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1. Introduction  

 The teacher-student relationship in ancient India was pivotal to the educational 

framework, deeply ingrained in the cultural and spiritual ethos of the time. This relationship, 

epitomized by the guru-shishya (teacher-student) tradition, was not merely a conduit for the 

transmission of knowledge but also a profound connection that encompassed the moral, 

spiritual and holistic development of the student. The ancient Indian education system, 

renowned for its unique and comprehensive approach to learning, was largely defined by this 

relationship. The concept of the guru-shishya tradition can be traced back to the Vedic period, 

a time when the foundations of Indian culture and philosophy were being laid. The Vedas, 

Upanishads and other ancient texts provide a rich tapestry of information on the dynamics of 

this relationship. The guru, often regarded as an embodiment of wisdom and spiritual 

authority was responsible for imparting knowledge and guiding the shishya towards self-

realization and enlightenment (Radhakrishnan, 1953).  

 This relationship was rooted in the principles of Dharma (duty), which underscored the 

ethical and moral obligations of both the teacher and the student. The educational institutions 

of ancient India, such as the Gurukuls and Ashrams, were more than just centers of learning; 

they were communities where the guru and shishya lived together, fostering an environment 

of close-knit relationships and mutual respect. The gurukul system was characterized by a 

residential schooling model where students lived with their teacher, contributing to 

household chores and participating in daily life activities, thereby learning through 

experience and observation (Altekar, 1944). This immersive environment was instrumental in 

shaping the character and values of the students. One of the key features of the ancient Indian 

education system was its oral tradition. Knowledge was transmitted orally from the guru to 

the shishya, with an emphasis on memorization and recitation. This method ensured the 

preservation and accuracy of the teachings across generations. The oral transmission of 

knowledge also facilitated adynamic and interactive learning process, where students 

engaged in discussions, debates (shastrartha) and questioning, fostering critical thinking and 

deeper understanding (Hiriyanna, 1932). 

 

The Guru-Shishya Tradition in Ancient Indian Knowledge System: 

 The guru-shishya tradition is a cornerstone of the ancient Indian knowledge system, 

encapsulating the essence of the educational and spiritual practices that have shaped Indian 

culture for millennia. This relationship between the teacher (guru) and the student (shishya) 

was not only about the transmission of academic knowledge but also about the holistic 

development of the individual. The guru was seen as a mentor, guide and spiritual leader, 
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while the shishya was expected to be a dedicated and obedient learner. This section delves 

into the intricacies of the guru-shishya tradition, exploring its philosophical foundations, 

practical implementations and its enduring legacy.  

 1) Philosophical Foundations in the Guru-Shishya Tradition in the Ancient Indian 

Knowledge System: The guru-shishya tradition in ancient India is deeply embedded in the 

philosophical and spiritual principles of Hinduism, which provide the framework for 

understanding the roles, responsibilities and dynamics of this revered relationship. This 

tradition reflects a profound integration of knowledge, ethics and spirituality, rooted in the 

foundational texts and philosophies of ancient Indian thought. The following are the 

philosophical underpinnings of the guru-shishya relationship, focusing on key concepts such 

as Dharma, the role of the Guru and the pursuit of Moksha.  

 1.1 Dharma (Righteousness and Duty): Central to the guru-shishya tradition is the 

concept of Dharma, which represents righteousness, duty and moral order. Dharma, as 

outlined in ancient Indian texts is not only a guiding principle for individual conduct but also 

a fundamental aspect of the educational process. In the context of the gurushishya 

relationship, Dharma encompasses the ethical and moral responsibilities of both the guru and 

the shishya. The guru, as a guide and teacher, is expected to uphold Dharma by imparting 

knowledge and wisdom that align with ethical and spiritual principles. The shishya, in turn 

is expected to respect and adhere to these teachings, demonstrating devotion and discipline 

(Radhakrishnan, 1953). The Mahabharata, one of the major Hindu epics, underscores the 

importance of Dharma in education. It describes the relationship between the guru and the 

shishya as a sacred bond governed by the principles of righteousness and duty (Mahabharata, 

13.14.58).  

 1.2 The Role of the Guru: The role of the guru in ancient Indian philosophy is 

multifaceted, encompassing not only the imparting of knowledge but also the guidance in 

spiritual and ethical development. The guru is considered a repository of wisdom and a 

spiritual guide who helps the shishya navigate the complexities of life and achieve 

selfrealization. The concept of the guru is deeply rooted in the Vedic and Upanishadic 

traditions. The Vedas emphasize the guru's role as a teacher who imparts not just academic 

knowledge but also spiritual wisdom. In the Rigveda, the guru is depicted as a divine figure 

who dispenses knowledge that leads to enlightenment (Rigveda, 1.164.39). The Upanishads 

further elaborate on the role of the guru as a spiritual mentor who guides the shishya towards 

the realization of Brahman, the ultimate reality. The Chandogya Upanishad, for example, 

highlights the guru's role in transmitting the knowledge of Brahman and helping the shishya 

attain Moksha (Chandogya Upanishad, 6.14.2). 

 1.3 Moksha (Liberation and Self-Realization): Moksha or liberation is a central goal in 

the ancient Indian philosophical system, representing the ultimate state of spiritual realization 

and freedom from the cycle of birth and rebirth (Samsara). The pursuit of Moksha is a key 

aspect of the guru-shishya tradition, where the guru plays a crucial role in guiding the shishya 

towards this ultimate goal. The pursuit of Moksha involves not only intellectual learning but 

also spiritual practices and ethical living. The guru helps the shishya understand and attain 

Moksha through teachings that encompass the nature of reality, the self (Atman) and the 

divine (Brahman). The Bhagavad Gita, a seminal text in Hindu philosophy, emphasizes the 

importance of the guru in leading the seeker towards liberation through self-knowledge and 

devotion (Bhagavad Gita, 4.34). The concept of Moksha is also addressed in the Yoga Sutras 
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of Patanjali, where the guru is seen as essential in guiding the practitioner through the stages 

of yoga that lead to self-realization and liberation 

2) Roles and Responsibilities of Guru and Shishya in the Guru-Shishya Tradition in the 

Ancient Indian Knowledge System: 

 The guru-shishya tradition in ancient India is characterized by a deeply rooted reciprocal 

relationship between the teacher (guru) and the student (shishya). This relationship is 

fundamental to the transmission of knowledge and the holistic development of the individual. 

The roles and responsibilities of both the guru and the shishya are clearly defined in ancient 

Indian texts and philosophical literature. These roles and responsibilities highlighting their 

significance and implications are discussed in detail as follows:  

 

2.1Responsibilities of the Guru  

 Teacher of Knowledge and Wisdom: The primary role of the guru was to impart 

knowledge and wisdom. The guru was expected to be a repository of sacred and secular 

knowledge, including the Vedas, Upanishads and other texts as well as practical skills and 

moral teachings. The guru's instruction aimed not only at intellectual development but 

also at guiding the shishya towards spiritual enlightenment and self-realization 

(Radhakrishnan, 1953). In the Rigveda, the guru is revered as a divine teacher who 

conveys the eternal truths of existence. The text states, "The teacher who knows the eternal 

truth, who teaches us the sacred knowledge, is worthy of our highest respect" (Rigveda, 

1.164.39). 

 Spiritual and Moral Guidance: Beyond academic instruction, the guru provided spiritual 

and moral guidance. The guru was seen as a spiritual mentor who helped the shishya 

navigate the complexities of life and achieve moral and spiritual growth. This guidance 

included teaching ethical values, spiritual practices and the pursuit of Moksha (liberation) 

(Chakrabarti, 1988). The Upanishads emphasize the guru's role in leading the shishya 

towards self-realization and understanding of the ultimate reality, Brahman. The 

Chandogya Upanishad states, "To that pupil who approaches with reverence and a 

tranquil heart, the wise teacher should impart the knowledge of Brahman" (Chandogya 

Upanishad, 6.14.2).  

 Personal Example and Role Model: The guru was also expected to serve as a role model 

for the shishya. The guru's life, characterized by simplicity, virtue and discipline was 

meant to inspire and guide the student. The guru’s personal conduct provided a living 

example of the values and principles being taught (Olson, 2007). 

 

2.2 Responsibilities of the Shishya: 

 Reverence and Respect: One of the primary responsibilities of the shishya was to approach 

the guru with reverence and respect. This respect was crucial for establishing a productive 

and harmonious teacher-student relationship. The shishya was expected to honor the guru 

as a source of wisdom and guidance (Hiriyanna, 1932). In the Mahabharata, the 

importance of respect for the guru is highlighted - “One should approach the teacher with 

reverence, as if he were a deity. For through the teacher, one gains knowledge that leads 

to liberation” (Mahabharata, 13.14.58).  

 Dedication and Obedience: The shishya was expected to be dedicated and obedient to 

the guru. This included adhering to the guru's teachings, following the prescribed rituals 

and practices and being disciplined in one’s studies. The shishya’s dedication was seen as 
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essential for effective learning and personal growth (Radhakrishnan953). The Manusmriti 

outlines the duties of the student, stating “A student must be attentive, disciplined and 

obedient, serving the guru with unwavering devotion” (Manusmriti, 2.130-132). 

 Service and Contribution: Service to the guru was an important aspect of the shishya’s 

responsibilities. This service was not limited to academic tasks but extended to 

participating in household chores and other duties within the guru's ashram (hermitage). 

This practice was believed to cultivate humility, responsibility and a sense of duty 

(Altekar, 1944). The service rendered by the shishya was considered a form of learning in 

itself, contributing to the development of personal virtues and a deeper connection with 

the guru.  

 Reciprocal Nature of the Relationship: The guru-shishya relationship was inherently 

reciprocal. While the guru provided guidance, instruction, and support, the shishya’s 

respect, dedication, and service were crucial for the relationship's success. This mutual 

dependence ensured that both parties contributed to the educational and spiritual 

objectives of the tradition (Sharma, 1999). The reciprocity in the guru-shishya relationship 

is reflected in various ancient texts, which emphasize the importance of mutual respect 

and cooperation. The Bhagavad Gita, for example, highlights the interplay of respect and 

guidance: “Through service, one learns from the guru and through respect, one attains 

wisdom” (Bhagavad Gita, 4.34). 

 

Teacher-Student Relationships in Ancient and Modern Indian Education Systems: 

 The teacher-student relationship in India has undergone significant transformation from 

the ancient guru-shishya tradition to contemporary educational practices. In ancient India, the 

guru-shishya system was deeply rooted in spiritual and philosophical contexts, with the guru 

serving as a spiritual guide and mentor who imparted not only academic knowledge but also 

moral and ethical teachings (Radhakrishnan, 1953). This relationship was characterized by its 

holistic approach, integrating intellectual, spiritual and ethical development, where the guru's 

role extended beyond education to include personal and moral guidance (Hiriyanna, 1932). 

The shishya, in turn, was expected to demonstrate reverence, dedication and service, 

reflecting a reciprocal and immersive learning environment (Altekar, 1944). In contrast, 

modern teacher-student relationships in India have shifted towards a more secular and 

pragmatic approach. Contemporary education emphasizes academic achievement and career 

readiness, with teachers focusing primarily on curriculum delivery and examination 

preparation (Mohan, 2011). The spiritual and moral dimensions of the relationship have 

diminished and the role of the teacher has become more formalized and less involved in 

personal development. Modern methods of instruction incorporate diverse techniques such 

as digital tools and standardized testing, reflecting a shift from the traditional oral 

transmission and immersive learning of the ancient system (Pillai, 2016). Educational 

institutions today, including government and private schools, offer varied access to education, 

often prioritizing academic performance over holistic development (Dey, 2018). This 

evolution reflects broader societal changes and the influence of global educational standards, 

marking a departure from the hierarchical and spiritually oriented guru-shishya tradition to 

a more egalitarian and career-focused educational landscape (Nair, 2014). Despite these 

changes, the enduring legacy of the ancient system highlights the deep-seated values of 

respect and knowledge transfer that continue to influence modern educational practices. 
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Conclusion 

 The goal of education in ancient India was to encourage self-realization in the student and 

provide him with both spiritual and worldly knowledge. Teachers were well-versed in both 

temporal and spiritual knowledge.Macaulay's minute and Wood's dispatch marked the 

beginning of formal teacher education. Prior to India's independence, regular schools were 

set up all over the nation, but neither the curricula nor the training of teachers reflected Indian 

customs, beliefs, and culture. The government and decision-makers have been working to 

raise the standard of teacher training ever since the nation's proclamation of independence, 

offering a range of suggestions and concepts. Teacher education has improved significantly 

as the outcome of the National Education Policies of 1968 and 1986. One of the most 

prestigious and prestigious occupations in the world is teaching. It is the honorable 

responsibility of educators to influence the next generation of people. The societal 

expectations dictate the character of this task. 
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