is tran-
scendent and completely free (kaivalya).

The mind is taken to operate in a causal fashion, just
as the physical world does. The Sankbya is a sophisticated
materialist framework for the laws of nature. There is
also a recognition that new enumerative categories are

L
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needed in the characterization of empirical world. Thus
in Sankhya, we have for the mind eight fundamental pre-
dispositions (bhava); eight resultant life trajectories; a set
of five breaths that support the embodied condition; and
five sources of action. Likewise, the description of the
physical world requires categories that go beyond the
twenty-five of the basic system.

Subbash Kak
See also Vedic Aryan India
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SAROD A lute popular in North Indian classical music,
the sarod (Persian, sarod, sarid, “music” or “singing”)
is constructed from a single piece of wood, with a skin-
covered resonating cavity in the base and a hollow metal-
covered neck. The fingerboard is fretless so that
performers stop strings with the nails or flesh of their fin-
gers, allowing them to slide between notes after plucking
with a triangular piece of coconut shell. A characteristic
feature of the body is the symmetrical indents that delin-
eate the division between the base and the neck.

Sarods have metal wires: four principal melody
strings, two or more drone strings (the highest of which
are the chikari), and seven or more sympathetic strings
(tarab). Like the sitar and the sarangi, the sympathetic
strings extend from pegs in the side of the neck up
through holes in the face of the neck and pass under the
melody and drone strings. Both the sarod and the sarangi
have membranes covering the base of the instrument,
and both have holes in their broad, flat bridges through
which their sympathetic strings pass. The result of this
highly responsive surface is that when a performer plays
the melody string, other strings also vibrate, especially if
they are tuned to the note played by the melody string.

The sarod is probably a nineteenth-century modifica-
tion of the central Asian 7abib, although similar instru-
mental traditions in Indian history (e.g., the dbrupad
rabab and the sursingar) undoubtedly contributed to the
sarod’s development. The sarod is larger than the
Afghani rabab, and the metal fingerboard seems to have
been an innovation of Nahamzamatullah Khan
(1816-1911) while he was a musician at the Calcutta
household of the exiled ruler of Lucknow, Wajid Ali Shah
(fl. 1860s). A larger version of the instrument (without
the skin-covered base), the sursingir, had limited popu-
larity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
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Sarod Maker at His Workshop. An instrument of Indian classical music, the sonerous sarod possibly originates from the Persian
senya rabab, played in India until the mid-nineteenth century. HULTON-DEUTSCH COLLECTION / CORBIS.

Two families have been responsible for the sarod’s
development and international popularity in the twen-
tieth century. Allaudin Khan and his son, Ali Akbar
Khan, have been adventurous innovators and tireless
educators, while Amjad Ali Khan represents the Ghulam
Ali Khan style of instrument and playing.

Gordon Thompson

See also Music

SASSOON, DAVID (1792-1864), Fewish merchant
and philanthropist of British India. Born into a
prominent Jewish family in Baghdad, David S. Sassoon
became one of the foremost merchants of British India
and a great philanthropist who contributed substantially
to the cities of Bombay (Mumbai) and Pune. His descen-
dants include businessmen, British aristocrats, Hebrew
scholars, rabbis, and authors. David was the son of
Sheikh Sason (later, Sassoon) ben Salah who, as part of a
respected and powerful family that had long held the

office of banker (sarraf bashi) to the local ruler, was
the nasi (head) of the Baghdadi Jewish community.
When the governor of Baghdad was overthrown, the
Sassoon family sought another place to live. In 1828
David left for Basra and continued on to Bushire in Per-
sia, where his aged father joined him, bringing David’s
family with him. After the sheik’s death in 1830, David
moved his family to India, which was ripe with opportu-
nity for entrepreneurs. Further, Bombay offered a toler-
ant environment and a safe future for the Sassoon
children.

The Sassoons arrived in Bombay in 1832, just as the
British East India Company’s monopoly on trade was
being relaxed. They joined other Iraqi Jewish families—
the Ezekiels, the Ezras, and the Gubbays—in the cotton
and opium industries that were engaged in burgeoning
trade with points east, particularly China. The textile
mills built and operated by David Sassoon, Sons and
Company were so successful that the company opened a
center in Calcutta (Kolkata). Flourishing trade prompted
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Sassoon Library in Bombay. Its creation was conceived by a
group of mechanics working at the Royal Mint and Government
Dockyard in 1847; when the edifice’s construction came to a
virtual halt during an economic recession, David Sassoon
stepped in to donate the funds needed for completion. The
innovatively designed library went on to become a landmark,
and is still one of the most beautiful spaces in the city. BHARATH
RAMAMRUTHAM / FOTOMEDIA.

the creation of Sassoon branches in Rangoon and Shang-
hai, eventually expanding to Singapore, Hong Kong, and
Japan. The U.S. Civil War generated an increased demand
for Indian textiles by the British, which led to the cre-
ation of the first Sassoon establishment in England.

Sassoon enterprises consistently employed family and
community members in their expanding mercantile
empire. Wherever Sassoon businesses flourished, the
surrounding communities benefited. By the 1850s, David
Sassoon had gained vast real estate holdings in Bombay
and Pune. In 1861 he built the Magen David (Shield of
David) Synagogue as a gift to the community in the then
fashionable area of Byculla, Bombay. The complex
included a mikvab (ritual bath), a religious school, and a
rest house for visitors. He also financed the David Sassoon

i
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Benevolent Institution to provide assistance to newly
arrived Jews from Arab lands who had come to work in
Sassoon businesses. The building, near Bombay Univer-
sity, now houses the Sassoon Library. Beyond tending to
the needs of his community, David Sassoon was also a
great benefactor of the city of Bombay, for which, among
other gifts, he constructed the Sassoon Reformatory and
Industrial Institution for Juvenile Offenders and the Sas-
soon Mechanics Institute. In Pune, his summer home, he
financed the David S. Sassoon Hospital, Infirmary, and
nearby Leper Home. It was for the Jews of Pune that
David Sassoon built the Ohel David (Tent of David) Syn-
agogue in 1863. That structure became a Pune landmark
with its tall steeple that long dominated the cityscape; it
came to be known locally as the Lal Deul (Red Temple).

From his two marriages (first to Hannah Joseph, who
died in 1826, and later to Flora Hyeem, 1812-1886),
David Sassoon had eight sons and six daughters. In their
mercantile success and wealth as well as their charitable
activities, India’s Sassoons were often compared to the
European Rothschild family. David’s grandson, Sir
Edward Albert, married a daughter of the house of Roth-
schild. Their son, Sir Philip Albert (1888-1939), a scion
of the house of Sassoon, inherited the prestige of his
mother’s family along with his father and grandfather’s
title.

Brenda Ness
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SATI. See Devi; Human Rights; Shiva and Shaivism.

SATYA. See Gandhi, Mahatma M. K.; Vedic Aryan
India.

SATYAGRAHA Mahatma Gandhi developed his rev-
olutionary method of nonviolent noncooperation during
his years in South Africa, naming it satyagraba (hold fast
to the truth). That “truth” (sa7), ancient Rig Vedic San-
skrit for “the real,” was a force in the realm of the
“Shining Ones” (Devas), Rig Vedic gods whose magic
powers could move the world. Gandhi equated sat to God
and also to nonviolence, or love, as he defined ahimsa.
Thus reaching back more than three thousand years to
the roots of Indian civilization and his own Hindu faith,
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Gandhi’s Salt March. The Raj long enforced a stiff tax on the
sale of salt throughout India. In the spring of 1930, Gandhi led
a band of faithful disciples, including Sarojini Naidu to the
right, on a 240-mile march to the shore at Dandi. At Gandhi’s
call, millions of Indians rushed down to the beach to freely take
its sea salt: Their action effectively ended the British monopoly.
BETTMANN / CORBIS.

Mahatma (“Great Soul”) Gandhi offered millions of his
unarmed followers the symbols of divine strength and his
own passionate yogic powers, launching a mass national
revolution against the mightiest “satanic empire” of the
modern world, the British Raj.

Though rooted in the past, and drawing upon Hindu
religious mantras, Gandhi developed satyagraba as a prac-
tical technique or method of “action” against social evil,
believing it should be universally effective in its power to
combat cruel and violent forces of every kind. Tapasya
(self-suffering) armed Gandhi with yogic strength to
endure the most intense physical pain, including food
and sleep deprivation, without flinching or fear. His per-
sonal struggle throughout life was to achieve perfect
abimsa in thought and deed, to “see God” through the
truth, or sat, of all he did, freeing his “soul” (@tman) of all
fruits of selfish action (karma) that led to rebirth, thus
achieving his Hindu ideal goal of “liberation” (moksha).
Every satyagraba that Gandhi launched began with
prayers of self-purification. He often fasted as well, and

he always reminded his followers that in cleansing their
own hearts, bodies, and souls, they must pray for those
against whom satyagraba was launched. He never hated
any Boer or Englishman, nor thought of anyone as his
enemy, feeling only sorrow and pity for those who lived
in deluded realms of violence and falsehood. Before
launching his most famous Salt March satyagraba in
1930, Gandhi wrote to Viceroy Lord Irwin, notifying
him of his intention to break the “unjust” British monop-
oly on the sale of exorbitantly taxed salt by picking up
free salt from the seashore. Gandhi saluted the viceroy,
who would soon arrest him, as “Dear Friend.” Nearer the
end of his life, from his prison cell, he addressed Winston
Churchill the same way.

Gandhi always gave clear notice of his specific
demands or reasons for launching satyagraha. He offered
those against whom his action would be launched ample
opportunity to remove or rectify the offensive that trig-
gered his action. The “cause” might be a “Black Act” of
inherently harsh, or evil legislation, such as the poll tax
demanded of every Indian in South Africa, or the cruel
extension of martial “law” in India after the end of World
War I, or inadequate wages for cotton mill workers in
Ahmedabad, or for indigo farmers in Bihar, or exorbitant
land revenue demands made in a year of failed rains and
famine in Gujarat’s Kheda District. There were times
when Gandhi led mass national satyagraha movements, as
he did in 1920 against the Rowlatt Acts, and in 1930
against the salt tax. At other times, satyagraha movements
were “individual,” as in 1940, when Gandhi sent his
devoted disciple, Vinoba Bhave, out to be arrested upon
his announced intention to break a British “gag order”
against “any antiwar speech.” Or Gandhi could turn the
fiery powers of satyagraba against his own body, launch-
ing a fast “unto death” or fasting for a “limited period”
that he announced before he stopped eating. His last
“fast unto death,” shortly before he was assassinated at
the end of January 1948, was aimed at his two most pow-
erful disciples, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru and
Deputy Prime Minister Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, who
were reluctant to release British Raj funds owed to
Pakistan in keeping with their promises prior to the 1947
partition. Gandhi also used that most passionate weapon
of fasting in the personal satyagraha he launched against
J. Ramsay MacDonald’s “Communal Award” at the end
of his London Round Table Conferences, in which Mac-
Donald promised to reserve a special number of separate
seats for India’s “untouchables” on every expanded
Council of British India under the new 1935 Constitu-
tion. Gandhi viewed that proposal as a lethal attack upon
Hinduism and as Britain’s meanest attempt to divide
upper caste from lower caste Hindus in order more eas-
ily to rule over both. So he vowed to starve himself to
death rather than quietly accept so nefarious an act. His
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fast melted the hearts of all who opposed him, or
fought one another. Gandhi viewed that as proof positive
of the blessed powers of ahimsa, its irresistible force.
But such thaws rarely lasted much longer than it took
Gandhi to leave his fasting bed and resume his regular
routine.

Martin Luther King Jr. greatly admired Gandhi’s
satyagraba method, writing that “the Christian doctrine
of love, operating through the Gandhian method of non-
violence, is one of the most potent weapons available to
an oppressed people in their struggle for freedom.”
Despite Gandhi’s singular successes in waging many pas-
sionate satyagrabas against tyranny and racism, he himself
was the first to admit frankly that his lifelong
“experiments with truth” had ultimately failed. It was less
his “revolution,” Gandhi well knew, that convinced the
British to “quit India” half a decade after he had coined
that mantra for his last mass satyagraba in August 1942,
than their own depressed economy and post—World
War II fatigue. No matter how hard he tried, moreover,
he could not stop the slaughter of Hindu, Muslim, and
Sikh refugees that left a million innocents dead following
partition in mid-August 1947. Nor could he persuade his
own former disciples, who ruled independent India, to
stop fighting over Kashmir. “Today mine is a cry in the
wilderness,” Mahatma Gandhi cried on the eve of his
assassination. “I yearn for heart friendship between Hin-
dus, Sikh and Muslims. . . . Today it is nonexistent.” For
many years he had labored to teach his followers pure
“abimsa of the strong,” rejecting arms and war entirely,
but as soon as India used its armed power against
Pakistan in the war over Kashmir, he saw he was wrong.
Sadly, Gandhi wrote that “Today we have a larger
army. ... It is a tragedy and a shame. For so long we
fought through the charkbha (spinning wheel) and the
moment we have power in our hands we forget it. Today
we look up to the army” (Wolpert).

Stanley Wolpert
See also Gandhi, Mahatma M. K.; Pakistan and India
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SAVING AND INVESTMENT TRENDS
SINCE 1950 There has been a consistent increase in
the saving rate (gross domestic saving as a ratio of gross
domestic product) in India through the post-independence
period, from about 10 percent in the early 1950s to 17
percent in the early 1970s, and then to over 25 percent by
the dawn of the new millennium (see Table 1). Private
saving has accounted for the lion’s share of total domes-
tic saving throughout, with public saving declining from
the early 1980s. Household saving has remained by far
the most important component within private saving,
despite the growth of corporate saving. The share of
household saving in total private saving declined margin-
ally from over 88 percent in the early 1950s to 84 percent
in the late 1990s, reflecting increased corporate saving,
from 1 percent to 3.6 percent of India’s gross domestic
product (GDP) over this period.

India’s public saving rate steadily increased from
1.7 percent in the early 1950s to over 4 percent in the late
1970s, then declined persistently to less than 1.5 percent
by the late 1990s. Public saving accounted for a mere
7 percent of total saving by the late 1990s, from over
20 percent in the late 1970s, a decline that can be attrib-
uted to the increasing fiscal deficits over this period.

An International Comparison

In the early 1960s independent India’s saving rate
(around 16 percent) was much higher than that of Korea,
Taiwan, and Singapore, but from the early 1970s India’s
saving performance fell behind that of all these high-
performing East Asian economies; by the mid-1990s,
India’s saving rate of 22 percent amounted only to a little
over half their average rate. However, India’s saving rate
remained impressive by comparison to all other South
Asian countries.

Differences in saving performance between India and
the East Asian high-performing countries is a reflection
of differences in overall growth performance. India’s suc-
cess in providing an economic setting conducive to
domestic saving and financial deepening is in some meas-
ure thanks to the nominal interest rate India has main-
tained, an administered price, changed only infrequently
based on budgetary considerations. Unlike many other
developing countries, India has not seen adverse move-
ments in real deposit rates, thanks to the long-standing
official commitment to an anti-inflationary macroeco-
nomic policy. Thus, the incentive for saving has remained
positive. Perhaps more important, the rapid spread of
banking facilities, following the nationalization of com-
mercial banks in 1969, played a pivotal role in increasing
private financial saving. Bank density (population per
bank branch) declined persistently from over 90,000 in
the mid-1950s to around 14,000 in the mid-1990s,
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TABLE 1

Gross domestic savings in India and its components as a percent of GDP (in current market prices)

Household
saving Private corporate Total private Gross domestic
Period (1) Financial Physical Total saving saving Public saving saving
1950-1955 1.6 5.1 6.7 1.0 7.7 1.7 9.4
1956-1960 25 5.3 7.8 1.2 9.0 2.0 11.0
1961-1965 3.0 47 7.7 1.6 9.3 3.2 12.5
1966-1970 2.4 7.2 9.6 1.3 10.9 25 13.4
1971-1975 41 7.0 1.1 1.6 12.7 3.2 15.9
1976-1980 5.6 8.4 14.0 1.6 15.6 43 19.9
1981-1985 6.5 6.8 13.3 1.6 14.9 3.6 18.5
1986-1990 7.6 9.4 17.0 2.1 19.1 2.0 21.1
1991-1995 10.0 8.1 18.1 3.5 21.6 1.6 232
1996-2000 10.5 8.4 18.9 4.0 229 -0.1 22.8

(1) Annual averages of figures based on the Indian fiscal year, from 1 April in the given year to 31 March of the next year.

SOURCE: Compiled from Economic and Political Weekly Research Foundation, National Accounts Statistics of India, 1950-51 to 2000-01.

improving the access of India’s average household to bank-
ing facilities, reducing the cost of banking transactions.

Investment

Domestic investment in India has been predominantly
financed through domestic saving. Foreign capital
inflows accounted for less than 1 percent of GDP (com-
pare the last columns in Tables 1 and 2). India has been a
significant recipient of foreign aid, but total aid flows
have remained negligible relative to the size of the econ-
omy. The role of foreign direct investment and other
forms of private capital, portfolio investment, and bank-
related flows has been even less important, reflecting the
Indian government’s unwillingness to invite foreign
investment uncritically as well as the highly restrictive
capital account regime. The saving-investment nexus has
not undergone noticeable change, even after the reforms
of 1991. The time pattern of the domestic investment
rate has virtually mirrored that of the saving rate during
the entire period (see Table 2).

The relative contributions of the public and private
sectors to gross domestic capital formation have changed
considerably from the early 1950s to the early 1980s.
Public investment, which increased from about 30 per-
cent to 50 percent, accounted for much of the total
increase in investment. However, the rise in the invest-
ment rate after the mid-1980s can be attributed primarily
to the increase in private investment. Private investment
since the 1990s has mostly come from private corporate
investment. The share of corporate investment in total
private investment increased to over 45 percent in the
1990s. Relative to GDP, private corporate investment
increased from 4.3 percent in the second half of 1980s to
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7.1 percent by the mid-1990s. (Household investment,
on the other hand, fell from 9.3 percent of GDP to
8.5 percent.) Market-oriented reforms since 1991 have
begun to play an important role in promoting corporate
investment, reflecting the declining cost of capital
brought about by import liberalization and favorable
changes in investor perception.

Investment-Growth Nexus

As already noted, throughout the postwar period,
India has managed to maintain domestic saving and
investment rates well above that of many other develop-
ing countries—not only those in a low-income category
but also most of the middle-income countries in Latin
America. However, in terms of growth performance,
until the 1990s India remained a typical low-income
country, with an average growth rate of around 3 percent.
This incompatibility between saving/investment behav-
ior and growth performance can be explained in terms of
the nature of overall development policy stance. In the
first three decades of the post-independence period and
well into the 1980s, a highly interventionist (dirigiste)
trade and industry policy regime constrained the poten-
tial growth effect of domestic investment. Thus, invest-
ment levels maintained through macroeconomic stability
and financial deepening simply enabled India merely to
keep its head above water.

Liberalization reforms since 1991 have set the stage
for transforming the investment-growth nexus by lifting
import restrictions and dismantling India’s industrial
“license raj,” thus lowering the relative price of capital
goods, leading to more investment and the replacement
of outdated machinery. Reforms have also contributed to
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TABLE 2

Gross investment in India and its components as a percent of GDP (in current market prices)

Private

investment

Private Public Gross
Period (1) Household corporate Total investment investment
1950-1955 5.1 15 6.6 34 10.0
1956-1960 5.3 25 7.8 6.0 13.8
1961-1965 47 3.3 8.0 7.6 15.6
1966-1970 7.2 2.0 9.2 6.3 15.5
1971-1975 7.0 2.7 9.7 7.7 17.4
1976-1980 8.4 2.2 10.6 9.1 19.7
1981-1985 6.8 47 11.5 10.3 21.8
1986-1990 9.4 41 13.5 9.8 23.3
1991-1995 8.2 6.8 15.0 8.4 23.4
1996-2000 8.4 74 15.5 6.9 224
(1) Annual averages of figures based on the Indian fiscal year, from 1 April in the given year to 31 March of the next year.
source: Compiled from Economic and Political Weekly Research Foundation, National Accounts Statistics of India, 1950-51 to 2000-01.

improved efficiency of investment, shifting business
investment to machinery, which has a larger growth
effect than structures and inventory investment.

Data Sources

The Indian saving and investment database is relatively
good by developing-country standards, and data are avail-
able on a comparable basis from 1951. India’s Central Sta-
tistical Organisation is responsible for generating and
disseminatin