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A note on language and transliteration

The languages o f Hinduism  are Sanskrit and the Indian vernaculars, 

particularly Tamil. This book follow s the standard form  of 

transliteration with the exception o f place names and some proper 

names which are written in their generally acknowledged anglicized 
forms w ithout diacritical marks. There is a distinction in Sanskrit 
between the stem form  o f a w ord and the nominative or subject case.

I generally use the stem form  of Sanskrit words with the exception of 
com mon terms such as karm a  (which is the nominative singular) and 

some proper names such as Hanuman (rather than Hanumat) and 

Bhagavan (rather than Bhagavat). Sanskrit is a phonetic language, so 
transliteration reflects correct pronunciation. There are short vow els in 
Sanskrit (a, i, u, r, /) and long vowels (a, i, u, f ,  e, o, ai, au), twice as long 

as the short. The vowels are approxim ately pronounced as follows:

a like ‘a’ in ‘woman’ 

a like ‘a’ in ‘rather’ 

i like Y  in ‘sit’ 

i  like ‘ee’ in ‘meet’ 

u like ‘u ’ in ‘put’ 

u like ‘u’ in ‘rule’ 

r  like ‘ri’ in ‘rig’ 

f  like ‘ri’ in ‘reel’

/ like ‘ le’ in ‘table’

xm



A note on language am i transliteration

e like ‘c ’ in ‘ red’ 

ai like ‘ai’ in ‘aisle’

o like ‘o ’ in ‘go ’ 

an like ‘ow ’ in ‘vow ’

Consonants are unaspirated (such as ka, g a ,p a ) and aspirated (such 

as kha, gh a ,p h a). The retroflex sounds ta, tba, da, dha  and na are 

pronounced with the tip o f the tongue bent backwards to touch the 

palate. The dentals ta, tha, da, dha and na are pronounced with the tip 
o f the tongue behind the teeth. The gutteral nasal na, pronounced ‘ng’, 

and the palatal na, pronounced ‘nya’ , are alw ays found in conjunction 

with other consonants o f their class (except in the case o f some ‘seed’ 

mantras). Thus hriga and anjali. The m sound or anusvara  represents 
a nasalization o f the preceding vowel and the h sound or visarga 

represents an aspiration o f the preceding vowel: a ‘h ’ sound followed 

by a slight echo o f the vow el (e.g. devah  is devah a). A part from  these 

sounds, tw o Tamil consonants which have no English equivalents 
are la and ra which are retroflex sounds.
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The follow ing are abbreviations for Sanskrit texts referred to. Assum ing 

that the Sanskrit editions o f the texts w ill be o f little use to the readers 

o f this book, only bibliographical details o f English translations are 

given, where available.
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Introduction

Visiting India during the first half o f the eleventh century, the remarkable 
Islamic scholar A l-B lrunI made a distinction between the views o f the 
Hindu philosophers and the ordinary people.1 In the form er he thought 

he could find analogues for his ow n monotheistic belief. A l-B lrun i may or 

may not be correct in this, but what is significant is that we have here an 
early recognition, by  an outsider, o f both the diversity o f Hinduism  and its 
seemingly unifying features. For A l Blrunl, underlying the diversity o f the 
popular religion is a philosophical unity to Hindu traditions. In this book 

I hope to survey the wide diversity o f what has become know n as 
‘ H induism ’ as well as to indicate some com mon elements and unifying 

themes.
H induism  is the religion o f the m ajority o f people in India and N epal, as 

well as being an important cultural force in all other continents. A n y  visi­
tor to south Asia from  the West is struck by the colour, sounds, smells and 
vibrancy o f daily ritual observances, and by the centrality o f religion in 
people’s lives. There are innumerable w ayside shrines to local goddesses 

or divinized ancestors, majestic temples to the ‘great’ deities such as Visnu 

or Siva, festivals, pilgrimages to rivers and sacred places, and garlanded 
pictures o f deities and saints in buses, shops and homes. Hindus w ill often 

say that Hinduism  is not so much a religion, but a w ay  o f life. Hinduism  
also contains developed and elaborate traditions o f philosophy and theol­

ogy, w hich can be very  different from  those o f the West, A l-B lru n fs  com ­
ments notwithstanding.

This book is both a historical and thematic survey o f Hinduism . It is an
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attempt to make clear the .structures of 1 linduism and to explain its inter­

nal coherence as well as its apparent inconsistencies. While recognizing 
that it is impossible to include everything in a subject which covers a time- 

span o f 5,000 years and which has existed over a vast geographical area, 
this book aims at giving comprehensive coverage o f the history, traditions, 

rituals and theologies o f Hinduism . Inevitably, in an approach which is 

both thematic and historical, there is some overlap in the material covered, 
but it is hoped that this w ill provide mutual reinforcement o f important 

themes and ideas. The book presents the realms o f the householder and the 
renouncer as distinct, and highlights ritual as a unifying feature o f H indu 

traditions. It also lays emphasis on the influence o f Tantra which has often 
been underestimated. F or the reader w ishing to get a general impression o f 
Hinduism , the introductory chapter i and chapter 9 on H indu ritual 
(which I take to be more important than doctrine in understanding 

Hinduism) are the most relevant. F o r the reader mainly interested in the­
ology and philosophy, chapter 10  provides a systematic overview. The 

book’s intended readers are students taking humanities courses in univer­
sities and colleges, though it is hoped that others, particularly from  Hindu 

communities themselves, m ay find something o f interest in its pages.
Chapter 1 begins w ith the question ‘what is H induism ?’ This is a com ­

plex issue, as the term ‘H indu’ has only been in wide circulation for a 

couple o f centuries and reading ‘ H induism ’ into the past is problematic. 
This chapter discusses these issues, goes on to develop ideas about 
H induism ’s general features and relates its study to some contem porary 

scholarly debates. The second chapter begins the historical survey o f 

Hindu traditions, starting w ith the vedic religion and examining the rela­
tion between the A ryan  culture which produced the Veda, H induism ’s 

revelation, and the Indus valley culture. Chapter 3 develops the historical 

survey, discussing the idea o f dharm a, truth and duty, and the institutions 
o f caste and kingship. Chapter 4 introduces the idea o f w orld renunciation 

and examines its ideals o f liberation from  the cycle o f reincarnation 

through asceticism and yoga. Chapters 5 to 8 describe the great traditions 
o f Vaisnavism, w hose focus is the deity o f Visnu and his incarnations, 
Saivism, w hose focus is Siva, and Saktism, w hose focus is the Goddess, 

Devi. Chapters 9 and 10  are thematic, examining Hindu ritual and Hindu 

theology respectively, and chapter 1 1  traces the development o f Hinduism  

as a w orld  religion and its more recent manifestations in Hindu nationalist 

politics.

Introduction
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In writing this book, I have assumed that the study o f religion is o f vital 

importance in the modern world in which everyone is, in some sense, a 
‘ global citizen’, and in which issues o f identity and meaning are as im por­

tant as ever. In H induism  we see two contem porary cultural forces which 

are characteristic o f modern communities: on the one hand a movement 

towards globalization and identity form ation which locates Hinduism  as 
a trans-national w orld  religion alongside Christianity, Buddhism or 

Islam; on the other, a fragmentation which identifies Hinduism with a nar­

row ly  conceived national identity. Both o f these forces, towards global­

ization and a fragmented nationalism, are strong within Hinduism  and it 

remains to be seen which becomes the more prominent voice.
I hope that H indus reading this book w ill recognize their tradition in its 

pages, and I leave it for the reader to judge the appropriateness o f the ‘dis­

courses’ I have highlighted and those I have thereby occluded.



i Points of departure

What is H induism ? A  simple answer might be that Hinduism  is a term 
which denotes the religions of the m ajority o f people in India and N epal, 

and o f some communities in other continents, w ho refer to themselves as 

‘ H indus’ . The difficulties arise when we try  to understand precisely what 
this means, for the diversity o f Hinduism  is truly vast and its history long 
and com plex. Some might claim, both from  within the tradition and from  

outside it, that because o f this diversity there is ‘no such thing as 

H induism ’, while others might claim that, in spite o f its diversity, there is 
an ‘essence’ which structures or patterns its manifestations. The truth of 

the matter probably lies somewhere between these claims. A sk  many 
Hindus and they w ill be sure o f their identity as ‘H indu’ , in contrast to 

being Christian, M uslim  or Buddhist, yet the kinds o f H indus they are 
will vary a very great deal and differences between Hindus might be as 
great as differences between Hindus and Buddhists or Christians.

In India’s population o f approxim ately 900 million people,1 700 million 

are Hindus, the remainder are Muslim s, Sikhs, Christians, Jains, Buddhists, 
Parsees, Jew s and followers o f ‘ tribal’ religions. There are 120 million 

Muslims and 4 5 million tribal peoples or adivasis, with 14 million Sikhs and 
an estimated 14  m illion Christians.2 This is a w ide mix of religions and cul­

tural groups, all o f which interact w ith Hinduism  in a number o f ways. 
There are also sizeable Hindu communities beyond the boundaries o f 

south A sia in South A frica, East Africa, South Am erica, the West Indies, the 
U SA , Canada, Europe, Australia, N e w  Zealand, Bali and Java. The 198 1 

census in the U S A  estimated the population o f Indian communities to be
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387,223, most o f whom would be 1 lindu, while in the U K  the number of 

H indus for the same year is estimated at 300,000.3 There are also many 
Westerners from  Europe and America w ho would claim to follow  

H induism  or religionj deriving from it and Hindu ideas, such as karma, 

yoga and vegetarianism, are now commonplace in the West.

The actual term ‘hindu’ first occurs as a Persian geographical term for 
the people w ho lived beyond the river Indus (Sanskrit: sindhu). In Arabic 

texts, A l-H in d  is a term for the people o f m odern-day India4 and ‘H indu ’, 
or ‘H in doo ’, was used towards the end o f the eighteenth century by the 
British to refer to the people o f ‘H industan’, the area o f northwest India. 

Eventually ‘H indu ’ became virtually equivalent to an ‘ Indian’ who was 

not a M uslim , Sikh, Jain  or Christian, thereby encompassing a range o f 

religious beliefs and practices. The ‘ -ism ’ was added to ‘ H indu’ in around 

1830 to denote the culture and religion o f the high-caste Brahmans in con­
trast to other religions, and the term was soon appropriated by Indians 

themselves in the context o f establishing a national identity opposed to 

colonialism ,5 though the term ‘H indu’ was used in Sanskrit and Bengali 
hagiographic texts in contrast to ‘Yavana’ or M uslim , as early as the six­
teenth century.6

Defining Hinduism
Because o f the wide range o f traditions and ideas incorporated b y the term 
‘ H indu ’ , it is a problem  arriving at a definition. M ost Hindu traditions 

revere a body o f sacred literature, the Veda, as revelation, though some do 

not; some traditions regard certain rituals as essential for salvation, others 
do not; some Hindu philosophies postulate a theistic reality who creates, 

maintains and destroys the universe, others reject this claim. Hinduism  is 

often characterized as belief in reincarnation (samsara) determined by the 
law that all actions have effects (karma), and that salvation is freedom 
from  this cycle. Yet other religions in south Asia, such as Buddhism  and 

Jainism , also believe in this. Part o f the problem  o f definition is due to the 

fact that H induism  does not have a single historical founder, as do so many 
other w orld religions; it does not have a unified system  o f belief encoded 
in a creed or declaration o f faith; it does not have a single system o f soteri- 

ology; and it does not have a centralized authority and bureaucratic struc­

ture. It is therefore a very different kind o f religion in these respects from  

the monotheistic, western traditions o f Christianity and Islam, though 
there are arguably stronger affinities with Judaism .

An introduction to Hinduism
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I
Points o f departure

Jawaharlal Nehru, the first prime minister of independent India, said 

iliat Hinduism is ‘all things to all men’/  certainly an inclusive definition, 

hut so inclusive as to be o f little use tor our purposes. Yet while it might 
not be possible to arrive at a watertight definition o f Hinduism , this does 

not mean that the term is empty. There are clearly some kinds o f practices, 

texts and beliefs which are central to the concept o f being a ‘ H indu’ , and 
there are others which are on the edges o f Hinduism . I take the view  that 
while ‘ H induism ’ is not a category in the classical sense o f an essence 

defined b y certain properties, there are nevertheless prototypical form s o f 

I Iindu practice and belief. The beliefs and practices o f a high-caste devotee 
of the Hindu god Visnu, living in Tamilnadu in south India, fall clearly 

within the category o f ‘ H indu ’ and are prototypical o f that category. The 
beliefs and practices o f a Radhasaomi devotee in the Punjab, w ho w o r­

ships a G od  without attributes, who does not accept the Veda as revelation 
and even rejects m any Hindu teachings, are not pro to typically H indu, yet 
are still w ithin the sphere, and category, o f Hinduism . The south Indian 

devotee o f Visnu is a more typical member o f the category ‘H indu ’ than 
the Radhasoami devotee. In other w ords, ‘H induism ’ is not a category in 

the classical sense -  to which something either belongs or it does not -  but 

more in the sense o f prototype theory.
Prototype theory, developed by G eorge L ak o ff,8 maintains that cate­

gories do not have rigid boundaries, but rather there are degrees o f categ­

ory membership; some members o f a category are more prototypical than 

others. These degrees m ay be related through fam ily resemblance; the idea 
that ‘members o f a category may be related to one another w ithout all 
members having any properties in com m on that define the category’ .9 

Hinduism  can be seen as a category in this sense. It has fuzzy edges. Some 

forms o f religion are central to Hinduism , w hile others are less clearly cen­
tral but still within the category.

To say what is or is not central to the category o f Hinduism  is, o f course, 

to make judgements about the degree o f prototypicality. The question o f 

the basis o f such judgements arises. H ere we must turn, on the one hand, 

to Hindu self-understandings, for H induism  has developed categories for 
its ow n self-description,10 as well as, on the other, to the scholar’s under­

standings o f com m on features or structuring principles seen from  outside 

the tradition.
A lthough I have some sym pathy w ith Jonathan Z . Smith’s remark that 

religion is the creation o f the scholar’s im agination,1 1 in so far as the act of
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scholarship involves a reduction, a selection, a highlighting o f some dis­
courses and texts and a backgrounding o f others, there is nevertheless a 
wide body o f ritual practices, forms o f behaviour, doctrines, stories, texts, 

and deeply felt personal experiences and testimonies, to which the term 
‘H induism ’ refers. The term ‘H indu’ certainly does refer in the contem po­
rary w orld  to the dominant religion o f south Asia, albeit a religion which 

embraces a wide variety within it. It is important to bear in mind that the 

form ation o f H induism , as the w orld religion we know  today, has only 

occurred since the nineteenth century, when the term was used b y Hindu 

reform ers and western orientalists. How ever, its origins and the ‘ streams’ 
which feed into it are very  ancient, extending back to the Indus valley civi­

lization.12 I take the view  that ‘H induism ’ is not purely the construction 

o f western orientalists attempting to make sense o f the plurality o f reli­

gious phenomena within the vast geographical area o f south Asia, as some 
scholars have maintained,13 but that ‘H induism ’ is also a development of 

Hindu self-understanding; a transformation in the modern w orld o f 

themes already present. I shall use the term ‘H indu ’ to refer not only to the 

contem porary w orld religion, but, with the necessary qualifications, to 
the traditions which have led to its present formation.

Religion and the sacred
W hat we understand by Hinduism  as a religion partly depends upon 
what we mean by ‘ religion’ . O ur understanding o f H induism  has been 

mediated b y western notions o f what religion is and the projection o f 
Hinduism  as an ‘other’ to the West’s Christianity.14 W hile this is not the 
place for an elaborate discussion o f the meaning o f religion, it is neverthe­

less important to make some remarks about it, and to indicate some para­

meters o f its use. The category ‘ religion’ has developed out o f a Christian, 
largely Protestant, understanding, which defines it in terms o f belief. This is 
indicated b y the frequent use o f the term ‘ faith’ as a synonym  for ‘ religion’ . 

I f  ‘ religion’ is to contribute to our understanding o f human views and prac­

tices, its characterization purely in terms o f belief is clearly inadequate and 
w ould need to be modified to include a variety o f human practices.

Definitions o f religion provoke much debate and disagreement, but to 

use the term we have to have some idea o f what w e mean by it. Religion 

needs to be located squarely within human society and culture; there is no 
privileged discourse o f religion outside o f particular cultures and societies. 
The famous sociologist Em ile Durkheim  in The E lem entary Forms o f  the
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Religious L ife , first published in 19 15 , defined religion as ‘a unified set o f 
beliefs and practices relative to sacred things’ which creates a social bond 

between people.15 This unified set o f beliefs and practices is a system of 

sym bols which acts, to use Peter Berger’s phrase, as a ‘ sacred canopy’, 
imbuing individual and social life with meaning. The ‘sacred’ refers to a 
quality o f mysterious pow er which is believed to dwell within certain 

objects, persons and places and which is opposed to chaos and death. 
Religion, follow ing Berger, establishes a ‘ sacred cosm os’ which provides 

the ‘ultimate shield against the terror o f anom y’ .16
This sense o f sacred pow er is o f vital importance to the experience o f 

men and wom en throughout the history o f religions. In Hinduism  a sense 
of the sacred might be experienced as the sense o f a greater being outside of 

the self, a ‘num inous’ experience to use the term coined by the Germ an 
theologian R u d olf O tto, characterized by a feeling o f awe, fascination 
and m ystery;17 or the sense o f the sacred might occur as an inner or con­

templative experience within the self, what might be called a ‘m ystical’ 

experience.10
There has been a tendency in recent studies to reduce the ‘ religious’ to 

the ‘political’ .19 W hile it is important to recognize that the religious exists 
only within specific cultural contexts, as does the political, the concept of 

the sacred is distinctive to a religious discourse within cultures. The sacred 

is regarded as divine pow er manifested in a variety o f contexts: temples, 
locations, images and people. While this pow er is not divorced from  polit­

ical power, it can nevertheless exist independently, as is seen in popular 

religious festivals and personal devotional and ascetic practices which 

result in states o f inner ecstasy.
The sacred exists entirely within culture. The categories o f the sacred 

and the everyday are not substantive, as Jonathan Smith has observed, but 

relational; they change according to circumstances and situation. There is 

nothing in Hinduism  which is inherently sacred. The sacredness o f time, 
objects or persons depends upon context and the boundaries between the 

sacred and the everyday are fluid. A  ritual dance perform er who is pos­
sessed b y  a god one day, mediating between the com m unity and the 

divine, w ill the next day be sim ply human again; or the temple image or 
icon prior to consecration is merely stone, metal, or w ood, but once con­
secrated is em powered and becomes the focus o f mediation: ‘ it becomes 

sacred b y having our attention directed to it in a special w a y ’ .20 The sacred 

in H induism  is mediated through innumerable, changing form s which

9
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bear witness to a deeply rich, religious imagination, centred on mediation 
and transformation.

The understanding o f these aspects o f human experience is, as Ninian 
Smart has pointed out, indispensable in the plural cultures o f the contem­
porary w orld .21 This study o f Hinduism  assumes this point and assumes 

that the academic study o f religion, or religious studies, draws on a 

number o f methods within the human sciences: anthropology, history, 
philosophy and phenomenology. There has been much recent debate 
concerning the nature o f objective studies o f other cultures by ‘western’ 
social scientists and a questioning o f the very possibility, or desirability, o f 

objectivity. The French social thinker Pierre Bourdieu has asked that we 

clarify the position o f the author, and that the researcher be aware o f the 
limitations o f his or her perspective on the object o f study.22 While it may 
be true that w e are all personally affected b y what draws us, m ethodologi­

cally, the present study is written from  a perspective standing outside 

Hinduism , rather than from  inside. We should, however, be w ary o f 
regarding these categories as watertight, fo r there is a dialectical relation 
between the objective structures o f Hinduism , its beliefs and practices, 

and the dispositions o f the method used.23 The methods o f religious stud­
ies must mediate between, on the one hand, the objective structure o f 
H indu traditions and Hindu self-reflection, and, on the other, the com ­

munity o f ‘ readers’ w ho are external (whether or not they happen to be 
Hindus).24 Needless to say, I am not concerned with the truth or falsity o f 

the claims made by the traditions described here. These claims are part of 
the social and psychological fabric o f H indu communities which have 

given them life, and which have had profound personal significance for 
people within them.

General features of Hinduism
M any Hindus believe in a transcendent G od, beyond the universe, who is 
yet within all living beings and who can be approached in a variety of 
w ays. Such a Hindu might say that this supreme being can be worshipped 

in innumerable form s: as a handsome young man, as a majestic king, as a 

beautiful young girl, as an old woman, or even as a featureless stone. The 

transcendent is mediated through icons in temples, through natural phe­

nomena, or through living teachers and saints. Hinduism  is often charac­
terized as being polytheistic, and while it is true that innumerable deities 

are the objects o f w orship, many Hindus w ill regard these as an aspect or
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manifestation o f sacred power. Devotion (bhakti) to deities mediated 
through icons and holy persons provides refuge in times o f crisis and even 

final liberation (moksa) from action {karm a) and the cycle o f reincarna­

tion (samsara). The transcendent is also revealed in sacred literature, called 
the ‘Veda’, and in codes o f ritual, social and ethical behaviour, called 
dharm a, which that literature reveals. The two terms veda  and dharm a  are 
of central importance in what might be called Hindu self-understanding.

V E D A  A N D  DHARMA

The Veda is a large body o f literature com posed in Sanskrit, a sacred lan­

guage o f Hinduism , revered as revelation (sruti) and as the source o f 

dharm a. The term veda  means ‘know ledge’ , originally revealed to the 
ancient sages (rsi), conveyed to the com m unity by them, and passed 

through the generations initially as an oral tradition. There is also a large 

body o f Sanskrit literature, inspired but nevertheless regarded as being of 

human authorship, com prising rules o f conduct (the Dharm a literature) 
and stories about people and gods (the Epics and m ythological texts called 
Puranas). These texts might be regarded as a secondary or indirect revela­

tion (sm rti).25 There are also texts in vernacular Indian languages, particu­

larly Tamil, which are revered as being equal to the Veda by some Hindus.
The Veda as revelation is o f vital importance in understanding 

Hinduism, though its acceptance is not universal among Hindus and there 
are form s o f Hinduism  which have rejected the Veda and its legitimizing 
authority in the sanctioning o f a hierarchical social order. H ow ever, all 

Hindu traditions make some reference to the Veda, whether in its accep­

tance or rejection, and some scholars have regarded reference to its legit­
imizing authority as a criterion of being H indu.26 While revelation as an 
abstract, or even notional entity, is important, the actual content o f the 
Veda has often been neglected by H indu traditions. It has acted rather as a 

reference point for the construction o f H indu identity and self- 

understanding.27
D harm a  is revealed by the Veda. It is the nearest semantic equivalent in 

Sanskrit to the English term ‘ religion’ , but has a wider connotation than 
this, incorporating the ideas o f ‘ truth’ , ‘duty ’ , ‘ ethics’ , ‘law ’ and even ‘nat­
ural law ’ . It is that pow er which upholds or supports society and the cos­

mos; that pow er which constrains phenomena into their particularity, 
which makes things what they are.28 The nineteenth-century Hindu 

reformers speak o f Hinduism  as the eternal religion or law (sanatana
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dharm a), a com m on idea among modern I lindus today in their self­
description. M ore specifically, dharm a refers to the duty o f high-caste 

Hindus with regard to social position, one’s caste or class (varn a), and the 

stage o f life one is at (asrama). A ll this is incorporated by the term 
varnasram a-dharm a.

One striking feature o f Hinduism  is that practice takes precedence over 

belief. What a Hindu does is more important than what a Hindu believes. 

Hinduism  is not credal. Adherence to dharm a  is therefore not an accep­
tance o f certain beliefs, but the practice or perform ance o f certain duties, 
which are defined in accordance with dharmic social stratification. The 

boundaries o f what a Hindu can and cannot do have been largely deter­

mined by his or her particular endogamous social group, or caste, strati­
fied in a hierarchical order, and, o f course, b y  gender. This social hierarchy 
is governed by the distinction between purity and pollution, with the 
higher, purer castes at the top o f the structure, and the lower, polluted and 

polluting, castes at the bottom. Behaviour, expressing Hindu values and 

pow er structures, takes precedence over belief, orthopraxy over ortho­

doxy. A s Frits Staal says, a Hindu ‘m ay be a theist, pantheist, atheist, com ­

munist and believe whatever he likes, but what makes him into a Hindu 
are the ritual practices he perform s and the rules to which he adheres, in 
short, what he does\ 29

This sociological characterization o f H induism  is very  compelling. A  

H indu is someone born within an Indian social group, a caste, who 
adheres to its rules with regard to purity and marriage, and who perform s 
its prescribed rituals which usually focus on one o f the many Hindu 

deities such as Siva or Visnu. One might add that these rituals and social 
rules are derived from  the Hindu prim ary revelation, the Veda, and from 
the secondary revelation, the inspired texts o f human authorship. The 

Veda and its ritual reciters, the highest caste or Brahmans, are the closest 

H induism  gets to a legitimizing authority, for the Brahman class has been 
extrem ely important in the dissemination and maintenance o f Hindu cul­

ture. It is generally the Brahman class that has attempted to structure 

coherently the multiple expressions o f H induism , and whose self- 
understanding any account o f Hinduism  needs to take seriously.

R I T U A L  A N D  S A LV A T I O N  

D harm a  implies a fundamental distinction between the affirmation o f 

w orld ly  life and social values on the one hand, and the rejection o f w orld ly
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life or renunciation (samnyasa) in order to achieve salvation or liberation 
(moksa) on the other. Religion in w orldly life is concerned with practical 

needs; the help o f deities in times o f crisis such as a child’s illness, the 
ensuring o f a better lot in this life and the next, and the regulating of one’s 
passage through time in the social institutions into which one is born. This 

kind o f religion is concerned with birth, marriage and funeral rites; the 

regular ordering o f life through ritual which is generally distinct from  reli­
gion as leading to personal salvation or liberation (moksa). Richard 

Gom brich, who has highlighted this distinction, has called the form er 
‘communal religion’ to distinguish it from  soteriology, the path o f salva­

tion.30 Religion as soteriology is concerned w ith the individual and 
his/her own salvation, how soever conceptualized, whereas communal 

religion is concerned with the regulation o f communities, the ritual struc­
turing o f a person’s passage through life, and the successful transition, at 

death, to another world. The form er involves an element o f faith and, 
more importantly, initiation into the particular w ay  or method leading to 
the practitioner’s spiritual goal. The latter is concerned with legitimizing 

hierarchical social relationships and propitiating deities.

The relationship between soteriology and practical religion is variable. 
Paths might demand complete celibacy and the renouncing o f social life, 
in which case the Hindu w ould become a renouncer (samnyâsin), a w an­

dering ascetic, or they might be adapted to the householder continuing to 

live in the w orld, for example b y demanding a certain yoga practice. Some 

spiritual paths might allow wom en to be initiated, others might not; some 
might be open to Untouchable castes, while others might not. The aim o f a 
spiritual path is eventual liberation rather than w orld ly prosperity which 

is the legitimate goal for the follow er o f practical religion. Hindus might, 

and do, participate in both forms o f religion.
This distinction between practical religion and religion as soteriology, 

between appeasement and mysticism , is expressed at the social level in the 

figures o f the householder, who maintains his fam ily and perform s his rit­

ual obligations, and the renouncer w ho abandons social life, perform s his 
ow n funeral and seeks final release. The purposes o f the householder and 
renouncer, as Louis Dum ont has show n,31 are quite different, even con­

tradictory, yet are both legitimated within H indu traditions. The high- 

caste householder is born with three debts (rna) to be paid: the debt of 
vedic study to the sages (rsi) as a celibate student (brahm acârin), the debt 
o f ritual to the gods (deva) as a householder, and the debt o f begetting a
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son to make funeral offerings to the ancestors (pitr). Traditionally, only 
once these debts have been paid can a householder go forth to seek libera­
tion. Sometimes, as in the famous text o f secondary revelation, the 
B h a gavad  G ita, the ideals o f household obligation and ascetic renuncia­

tion are brought together by saying that a person can w ork towards liber­

ation while still fulfilling his w orld ly  responsibilities.

O N E  A N D  M A N Y  G O D S  

The term polytheism  can be applied to H induism  in so far as there is a m ul­
tiplicity o f divine form s, from  pan-H indu deities such as Siva, Visnu and 

Ganesa to deities in regional temples, such as Lord  Jagannâth at Puri, and 
deities in local village shrines. These deities are distinct and particular to 
their location; the goddess in a shrine in one village is distinct from  the 

goddess in a different shrine. While most H indus w ill regard these deities 

as distinct, m any H indus w ill also say that they are aspects or manifesta­
tions o f a single, transcendent God. Some H indus w ill identify this tran­
scendent focus with a specific G od, say Krsna or Siva, and maintain that 

the other deities are low er manifestations o f this supreme G od. O ther 
H indus w ill say that all deities are aspects o f an impersonal absolute and 
that deities o f m ythology and the icons in temples are windows into this 
ultimate reality. What is important is that the deities as icons in temples 

mediate between the human w orld and a divine or sacred reality and that 

the icon as deity might be seen as a ‘ spiritualization’ o f matter.

M E D I A T I O N  A N D  T H E  S A C R E D  

Central to any understanding o f Hinduism  is the role o f mediation 

between the sacred and the everyday or ‘profane’ . The place o f the interac­
tion o f the sacred with the human is the place o f mediation; the connection 
between the com m unity or individual and the religious focus. M ediation 

underlines difference; the difference between humans and deities, and the 

differences between human groups. These differences are mediated tem­
porarily through ritual and festival cycles, and spatially through temples, 
icons, holy persons and holy places. In ritual, offering incense to the icon 

o f a deity mediates between, or is thought to open a channel o f com m uni­
cation between, the H indu and the transcendent pow er embodied in the 
icon. Similarly, renouncers and gurus mediate between the sacred and the 

everyday worlds, as do people w ho become tem porarily possessed during 
certain festivals.

14
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The distinction between the sacred and the everyday overlaps with the 
important distinctions between the pure and the impure, and the auspi- 
c ious and the inauspicious: distinctions which have been emphasized in 

recent studies o f H induism .32 The sacred is generally regarded as pure, 

t hough may also be manifested in impurity, as in the A ghori ascetic living 
in the polluting cremation ground. The sacred is also auspicious, yet may 
on occasion be inauspicious, as w hen a goddess o f sm allpox and other dis­

eases visits one’s family.
The possessed man or wom an recapitulates the temple icon. Both  con­

tain sacred pow er and are identified w ith the deity. Both  icon and pos­
sessed person are not m erely representations o f the deity, but have actually 
become the deity within the particular, circumscribed, ritual situation. 

The transformation o f the non-em powered icon into em powered icon, or 

of the low-caste perform er into the sacred deity, is a central structure o f 
I Iindu religious consciousness. The icon, or person who has become an 

icon, mediates between the sacred realm and the human community. 
Should the divine interact with the human outside ritual contexts, such as 

in an unexpected possession illness, then the unlooked-for mediation 

might not be welcom e and, indeed, could be dangerous.

N ot only certain people, but also certain places, mediate between the 
sacred and the everyday. Places of pilgrimage are called ‘crossings’ (tirtha). 

One such crossing is the sacred city o f Varanasi which is so sacred that lib­

eration w ill occur at death for those lucky enough to die there. H ere, the 

crossing from  everyday to the sacred w ill be permanent. Again, rivers, 
such as the Ganges in the north or K averi in the south, are places where the 

sacred is manifested and Hindus receive blessings through visiting these 

sites.
Yet, while difference mediated by innumerable spatial and temporal 

forms is central, identity rather than hierarchy, and by implication the 
absence o f mediation, is also important. W hile the deity is worshipped as 

distinct, the deity and devotee nevertheless share in the same essence and at 
a deep level they are one.33 The idea o f a boundless identity is at the heart of 
many H indu soteriologies which assert the essence o f a person, their true 

self (atm an), to be identical with the essence o f the cosmos, the absolute 
(brahm an). Even traditions which emphasize the distinction between 
G od and the self at some level usually accept the identity or partial identity 

o f w orshipper and worshipped, o f lover and beloved. This idea o f an iden­

tity between the w orshipper and the deity has even been called, b y  the
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anthropologist C hris Fuller, one o f 1 linduism ’s ‘axiomatic truths’ .34 Yet 
the coexistence o f identity and difference, of immediacy and mediation, is 
also axiomatic. There is unity, yet there is difference: the god Krsna’s con­

sort, Ràdhà, is united w ith him, yet she retains her distinct identity; the self 

and the absolute might be one, yet caste and gender differences matter.

Hindu traditions
The idea o f tradition inevitably stresses unity at the cost o f difference and 

divergence. In pre-Islam ic India there would have been a number o f dis­
tinct sects and regional religious identities, perhaps united by common 
cultural sym bols, but no notion o f ‘H induism ’ as a comprehensive entity. 

Yet there are nevertheless striking continuities in H indu traditions. There 
are essentially two models o f tradition: the arboreal model and the river 

model. The arboreal model claims that various sub-traditions branch o ff 
from  a central, original tradition, often founded by a specific person. The 

river model, the exact inverse o f the arboreal model, claims that a tradition 

comprises multiple streams which merge into a single mainstream.35 
Contem porary Hinduism  cannot be traced to a com mon origin, so the 
discussion is directed towards whether Hinduism  fits the river model or, 

to extend the metaphor, whether the term ‘ H induism ’ sim ply refers to a 

number o f quite distinct rivers. While these models have restricted use in 
that they suggest a teleological direction or intention, the river model 
w ould seem to be more appropriate in that it emphasizes the multiple ori­

gins o f Hinduism .
The m any traditions which feed in to contem porary Hinduism  can be 

subsumed under three broad headings: the traditions o f brahmanical 
orthopraxy, the renouncer traditions and popular or local traditions. The 
tradition o f brahmanical orthopraxy has played the role o f ‘master narra­

tive’ , transmitting a body o f knowledge and behaviour through time, and 

defining the conditions o f orthopraxy, such as adherence to varnâsram a- 
dharm a.

B R A H M A N I C A L  T R A D I T I O N S  

The brahmanical tradition can itself be subdivided into a number o f sys­

tems or religions which are distinct yet interrelated, and which refer to 

themselves as ‘traditions’ (sam pradâya) or systems o f teacher-disciple 
transmission (paramparâ). These traditions, which developed signifi­

cantly during the first millennium c e ,  are focused upon a particular deity
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or group o f deities. Am ong these broadly brahmanical systems, three are 

particularly important in Hindu self-representation: Vaisnava traditions, 

focused on the deity Visnu and his incarnations; Saiva traditions, focused 

o n  Siva; and Sakta traditions, focused on the Goddess or Devi. There is 
.ilso an important tradition o f Brahmans called Smartas, those w ho follow  
the smrti or secondary revelation, and w ho w orship five deities, Visnu, 
Siva, Surya, Ganesa and Devi. These traditions have their own sacred texts 

and rituals, while still being within the general category o f H induism .36

Cutting across these religious traditions is the theology o f Vedanta; the 

unfolding o f a sophisticated discourse about the nature and content o f 
sacred scriptures, which explores questions o f existence and knowledge. 

The Vedanta is the theological articulation o f the vedic traditions, a dis­
course which penetrated Vaisnava and, though to a lesser extent, Saiva and 
Sakta thinking. The Vedanta tradition became the philosophical basis o f 

the Hindu renaissance during the nineteenth century and is pervasive in 

i he world religion which Hinduism  has become.

T H E  R E N O U N C E R  T R A D I T I O N S  

The renouncer traditions, while their value system  is distinct from  that of 

the Brahman householders, are nevertheless closely related to the brah­

manical religions. Indeed, some brahmanical householder traditions, such 
as Saivism, originated among the world-renouncers seeking liberation 

while living on the edges o f society in w ild places and in cremation 

grounds. The renouncer traditions espouse the values o f asceticism and 
world transcendence in contrast to the brahmanical householder values of 
affirming the goals o f w orld ly  responsibility (dharm a), w orld ly success 

and profit (artha), and erotic and aesthetic pleasure (kdm a). The ideal of 
renunciation is incorporated within the structure o f orthoprax Hinduism , 

though orthoprax renunciation must be seen in the context o f general 

Indian renouncer traditions know n as the Sramana traditions. These 

Sramana traditions, including Buddhism  and Jainism , developed during 

the first millennium b c e  and were in conflict w ith brahmanical, vedic 
orthopraxy.

P O P U L A R  T R A D I T I O N S

While there are pan-H indu traditions o f Vaisnavism, Saivism and Saktism 
alongside the renouncer traditions, there are also local or popular tradi­

tions which exist w ithin a bounded geographical area, even within a
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particular village. Their languages o f transmission are the regional, ver­
nacular languages rather than the Sanskrit of the brahmanical tradition. 
They are less concerned with asceticism than with ensuring that crops 

grow, that illness keeps away from the children, and that one is not 

haunted or possessed b y ghosts. Such popular traditions are low-caste and 
need to appease ‘hot’ deities, particularly goddesses, w ho demand offer­
ings o f blood and alcohol. While the concerns o f popular religion are d if­

ferent from  those o f the renouncer and brahmanical traditions, they are 

nevertheless informed b y the ‘higher’ culture.
The process w hereby the brahmanical tradition influences popular reli­

gion is called Sanskritization. Local deities become identified with the 

great deities o f the brahmanical tradition and local myths become identi­

fied w ith the great, pan-H indu myths. F or example, the Dravidian god­
dess o f pustular diseases, M áriyamm an, might be identified as a 
manifestation o f the great pan-H indu goddess Durgá. Local deities can 

also become pan-H indu deities and local narratives become com m only 

shared m yths.37 The god Krsna, for example, m ay have been a local deity 
who became pan-H indu. M ore recent examples might be the northern 
Goddess Santos! M a, w ho has become a pan-H indu deity through having 

become the subject o f a movie, or the Kerala deity A iyappan, w ho is com ­

ing to have trans-regional appeal. The influence o f south Indian Dravidian 
culture on the grand narrative o f the Sanskritic, brahmanical tradition has 
been underestimated and, until recently, little investigated.

The relationship between the popular and the brahmanical levels o f cul­
ture is the focus o f much debate among scholars o f Hinduism . O n the one 

hand popular tradition can be seen as a residue or consequence o f the 
grand narrative o f the brahmanical tradition: an imitation o f the higher 

culture. O n the other hand popular tradition can be seen to function inde­

pendently o f the high, brahmanical culture, but interacting with it.38 
Scholars w ho interpret Hinduism  holistically, such as Madeleine 

Biardeau, tend to favour the importance o f brahmanical culture in shaping 

the tradition.39 Others, particularly anthropologists w ho have carried out 
fieldw ork in a specific locality, stress the discontinuities o f tradition, 
emphasizing the importance and independence o f regional or popular 
religion.40

Hindu traditions, with their emphasis on continuity and the im por­
tance o f the teacher or guru  in the transference o f knowledge, are essen­

tially conservative and resistant to change. There is a fine balance between
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such conservatism, which preserves the tradition, and the necessity to 

adapt to prevalent historical conditions. It traditions adapt too much then 

they are no longer the traditions that they were, yet if they do not adapt 
they are in danger o f dying out. Some Hindu traditions have faded and 
others have arisen. Hinduism  has adapted and reacted to political and 
social upheavals throughout its history, while maintaining m any o f its rit­

ual traditions and social structures almost unchanged for centuries. The 

impact o f m odernity and the development o f a middle class in India w ill 
inevitably effect Hinduism , and debates about civil rights, nationalism, 

the rights o f the scheduled castes, and the Indian w om en’s movement w ill 
inevitably transform it.

Hinduism and contemporary debate
Issues which have arisen in the contem porary study o f Hinduism  relate to 

wider cultural problems and general intellectual debates about agency, the 

relation o f religion to politics, and gender issues. M any o f these issues have 
arisen out o f what is generally termed ‘postm odernism ’ , a movement orig­
inating in the West, which manifests in all areas o f culture, and a discourse 

which questions and challenges traditional, rationalist views. Cultural 

studies, which cuts across traditional divisions in the humanities o f sociol­
ogy, history, philosophy and even theology, has developed within the gen­
eral postm odernist fram ework. In ‘deconstructing’ rationalist discourses, 

cultural studies has highlighted traditions which have been occluded, both 

in the West and the East.
O ne o f the most important examples o f this w ith regard to India and 

Hinduism has been the w ork o f the historian Ranajit G uha and his col-
t ¿/<- ■ . if 6 f  w  '

leagues, w ho have w orked on the subordinated or subaltern classes of 

India. O ne o f the themes o f this group is that in western, i.e. colonial and 
post-colonial, historiography o f India, the highlighting o f some themes 
and backgrounding o f others has demonstrated the exercise o f pow er and 
a denial o f the agency o f those w ho were oppressed. Historical discourse, 

according to Guha, has tended to write out subaltern classes (the lowest 

castes) and to see protests by those groups as m erely an ‘eruption’ o f dis­
content akin to natural disasters.41 This critique o f the western scholar­

ship o f India, particularly o f the discipline o f Indology, can also be seen in 
Ronald Inden’s important and influential book, Im agining India.*2 Inden 

critiques the epistemological assumptions and political biases o f oriental­
ist ‘constructions’ o f Hinduism , which have seen Hinduism  prim arily in
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terms o f caste, as a romanticized, idyllic com munity, or as ‘oriental despo­
tism ’ . H e argues that all these views deprive Hindus o f agency and sees 
them governed by external forces outside o f their control.

Related to the discussion about the importance o f understanding 
human agency and practice, in contrast to emphasizing impersonal struc­

tures w hich govern people’s lives,43 is the debate about gender issues. The 
history o f Hinduism  is the history o f a male discourse. Its written texts 
and narratives have, with the exception o f some notable devotional poetry, 

been com posed by men, usually o f the highest, brahmanical caste. In a tra­

dition’s self-reflection it is generally high-caste, male perceptions o f them­
selves and o f w om en which have come dow n to us, though some modern 

scholarship has highlighted wom en’s voices from  the past.44 Because 
H induism  has been dominated by men, this book reflects this fact, while 

being aware that w om en’s self-perceptions and experience have generally 
been ‘written-out’ o f the tradition. These debates, o f course, are not exclu­

sive to Hinduism  and some contem porary concerns o f the Indian 
w om en’s movement, about whether Hinduism  is inherently androcentric 

or whether Hinduism  can be separated from  androcentrism, have echoes 
in Christianity and other religions. Recent scholarship has begun to 

uncover these marginalized traditions and I refer the reader to some o f 
that w ork  where appropriate.

The chronology of Hinduism
Before the first millennium c e  there is no historiography in the south 

Asian cultural region and texts are not dated. The chronology o f Indian 

religions has therefore been notoriously difficult to establish. We have to 

rely on archaeological evidence o f coins, pottery and, particularly, inscrip­
tions, and on the internal evidence o f texts. The dating o f early texts is very 

problematic. The sequence o f texts can sometimes be established in that if 

one text is quoted by another, the form er must be earlier, but precise dat­

ing is impossible. Chinese translations o f Buddhist texts are dated, which 

helps establish the chronology o f Buddhism, but is less useful with regard 
to Hindu material. The more accurate dating o f the Buddha to almost a 

century later than the traditional dating o f 566, to 486, b  c e , discovered by 

Richard Gom brich and H einz Bechert,45 w ill hopefully lead to reassess­
ment o f the dating o f all early Indian material.

O ne o f the cliches about Hinduism  has been that it is ahistorical and 

sees time as cyclic rather than linear, which has militated against the keep-
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in go f accurate historical records. W hile it is true that I linduism does have 
a view o f time repeating itself over vast periods, it is not the case that 
11indus have not been interested in their past. Within India, as elsewhere, 

i he record o f the past has reflected the concerns o f the present, though any 
historical awareness has been embedded in myths, biographies o f people 
in authority (the carita literature), in genealogies o f families (the vam sânu- 
carita sections o f the Purânas), and in histories o f ruling families in specific 

locations (the vam savall literature). The earliest w riting o f h istory in the 

south Asian region occurs in the fourth century c e  with the chronicles 

written by Sri Lankan Buddhist m onks.46 M yths and genealogies have 

heen recorded particularly in the H indu Epics and texts called Purânas, 
reaching their present form  in the mid first millennium c  E 47 A  particu­
larly striking text, part o f the vam savali genre, more concerned w ith his­
toricity than with m ythology, is the ‘H istory  o f the Kings o f Kashm ir’ , the 

Rajataranginï com posed during the twelfth century by Kalhana. This 

records the genealogies o f the kings and brief descriptions o f their 

exploits.48
The chronology o f south Asia has been divided into ancient, classical, 

medieval and modern periods. While this scheme does reflect genres of 

texts, it is important to remember that there are continuities between these 
periods. The follow ing pages assume the follow ing general chronological 

scheme:

-  the Indus valley civilization (c. 2500 to 1500 b c e ). Elements of 
Hinduism may be traced back to this period.

-  the vedic period (c. 1500 to 500 b c e ). The rise of Aryan, in contrast to 
Dravidian, culture occurs during this period, though there may be 
more continuity between the Aryan and Indus valley cultures than 
was previously supposed. During this period the Veda was formulated 
and texts of Dharma and ritual composed.

-  the epic and purânic period (c. 500 b c e  to 500 c e ). This period sees 
the composition of the M abâbhârata and Râmâyana, as well as the 
bulk of the Purânas. A  number of important kingdoms arise, 
particularly the Gupta dynasty (c. 320 c e  to 500 c e ), and the great 
traditions of Vaisnavism, Saivism and Sâktism begin to develop.

-  the medieval period (c. 500 c e  to 1500 c e ) sees the development of 
devotion (bbakti) to the major Hindu deities, particularly Visnu, Siva 
and Devi. There are major developments in the theistic traditions of 
Vaisnavism, Saivism and Sâktism. This period sees the composition of
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devotional and poetic literature in Sanskrit and vernacular languages, 
as well as the composition of tantric literature.

-  the modern period (c. i 500 c e  to the present) secs the rise and fall of 
two great empires, the Mughal and the British, and the origin of India 
as a nation state. The traditions continue, but without significant 
royal patronage. The nineteenth century sees the rise of Renaissance 
Hinduism and the twentieth century the development of Hinduism as 
a major world religion.



i Ancient origins
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The origins o f Hinduism  lie in two ancient cultural com plexes, the Indus 
valley civilization which flourished from  2500 b c e  to about 1500 b c e , 

though its roots are much earlier, and the A ryan  culture which developed 
during the second millennium b c e . There is some controversy regarding 

the relationship between these two cultures. The traditional view, still 
supported by some scholars, is that the Indus valley civilization declined, 
to be replaced b y the culture o f the A ryans, an Indo-European people 

originating in the Caucasus region w ho migrated into south A sia  and 
spread across the fertile, northern plains, which, throughout India’s long 
history, have offered no obstacle to invaders or migrants. The alternative 

view is that A ryan  culture is a development from  the Indus valley civi­
lization and was not introduced by outside invaders or migrants; that 

there is no cultural disjunction in ancient south Asian history, but rather a 
continuity from  an early period. Yet, whether the A ryans came from  out­
side the subcontinent or not, Hinduism  might be regarded as the devel­

opment over the next 2,000 years o f A ryan  culture, interacting with 

non-A ryan or D ravidian and tribal cultures, though it is A ryan  culture 

which has provided the ‘master narrative’, absorbing and controlling 

other discourses.
The views and arguments regarding the origins o f Hinduism  have not 

been free from  ideological interests and the quest for origins itself has been 
a factor in the development o f Hinduism  over the last two centuries. 
Hindu revivalists in the nineteenth century, such as Dayananda Sarasvati, 

looked to H induism ’s A ryan  past to imbue it w ith new moral impetus



An introduction to Hinduism

and the search for origins has been important for Indology as a scholarly 

articulation and justification for colonialism. The quest for origins is also 
relevant in the contem porary politics o f Hinduism , which traces continu­

ity between an ancient past and the present, bearing witness to India’s past, 
H indu, greatness (see p. 262).

In examining the roots o f Hinduism  we must be aware o f the rhetoric of 
origins, as it might be called. Indeed, the very  quest for an ‘origin’ may 
suggest an ‘essence’ which is highly problematic. In searching for an origin 

w e find only ‘traces’ or signs which constantly point beyond themselves, 

are constantly deferred.1 That is, an ‘origin’ is alw ays the consequence of 

something which has gone before, and the ‘origin ’ cannot be regarded in a 
teleological way, w ith hindsight, as pointing towards that which follow s. 

In examining the ‘ traces’ which constitute a past culture, we should 
remember that such a culture was complete in itself rather than in some 

sense preliminary, lived b y  people who experienced the fullness and con­

tradictions o f human life, and that any sketch must necessarily be selective 

and restrictive.

With these qualifications in mind, this chapter w ill examine the roots o f 
Hinduism  in the Indus valley and A ryan  cultures, and discuss the vedic 
religion o f early Indian society.

The Indus valley civilization
In 19 2 1 Sir Joh n  M arshall, D irector General o f the Archaeological Survey 

o f India, directed D . R. Sahni to begin excavations at Harappa. H e and 
R . D . Banerjee, excavating at M ohenjo-Daro in Sind, discovered the Indus 
valley civilization. A s with the great civilizations o f Sumer and pharaoic 
Egypt, this urban civilization was centred on a river and located in the 

basin o f the Indus which flow s through present-day Pakistan. This Indus 
valley or Harappan civilization developed from  about 2500 b c e , though 

its origins reach back to the N eolithic Period (7000 -  6000 b c e ) , reached 

its peak around 2300-2000 b c e  (trade links with M esopotamia have been 
dated to this period), was in decline by 1800 b c e  and had faded aw ay by 
1500.2

This was a developed, urban culture. M ohenjo-D aro and Harappa, sep­

arated by some 40 miles, were two o f this civilization’s most important 
cities and housed some 40,000 inhabitants w ho enjoyed a high standard o f 
living. The cities had sophisticated water technologies, most o f the houses 

having drainage systems, wells, and rubbish chutes em ptying into waste-
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pots which were emptied m unicipally.' As in ancient Mesopotamia, grain 

was the basis o f the econom y and the large store-houses in the Indus 
towns may have been for grain collected as tax. There were trade contacts 
with the M iddle East and with the hunter-gatherer tribes o f Gujurat, the 
town o f Lothal in Gujarat being one o f the most important centres for

i mporting and exporting goods. There remain other cities of the Indus val­

ley civilization yet to be excavated, at Judeiro-D aro, Lurewala Ther and 
Ganaweriwala Ther on the course o f the H akra, an ancient dried-up river 

in present day Haryana. The antecedents o f this culture can be traced to 
the site o f M ergarh, 150  miles north o f M ohenjo-D aro in Baluchistan, 
where the French archaeologist Jean-Fran§oise Jarrige has dated the agri­

cultural com m unity to before 6000 b c e  and has established an unbroken 

cultural continuity from  that early date to the period o f the Indus valley 

civilzation.4

T H E  D E V E L O P M E N T  A N D  C O N T I N U I T Y  O F T H E  I N D U S  V A L L E Y  

The development and expansion o f the Indus valley culture was probably 

the consequence o f a growth in population, itself due to the development 

o f farming and the availability o f food supplies grow n on the rich alluvial 
deposits o f the Indus valley. Indeed, the importance o f arable farm ing is 
demonstrated by the large granaries in M ohenjo-D aro on the west bank of 

the Indus, and in H arappa on the east bank o f the Ravi. Evidence for this 

civilization has come m ainly through the excavations o f these tw o cities 
and from  other, smaller, sites. A part from  M ergarh, the sites at Am ri, 100 
miles south o f M ohenjo-D aro, at Kalibangan in the Punjab, and at Lothal 

near Ahmadabad in Rajasthan, are notable.

This culture was very  extensive and archaeological evidence for the 
mature Indus valley civilization has been found at over 1,000 sites cover­
ing an area o f 750,000 square miles, from  Rupar in the east in the foothills 

o f the Him alayas near Simla, to Sutkagen D o r in the west near the Iranian 
border, to Lothal on the Gujarat coast.5 Judging by the archaeological 

record, there was a unity of material culture, notably pottery, architecture 
and writing, in the Indus valley by as early as the fourth millennium b c e , 

which was preceded by a period o f continuous development at different 
sites from  the early N eolithic Period. The Indus valley culture did not 

develop due to the direct influence o f external cultural forces from  Sumer 
or Egypt, but was an indigenous development in the Baluchistan and 

Indus regions, grow ing out of earlier, local cultures.
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Map 2 Major sites of the Indus valley civilization (adapted from Parpola, Deciphering the 
Indus Script, p. 7)
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T H E  R E L I G I O N  OF T H E  I N D U S  V A L L E Y  

Needless to say, we know little o f the polity or religion o f this civilization. 

There is a system o f writing, the Indus valley script, which has been found 
inscribed on steatite seals and copper plates, but this has not yet been suc­

cessfully deciphered and, until more samples or a bilingual inscription are 
found, w ill probably remain largely obscure. The biggest issue which has 

bearing on the development o f Hindu traditions from  the Indus valley, lies 
in the answer to the questions: what is the language o f the steatite seals? 
And to what group o f languages is it related? There have been tw o pre­

dominant views among scholars, one that it represents a language belong­

ing to the Dravidian linguistic family, the other that it is an early form  o f 
Indo-European.6

The Dravidian languages include the south Indian languages o f Tamil, 
Kannada, Telegu and Malayalam, as w ell as Brahui, the language o f a hill 

people in Pakistan. The presence o f these languages is strong evidence for 
there being a pan-Indian Dravidian presence, before the predominance of 

the Indo-Iranian language group, itself a part o f the Indo-European fam ­
ily. The Indo-European languages include G reek, Latin, and the Indo- 

Iranian languages which comprise Avestan (the sacred language o f the 
Zoroastrians), Sanskrit, and the north Indian vernaculars o f Gujarati, 
Urdu, H indi, Kashm iri, O riya  and Bengali.

C olin  Renfrew  makes the point that in deciphering the script we need 
to begin w ith something known, but there are no bilingual inscriptions, so 
decipherers assume a solution and then try  to demonstrate its plausibility.7 

The successful decipherment o f the script w ould tell us something about 
the daily transactions o f these people and might tell us something o f their 

religion or religions. A s it stands w e have to infer social and religious con­
tents from  the material culture, though A sko  Parpola claims to have made 

significant advances in understanding the Indus script and its relation to 
Dravidian languages and Dravidian form s o f Hinduism .

Perhaps the most striking thing about the Indus civilization is the high 

degree o f uniform ity o f urban planning and even a conform ity in size of 

building bricks. M any o f the houses were built on a similar ground plan 
around a central courtyard, and m any houses had a water supply and 
drainage system. This suggests a sophisticated administration and a hierar­
chical structure o f authority. In both Harappa and M ohenjo-D aro there 

was a fortified lower city separated from  a fortified citadel or ‘acropolis’ sit­
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uated on a raised m ound, which contained halls and temples. Such unifor­
m ity m ay suggest more than wide diffusion o f a culture, even a polity 

imposed on a large area through conquest, with the centre o f this empire 

and its administration at M ohenjo-Daro. I f  so, this w ould be the earliest 

imperial form ation in South Asia, which m ay also have involved the im po­
sition o f an official religion, perhaps centred on the cult o f the king. There 

is, however, no conclusive evidence without the decipherment o f the Indus 

valley script and ideas about the nature o f the state must remain speculative.
The religion o f the mature Indus valley culture has to be inferred from  

the buildings w hich were most probably temples, stone statues, terracotta 
figurines and particularly the steatite seals. The state religion seems to have 

involved temple rituals, perhaps animal sacrifice, and ritual bathing in the 
‘ great bath’ found in the citadel at M ohenjo-D aro. This bath is reminis­

cent o f tanks found in later Hindu temples and reflects a concern with rit­

ual purification through water, an important idea in Hinduism . A t 
Kalibangan a ritual area has been found in which animal sacrifice seems to 

have been practised and seven ‘fire altars’ have been located. Indeed, the 

brick platforms b y the great bath at M ohenjo-D aro m ay have served a 

similar purpose.8

The large number o f female terracotta figurines unearthed during the 
excavations, m ay have been goddess images and the presence o f the god­
dess in later Hinduism  m ay be traced back to this early period. It is, of 

course, impossible to say whether there is a continuity in the cult o f the 

goddess from  this early age, and the fact that the goddesses are the focus of 
worship in the Indus culture does not necessarily mean that these are the 

forerunners o f the H indu goddesses. Goddess w orship and the central 

concerns o f fertility seem to have been com mon in the ancient w orld and 

the Harappan goddess or goddesses m ay have more in com mon with 
Sumerian than with later Hindu deities.

Perhaps suggestive o f the later religions are the images on the rem ark­

able steatite seals, particularly the ‘Pasupati’ seal, o f a seated, perhaps ithy- 
phallic, figure surrounded b y  animals, either horned or wearing a 

headdress. Sir Joh n  M arshall and others have claimed that this figure is a 
prototype of the Hindu god Siva, the yogin  and Lord o f the animals {pasu­

p a ti), sometimes represented with three faces, and the posture w ith the 
knees out and feet joined has been interpreted as evidence o f yoga in pre- 

A ryan  culture (see fig. i) .9 How ever, it is not clear from  the seals that the 
‘proto-Siva’ figure has three faces, as is claimed, nor is it clear that he is
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Figure i  Indus valley ‘proto-Siva’ seal

seated in a yogic posture. A sko  Parpola has convincingly suggested that 

the proto-Siva is in fact a ‘seated’ bull, alm ost identical to figures o f seated 
bulls found on early Elam ite seals (c. 3000-2750 b c e ).10 While the claim 

that in the seals we have representations o f a proto-Siva is speculative, it is 

nevertheless possible that iconographie features are echoed in the icono­
graphy o f Siva; the half-m oon in Siva’s hair resembling the horns o f the 

bull-god. ‘Phallic’ -shaped stones have also been found, suggestive o f the 
later aniconic representation o f Siva, the linga.

How ever, while these connections m ay be speculative, Parpola has 

tried to demonstrate that there are a number o f linguistic and iconographie 

continuities between the Indus valley civilization and south Indian, 
Dravidian form s o f Hinduism . The South Indian god Murugan, the young 

man identified with the god of war, Skanda, is represented in the Indus val­

ley script, argues Parpola, b y  two intersecting circles (the w ord m uruku  in 
Dravidian languages, suggestively denotes ‘bangle’ ), and a seal depicting a 
person bowing to a figure standing in the middle o f a fig tree echoes in later 
Indian iconography o f fig trees (such as the Buddhist banyan tree which
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indicates the Buddha in early representations). The fig is furthermore 
associated with the planet Venus, which is in turn later associated with the 
goddess D urga, and with the tilak, a red dot w orn on the forehead.1 1

It is tempting to speculate that there are continuities o f religion from 

the Indus valley into Hinduism , which w ould make the roots o f the reli­
gion go back a very  long way, but we must exercise caution. The ritual 

bath, the fire altars, the female figurines, the horned deities and the ‘ lirigas’ 
are certainly suggestive o f later Hindu traditions. H ow ever, ritual purity, 

an emphasis on fertility, sacrifice, and goddess worship are common to 

other religions o f the ancient w orld as well. Indeed, the steatite image o f a 

figure battling w ith lions is more reminiscent o f the Mesopotamian 

Gilgam esh m yth than anything found in later Hinduism , though again 
Parpola has argued continuities with the Goddess D urga battling with the 
buffalo dem on.12

The Indus valley civilization seems to have declined rather suddenly 
between 1800 and 1700 b c e , prim arily due to environmental causes such 

as flooding or a decrease in rainfall. A  squatter’s period continued for 
some time after this and smaller Indus valley towns and villages survived 

the abandonment o f the large cities. A t M ohenjo-D aro a number o f skele­
tons were found where they had fallen, the victims o f a violent death. It has 
been claimed that these deaths were caused b y early A ryan  invaders.13

The Aryans
The most com m only accepted theory to date has been that Hinduism  is 

the consequence o f incursions o f groups know n as A ryans into the north­
ern plains o f India from  central Asia, via the mountain passes of 
Afghanistan, around 1500 b c e . Some of these groups went into Iran and 

there are close affinities between the Iranian religion o f the Avesta (the 

sacred scripture o f Zoroastrianism ) and the religion o f the Veda. This nar­
rative has maintained that the A ryans were o f the same stock as groups 
w hich went west into Europe. Their language was an Indo-European 

tongue which developed into vedic Sanskrit and finally into classical 
Sanskrit, the sacred language o f Hinduism , and they worshipped prim ar­

ily  a fire god, Agni, a hallucinogenic plant, Soma, and a w arrior god, Indra. 
The self-designation o f these people was the Sanskrit dry a, meaning 

‘noble’ or ‘honourable’ , which referred to the three highest social classes 
o f their society, as distinct from  the indigenous people o f south Asia 

w hom  they encountered and subjugated b y means o f a superior w ar tech­
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nology. They spread over the northern plains and, some time after iooo 
b c e , reached the Ganges region which became known as the ‘ A ryan 

homeland’ (arydvarta). A ryan  culture slow ly spread to the Deccan and 
was established in south India by around the sixth century c e . Thus the 
Indo-European-speaking Aryans are contrasted with the indigenous, 
Dravidian-speaking descendants o f the Indus valley civilization whom  

they conquered. Knowledge o f the A ryans comes m ostly from  their 

sacred text the R g  Veda Sam hita, the earliest literature o f Hinduism .
The predominance o f A ryan  culture over D ravidian culture is not dis­

puted, but the origin o f the A ryans as com ing from  outside the subconti­

nent has recently been questioned. Tw o theories concerning the origin o f 
the A ryans have emerged: what might be called the A ryan  migration thesis 

and the cultural transformation thesis.

-  The Aryan migration thesis. The Indus valley civilization, which 
speaks a Dravidian language, declines between 2000 and 1800 b c e .
The Aryan migrations, or even invasions, occur from about 1500 b c e  

and the Aryans become the dominant cultural force. This has been the 
traditional, scholarly picture and is the one roughly sketched above.

-  The cultural transformation thesis. Aryan culture is a development of 
the Indus valley culture whose language belongs to the Indo- 
European family, possibly spoken in the region as far back as the 
Neolithic Period, in interaction with Dravidian culture. On this view 
there were no Aryan incursions into India, but Indus valley culture is 
an early Aryan or vedic culture.

These positions are stated rather baldly here for the sake o f clarity and 

there m ay be variations o f these.

T H E  M I G R A T I O N  T H E S I S  A N D  T H E  A R Y A N  M Y T H  

A lthough there is an undisputed connection between Sanskrit and other 

Indo-European languages, the picture m ay be much more com plex than 

the A ryan  migration thesis allows. Indeed, the history which has been 
portrayed o f the A ryans in India m ay reflect to a large extent the European 
social w orld in which the theory developed. According to Poliakov, the 

idea o f invading Indo-A ryans developed in the eighteenth century when 

western scholars were wishing to be free from  the confines o f Judeo- 
Christian thought while at the same time becoming aware o f Indian 
culture through colonization.14 The idea o f an A ryan  invasion developed
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with interest in Sanskrit, linguistics and vedic studies and, according to 
Shaffer, was perpetuated by Indian historians after independence in order 
to demonstrate the equality o f ancient India with Europe.15

Laying aside, for the moment, the question concerning the truth or fal­

sity o f A ryan  migrations into north India, this history, which Poliakov has 
called the ‘A ryan  M yth ’, has constructed Hinduism  in a certain way. The 
A ryans, representing a w orld-ordering rationality, a ‘higher’ religion, are 

contrasted w ith the irrationality o f the Dravidians, the pre-A ryan  original 

inhabitants o f India. A ccording to this line o f thinking, the Dravidian cul­
ture increasingly makes incursions into ‘ H induism ’ after the vedic period. 
Inden has shown how  the history o f Hinduism  has been seen by ‘ the 

founders o f Indological discourse’ as an initial phase o f pure, intellectual 
vedic religion, follow ed b y the classical phase which reacted with devo- 

tionalism against the ‘higher’ religion o f the earlier period, followed by a 
third religion o f an animistic folk level, ‘ the religion o f the Dravidian or 
pre-A ryan  race’ .16

Essentially, the argument goes, the intellectual, nature-religion o f the 
A ryans -  a religion w ith G reek and Scandinavian equivalents -  became 
corrupted by the emotional devotionalism o f the Dravidians. In other 
w ords, western reconstructions of Indian history, particularly the early 

period o f its form ation, have been governed by deeper cultural interests. 

This picture has recently been questioned.

T H E  C U L T U R A L  T R A N S F O R M A T I O N  T H E S I S  

I f  there were A ryan  migrations, let alone an invasion, into India after the 

decline o f the Indus valley culture, then this w ould hopefully be corrobo­
rated by archaeological evidence. The most convincing evidence to date 

for the A ryan  incursions has been a kind o f pottery, painted grey ware, 

found in the G anges-Yam una region, supposedly occupied by the 
A ryans. C arbon 14  dating places this painted grey ware between 110 0  and 

300 b c e , precisely the dates o f the postulated A ryan  migrations. Some of 

the sites where this pottery has been found, such as Hastinapur, have been 

associated with the later Sanskrit epic poem the M ahdbhdrata, thereby 

further establishing the connection between the Indo-A ryans and the 
painted grey w are.17

However, continuities have been found between the painted grey ware 
and indigenous protohistoric cultures of the region, thereby suggesting a 

continuity o f culture rather than a disjunction as w ould be implied by
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A ryan incursions. Furtherm ore, Shaffer lias argued that iron technology 
developed within the Indian subcontinent itself,1 rather than being intro­
duced by an external source such as the A ryan invaders. According to 
Shaffer, modern archaeological evidence does not support the idea o f 

A ryan  migrations into India. Rather, in Shaffer’s w ords, ‘ it is possible to 

document archaeologically a series o f cultural changes reflecting indige­

nous cultural development from  prehistoric to historic periods’.19 The 

idea o f A ryan  incursions based on the linguistic evidence o f the connec­

tions between Sanskrit and European languages has been read back into 
the archaeological record which, upon re-evaluation, is not supportive of 

that theory. It should be noted here, however, that Parpola thinks that the 

pattern o f distribution o f painted grey w are corresponds to the distribu­
tion o f vedic, A ryan  culture.20

Even if the Shaffer line o f argument is correct -  that the painted grey 
ware is incompatible w ith A ryan  incursions -  there is still the linguistic 

evidence to be considered. O n the one hand archaeological evidence sup­
ports the idea o f a continuity o f culture from  the earliest times in north 

India, and, according to some, does not support the A ryan  migration the­
sis. Yet, on the other, the strong links established between Sanskrit and 
Indo-European languages and between vedic religion and the religions o f 

other Indo-European groups is undeniable.

One argument which brings these ideas together is that the language o f 
the Indus valley does not belong to the D ravidian language family, but, as 

C olin  Renfrew  and others suggest, to the Indo-European. This hypothe­
sis ‘w ould carry the history o f the Indo-European languages in north 

India and Iran back to the early N eolithic Period in those areas’ .21 There 
w ould then be continuity at all levels from  the Indus valley through to the 
A ryan  culture o f the first millennium b c e . A ccording to this view, Indus 

valley religion develops into the religion o f the Hindus. Indus valley lan­
guage develops into vedic Sanskrit and Indus valley agriculture develops 

into the vedic agrarian lifestyle.

T H E  A R Y A N  M I G R A T I O N S  R E C O N S I D E R E D

Both the A ryan  migration thesis and the cultural transformation thesis 

have bodies o f supporting evidence. Arguably, however, the meticulous, 
thorough w ork  o f A sko  Parpola establishes strong evidence for the Indus 

valley script belonging to the Dravidian language group. H is evidence is 
based on an analysis o f language from  a wide-ranging cultural sphere,
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from  Anatolia to the Deccan; on iconographic continuities between Indus 
valley and Dravidian form s o f Hinduism, and on discontinuities between 

vedic or A ryan  form s and thosp o f the Indus valley. The A ryan sacred text, 
the R g  Veda speaks o f the A ryans subduing cities o f the Dasas, which it 

describes as com prising circular, multiple concentric walls. While this 
seems not to refer to the cities o f the Indus valley, which are square, it does, 
Parpola argues, correspond to the hundreds o f fortified Bronze A ge v il­

lages in Bactria. The Dasas, the enemies o f the A ryans, are not the inhabi­

tants o f the Indus valley, but other groups w ho spoke an A ryan  language, 
and whose migration preceded those o f the A ryans.

One piece o f evidence that the Indus valley people could not have been 

Indo-European speakers, suggests Parpola, is the absence o f the horse and 
the chariot. W herever Indo-A ryan  cultures have been identified, horse 

remains have been found as well as chariots. The A ryan  tribes w ho entered 
the north-west o f India, argues Parpola, drove in two-wheeled war- 

chariots drawn b y  horses, terms which have Indo-European etym ology. 

N ow here in the Indus valley culture have the remains o f horses been 

found, and nowhere depicted on the seals.22 The horse is an A ryan  animal 
and the chariot an example o f a superior w ar technology.

A  modified A ryan  migration theory is therefore supported by 
Parpola’s w ork. A t the beginning o f the second millennium b c e , A ryan 

nomads entered the Indian subcontinent. Th ey were, o f course, a m inor­
ity, and, while the Indus valley culture continues without a break, as the 
archaeological record shows, the A ryan  culture lived and developed 

alongside it and absorbed elements o f it. How ever, there is little doubt that 

there are continuities between the Indus valley and vedic cultures. The 
new groups, w ho possessed drya, ‘nobility ’ , form ed a dominating elite 

speaking the A ryan  language, though Sanskrit has absorbed proto- 

Dravidian features, such as the retroflex sound which does not exist in 

other Indo-European languages, as well as agricultural terms. Dravidian 
languages, as one w ould expect, have also absorbed elements o f Sanskrit.2-5 

O ver a number o f centuries bilingualism w ould have developed until the 
m ajority o f the population adopted the A ryan  language, a form  of vedic 
Sanskrit, as M odern French developed from  vulgar Latin.24

The idea o f bilingualism is perhaps problem atic -  there w ould need to 

be strong social pressures to adopt a new language -  but Parpola’s argu­
ments are well supported. The vital evidence must come from  the Indus 

valley script, and only when that is successfully deciphered can the ques­
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tion o f the relation between A ryan and Indus valley culture be adequately 

addressed. Yet, wherever the A ryans originated, whether their culture was 

a development o f indigenous cultures or whether they migrated from else­

where, our knowledge o f their social structure, their m ythologies and, 
above all, their ritual comes from their self-representation in their Sanskrit 

texts, the Veda.

The Veda
The Veda is regarded by some Hindus as a timeless revelation which is not 
o f human authorship (apaurusya), is eternal, and contains all knowledge, 

while others regard it to be the revelation o f G od. It was received or ‘ seen’ 

by the ancient seers (rsi) who communicated it to other men and was put 
together in its present form  by the sage Vyasa. Indeed, a popular definition 
o f a Hindu is som ebody w ho accepts the Veda as revelation. This idea is 
not without problems and exceptions, but indicates the undoubted 

importance o f the Veda in Hindu self-perception and self-representation.

From  the perspective o f the believer the Veda is timeless revelation, yet 
from  the text-critical perspective o f the western-trained scholar, it was 

compiled over a long period o f time and reflects different periods o f social 

and religious development. The tw o perspectives are not, o f course, 
incompatible: revelation could be gradual and there have been, and are, 

m any scholars w ho have also been believers.
The term ‘ text’ or ‘canon’ in the Indian context implies an oral tradition 

passed dow n w ith meticulous care and accuracy through the generations 
from , according to tradition, the vedic A ryan  seers o f rsis. The priestly 
class o f the vedic A ryans, the Brahmans, were -  and continue to be -  the 

preservers o f this tradition, who preserve the oral recitation o f the texts. 
Indeed the Veda was not written dow n until some thousand years after its 

com position and the very act o f w riting was itself regarded as a polluting 

activity.25 A lthough the main body o f the Veda is clearly delineated, the 
category o f ‘revelation’ sometimes incorporates more recent material. For 

example, texts calling themselves ‘U panisad’ w ere composed into the sev­

enteenth century c e  and even the writings o f modern holy men and 
wom en might be regarded as revelation. It is this Sanskrit, vedic tradition 
which has maintained a continuity into modern times and which has pro­

vided the most important resource and inspiration for Hindu traditions 
and individuals. The Veda is the foundation for most later developments in 

what is known as Hinduism.
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The Veda is intimately connected with vcdic ritual and its prim ary func­
tion is a ritual one. The categorization o f the Veda is not only the w ay in 

w hich H induism  has organized its scriptures, but is also connected with 

ritual. O ne o f the prim ary vedic distinctions for its ow n literature is 
between mantra, verses used in liturgy which make up the collection o f 
texts called Samhita, and brdhmana, texts o f ritual exegesis. The 
Brahmanas are texts describing rules for ritual and explanations about it 

concerning its meaning and purpose. Th ey contain aeteological myths, 

posit elaborate correspondences (bandhu) between the rite and the cos­
mos, and even maintain that the sacrifice ensures the continuity o f the cos­
mos. The Aranyakas, texts composed in the forest, form  the concluding 

parts o f several Brahmanas. Th ey are concerned w ith ritual and its inter­

pretation and form  a transitional link between the Brahmanas and the 
Upanisads. The Upanisads develop the concerns o f the Aranyakas, 
explaining the true nature and meaning o f ritual.

T H E  S T R U C T U R E  O F T H E  V E DA  

The term veda is used in two senses. It is a synonym  for ‘revelation’ 
(s'ruti), which is ‘heard’ b y  the sages, and so can denote the whole body o f 

revealed texts, and is also used in a restricted sense to refer to the earliest 

layers o f vedic literature. The Veda in the former, general sense comprises 
four traditions, the Rg, Yajur, Sama and Atharva, which are divided into 
three or four categories o f texts: the Samhitas, Brahmanas, A ranyakas and 

Upanisads (these last tw o are sometimes classified together). In the latter, 

more restricted sense, the term veda refers to the Samhita portion o f this 
literature; itself com prising four groups o f text identified b y  the four tra­
ditions, the Rg Veda Samhita, Sama Veda Samhita, Yajur Veda Samhita 
and the Atharva Veda Samhita. Each o f these w ould have its ow n 
Brahmana, A ranyaka (‘ forest treatise’) and/or Upanisad (‘Secret 

Scripture’). A  further group, the sutra literature is sometimes added to 
this scheme, but this group is not part o f the prim ary revelation (sruti) but 

part o f secondary revelation (smrti), the texts com posed by human 
beings. This sequence is roughly in chronological order, the earliest text 

being the Rg Veda Samhita, the latest being the Upanisads. A s we shall 
see, this pattern reflects an interest in ritual which becomes overlaid with 

an interest in the understanding and interpretation o f ritual, an important 
move in the development o f H indu ideas. The structure is therefore as 
follow s:
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Samhità: Rg Yajur SSma Atharva
Brâhmana:
Âranyaka:
Upanisad:

The R g Veda is a collection (sam hità) in ten books (m andata) o f 1028 
hymns to various deities, composed in vedic Sanskrit from  as early as 1200 

b c e  over a period o f several hundred years.26 Each o f its ten books was 
composed by sages o f different families, the oldest being books two to 
seven. These texts are our earliest and most important sources o f know l­
edge about vedic religion and society. The Sàm a Veda is a book o f songs 

(sâman) based on the R g  Veda w ith instructions on their recitation (gana). 
The Yajur Veda is a collection o f short prose form ulae used in ritual, o f 

which there are two recensions, the ‘black’ and the ‘white’ -  the form er 
being a mixture o f prose and verses, the latter being composed entirely o f 

verses or mantras. The white Yajur Veda contains one book, the 
Vâjasaneyi-Sam hitâ, the black Yajur Veda com prises three books, the 

Taittirïya Sam hità, the M aitrâyanï Sam hità  and the Kathaka-Sam hitd. 
Lastly  the A tharva Veda is a collection o f hym ns and magical formulae 

compiled around 900 b c e , though some o f its material m ay go back to the 
time o f the R g  Veda. The A tharva Veda has less connection w ith sacrifice 

and has been considered somewhat inferior to the other three Samhitâs. 
M ost o f this truly vast literature has yet to be translated into any modern 

European language.

T H E  D A T I N G  O F  T H E  V E D A  

A lthough difficult to date, the earliest text and the most important fo r our 

understanding o f the early Indo-A ryans is the R g  Veda Sam hità  com ­
posed probably around 1200 b c e ,  though some, such as Kak and Fraw ley, 

would date it very much earlier to the Indus valley culture, assuming that 

the Indus valley language was Indo-European.27 The more sober chronol­

ogy proposed by M ax M üller suggests a date o f 1500 to 1200 b c e . 

A ssum ing the birth o f the Buddha to be around 500 b c e  (which scholars 
now  think is later), M üller suggested that the Upanisads were com posed 
from  800 to 600 b c e . H ow ever, this dating m ay be rather early. G iven the 

re-dating o f the Buddha to the fourth or fifth rather than the fifth or sixth 

centuries b c e , the Upanisads were probably composed between 600 and 
300 b  c e , as some texts are post-Buddhist. The earlier Brâhmana literature
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Müller dates between iooo to Noo and the Samliit.i literature around 1200 

to 1000, allowing about 200 years tor the form ulation o f each class o f texts, 

though even M üller admits that the Rg Veda could be earlier.28 The 

Brähmana literature, however, may be later than the dates proposed by 
Müller, given the probable later date o f the Upanisads.

T H E  V E D I C  S C H O O L S  

The classification scheme o f the Veda is further complicated by theologi­

cal schools or branches (säkhä) which specialized in learning certain 
texts. A  Veda might have a number o f theological schools associated with 

it. F or example, Brahmans o f the Taittiriya branch would learn the 
Taittiriya Samhitä of the black Yajur Veda, its Brähmana, A ranyaka, 

Upanisad and Srauta Sütras. The school o f the Sdma Veda w ould learn its 

Brähmana, the Jaim iniya Brähmana, and the Lätyäyana Srauta Sütra. 
The Brahmans o f the R g  Veda w ould learn the Aitareya and Kausitaki 
Brähmanas, which include the A ranyakas o f the same name, the Aitareya 
and Kausitaki Upanisads and the Äsvaläyana and Sänkhäyana Srauta 
Sutras, and so on (see fig. 2). These schools ensured the accurate transmis­
sion o f the Veda through the generations with the help o f rules for recita­
tion, even though the meaning o f the early texts m ay have been lost to 
most reciters as the language moved aw ay from  its vedic origins. A n 

example o f this structure can be seen in fig. 2 which shows the branches o f 

the R g  and Yajur Vedas.
Perhaps the most remarkable thing about vedic literature is that it has 

been orally transmitted with little change to its contents for up to 3,000 

years. This accuracy has been enabled b y a system o f double checking. The 
texts were learned at least twice: as a continuous recitation, called the 
samhitäpätha, in which the Sanskrit rules for com bining words (sandhi) 
operated, and as the recitation o f words w ithout the rules o f euphonic 
com bination, called thepadapdtha. Frits Staal gives an illustrative example 

from  the vedic Samhitäs, the verse ‘ the imm ortal goddess has pervaded the 
w ide space, the depths and the heights’ is remembered in tw o versions, as 

the continuous flow  o f the samhitäpätha (‘orv apra amartya nivato devy 
udvatah’) and w ord for w ord in the padapätha (‘ a/ uru/ aprah/ amartya/ 

nivatah/ devi/ udvatah//’).29
H ow ever, not only has the Veda been preserved through oral traditions 

o f recitation, but also through the transmission o f ritual. The Veda is 
prim arily a liturgical text and its use in ritual has been its prim ary and
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invariant function. Interpretations of the ritual entei I linduism at a later 
date with the Upanisads.

The Upanisads
The Upanisads are a development o f the A ranyakas and there is no clear 
break between the tw o genres. The Aitareya Aranyaka, attached to the Rg 
Veda, calls itself an upanisad,i0 and one o f the earliest, if not the earliest, o f 

the Upanisads, the Brhadaranyaka (‘Great Forest’) o f the white Yajur 
Veda, calls itself an aranyaka (as does the last book o f the Satapatha 
Brahmana belonging to the same s'dkha). The oldest Upanisads (the 

Brhadaranyaka, Chandogya and Taittiriya) are in prose, while the later 

Upanisads, m oving aw ay from  the Aranyakas, are in verse.
The Upanisads are not a homogeneous group o f texts. Even the older 

texts were com posed over a wide expanse o f time from  about 600 to 300 
b c e ,  given that some early texts are post-Buddhist, and texts with the title 

upanisad continue to be composed throughout the middle ages into the 
modern period. Because o f this some scholars have begun to re-evaluate 
the category o f ‘ revelation’ (sruti), which, Thom as C oburn  argues, must 
be seen as an ‘ongoing and experientially based feature o f the Hindu reli­

gious tradition’ .31 Yet it is nevertheless the case that the older group o f 
Upanisads, rather than later ones, have been taken to be authoritative and 
been commented upon b y  Hindu theologians.32

Vedic ritual
The central religious practice o f the vedic A ryans was sacrifice and sharing 

o f the sacrificial meal with each other and with the m any supernatural 

beings or devas. In sacrifice the gods could be propitiated, material bene­
fits such as sons or cattle received from  them, and the social standing, 

power, or purity o f the sacrificer (yajamana), the person w ho had instig­

ated it, enhanced. Such religious practice w ould not require elaborate 
buildings or icons, but m erely the presence o f the qualified priests who 
knew  the necessary procedures and recitations. Jam ison has observed that 

vedic religion is ‘the ideally portable religion’ with no fixed places o f w o r­

ship and no images or sacred texts to be carried around,33 perhaps sugges­
tive o f a nomadic lifestyle. The term ‘sacrifice’ (homa, yajna) is not 
confined to the imm olation o f animals, but refers more w idely to any 
offering into the sacred fire, notably o f m ilk, clarified butter or ghee, 

curds, grains such as rice and barley, and the soma plant, as well as dom es­
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tic animals (goats, cattle, sheep and horses). Indeed the offering o f milk 

into the fire was more common than animal offerings. These ritual sub­
stances would be transported through the fire to the deva or devas which 

had been invoked. Fire is the central focus o f vedic ritual and is both a sub­
stance or element and a deva: the transform ative link between the w orld ly  

and divine realms.

T H E  S O L E M N  A N D  D O M E S T I C  R I T E S  

Two kinds o f ritual were developed, the srauta or solemn, public rites and 
the grhya, domestic and life-cycle rites. The srauta rites are the older and 

the tw o types can be form ally distinguished from  each other by the num ­

ber o f fires used. The srauta rites required the burning o f three sacred fires, 
while the domestic observances required on ly one. The principal deities 
which were the focus o f the srauta observances were the fire god A gni and 

the plant god Soma, to whom  milk, clarified butter, curds, vegetable cakes, 

animals or the stalks o f the soma plant itself w ould be offered into the fire. 
Vedic religion was closely associated w ith the rhythms o f the day and the 
seasons and srauta rites w ould involve offerings at various junctures (par- 
van) between night and day, at the new and full m oons and at the junctures 

o f the three seasons (rainy, autumn, hot).
O ur inform ation concerning the srauta rituals comes m ainly from  the 

Srauta Sutras associated with the various branches o f vedic knowledge and 

formulated between the eighth and fourth centuries b c e . A lthough this is 

about half a millennium after the com position o f the Rg Veda, w e can 
assume that some form  o f the srauta rites was already established at that 

early period. The Rg Veda refers to the various, numerous kinds o f priests 

involved in the rituals, refers extensively to soma and its preparation, and 
describes the horse sacrifice (asvamedha).34 There was also a human sacri­

fice (purusamedha) modelled on the horse sacrifice, though the human 

victims were set free after their consecration.35

A m ong some Brahmans, notably some N am budri families in Kerala 
studied b y Frits Staal, the srauta rituals have remained intact to the present 

day, since at least the time o f the Srauta Sutras.36 The pre Rg-vedic origin 
o f ritual is, o f course, inaccessible, unless it lies in the fragmentary sugges­

tions o f the Indus valley.
This continuity o f ritual traditions in south A sia needs to be stressed. 

O n the w hole they have, surprisingly, survived even radical political 

changes and a variety o f different interpretations. This ritual continuity,
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which may be linked to a continuity ol social relations, is the most im por­
tant factor in linking modern forms with ancient I raditions, though admit­

tedly the elaborate srauta rites are only perform ed among a m inority o f 
Brahmans in Kerala.

Although the central act o f all vedic ritual, both solemn and domestic, is 
simple -  the offering o f substances into the fire -  the preparatory and clos­
ing rites can be very com plex due to the embedding o f one type o f ritual 

and its accom panying verses into another. In the srauta rites, the com plex­

ity  is com pounded b y the need for a number o f specialists. These special­
ists, and their assistants, w ere required for specific parts o f the rituals and 

w ould know  the appropriate recitations from  the Veda. In the most elabo­

rate rituals, such as the sacrifice o f the soma plant, four priests w ould be 
present, each o f w hom  w ould be a specialist in one o f the four Samhitas, 

though only tw o priests would be necessary in most rites. The chief priest 

or hotr w ould recite verses from  the Rg Veda, a second priest, the udgatr, 
w ould chant or sing songs (stotra) com prising verses set to the melodies o f 
the Sdma Veda, and the adhvaryu priest w ould chant verses from  the 

Yajur Veda and perform  m any o f the necessary ritual actions. In later 

times all this w ould be overseen b y  a priest associated with the Atharva 
Veda, the brahman, whose function was to watch out for omissions or 

incorrect procedures. There were originally on ly three priests associated 
with the first three Samhitas, for the Brahman as overseer o f the rites does 

not appear in the Rg Veda and is only incorporated later, thereby showing 

the acceptance o f the Atharva Veda, which had been somewhat distinct 
from  the other Samhitas and identified with low er social strata, as being of 

equal standing with the other texts.

Srauta rites w ould m inim ally involve the establishing o f the three fires: 

the householder’s fire (garhapatya) in the west, the fire to be offered into 
(ahavaniya) to the east and a third southern fire (daksinagni). The altar or 

vedi, which was a shallow pit, narrow in the centre and strewn w ith grass, 

or, fo r specific rites, a more elaborate brick structure, was placed between 

the eastern and western fires. The ritual implements needed for the sacri­
fice were placed there and the sacrificers and gods invited to sit there. F or 

animal sacrifice a post (yupa) w ould be required, to which the victim was 
tied.

A  number o f srauta rituals, ranging in com plexity, are recorded in vedic 
texts. The agnistoma was a fairly simple one-day soma sacrifice, though 

preceded by various preparations, and the agnicayana, the ‘piling up o f
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A gni’ , a com plex proceeding lasting several days. The agnicayana rite as a 
living tradition among Nam budri Brahmans in Kerala, has been clearly 

documented and analyzed by Staal.37 This rite involved the building o f an 

altar from  over 2,000 bricks, in the shape o f a large bird, to the west o f the 

standard ritual enclosure o f three fires. N ear to this altar are two areas for 
chanting the texts and for preparing soma. This altar is built in five layers 

with the appropriate recitation o f mantras. O ver a period o f twelve days a 

number o f ritual sequences are perform ed, which involve singing verses 
(stotra) from  the Sama Veda, reciting from  the Rg Veda, offering soma to 
the deities and the drinking o f soma by the sacrificer and some priests. The 

sacrificer or patron (yajamana), w ho has paid a fee o f cattle or m oney for 

the rites, reaps the benefits, though throughout the proceedings he 
remains fairly passive. Before the ritual the yajamana, accompanied by his 
wife, undergoes an initiation (diksa), which might involve some degree of 

asceticism (tapas) such as fasting, to achieve purification.

S O M A

The soma drink, requiring an elaborate preparation during the Soma sacri­

fice, was probably originally a hallucinogenic or intoxicating substance 
prepared from  the soma plant. It was alm ost certainly not a fermented 

drink which the vedic A ryans also possessed and called sura. This ‘plant’, 
G ordon Wasson has argued, m ay have been the fly  agaric m ushroom  

(Amanita muscaria) w hose use in inducing m ystical states o f conscious­
ness is attested in Shamanism.38 A lternatively m any scholars now  think 

that it was ephedra, the ‘sea grape’; a jointed but leafless desert plant. 

Traces o f this plant have been found in jars from  sites in Iran, where soma 
was called haoma.39 Ephedra is a stimulant rather than a hallucinogen, but 
if soma was ephedra, then this circumvents the problem  of the fly  agaric 

m ushroom not grow ing in northern India.
W hatever its identity, the important point is that soma induced exalted 

states and possibly visions in its takers.40 The original soma was eventually 
lost by  the vedic A ryans and replaced by soma substitutes; plants without 

intoxicating properties. We can see in the vedic material that ritual was the 
prim ary religious concern o f the Indo-A ryans, but also that mystical 
experience induced b y the soma plant was, at an early date in the develop­

ment o f the tradition, important. These tw o concerns, ritual and m ysti­

cism, are found throughout the later traditions o f India.
The soma sacrifice was embedded within other rituals as well, most
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notably within animal sacrifices, the most important o f which was the 

horse sacrifice (as'vamedha), and the consecration o f a king (rdjasuya). The 
horse sacrifice41 described in f,he Rg Veda and in the Brahmanas42 could 

only be carried out by a king. The sacrifice involved allowing a stallion to 
wander free for a year before it was ritually suffocated. Before the horse 
was dismembered and the various parts o f its body offered to different 

deities, the king’s w ife w ould sym bolically copulate with the dead stallion: 

divine pow er from  the h o rse -w h o  is also identified w ith the deity Prajapati

-  entering the queen and thereby entering the king and the people.43
The meaning and functions o f ritual in Indo-A ryan  culture cannot be 

reduced to any one factor. Sacrifice could have had a cathartic function, 

expressing a society’s aggression in a controlled and socially acceptable 

way, as G irard has argued.44 W hether or not the sacrifice had a cathartic 
effect, it certainly functioned to establish the patron’s status and pow er 

within the com m unity and may, in a Durkheim ian sense, have served to 
reinforce social values and legitimate pow er relations within a society, not 
only in allowing only higher classes o f society to perform  the rituals, but 

also in excluding others. The ritual was important not only for those it 
included, but for those it excluded as well, drawing a line between higher 
and low er social groupings.45

Vedic mythology and theology
The vedic universe is populated with benevolent and malevolent super­

natural beings o f various kinds. In one sense every tree and river has a 
divine being associated with it, yet undoubtedly some deities are more 

important than others. In the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad4(> the sage 
Yajnavalkya is asked how  m any gods there are, and he gives an ambiguous 
reply. F irstly  he says there are 303, then that there are 3,003, when pressed 

further that there are 3 3 ,6 ,3 ,2 , 1  Vi, and finally 1. In the next verse he settles 

on 3 3. A lthough this must be seen in the light o f the later monistic philoso­
phy o f the Upanisads -  that all deities are manifestations o f a single pow er

-  the text is certainly echoing the early vedic identification o f the various 
gods with each other; the M oon is identified with Soma, Soma is identified 

with Agni, Agni with the Sun and so on.

T H E  DEVAS

The Rg Veda is filled with hymns of praise to the various deities (deva) 
invoked in ritual. There are, however, few  straight narrative accounts o f the
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gods, either in the Rg Veda or in the Brahmanas, and die texts assume a com ­
mon knowledge o f their stories. The great nineteenth-century Sanskritist, 

Max Muller, thought that all the deities of the Veda were ‘ the agents postu­
lated behind the great phenomena o f nature’, such as fire, water, rain, the 

sun and storms etc.47 While it is certainly true that many deities o f the Veda 
are related to natural phenomena, some gods do not fit into this model and 
vedic scholarship no longer accepts this as an explanation o f the pantheon. 

The gods also have human qualities. The m ajority of deities are male, 
though there are a few goddesses (devi) such as A diti, the mother o f the uni­

verse, Usas, the dawn, N irrti, destruction, and Vac, speech. They can be 
addressed in hymns, they share in human emotions, they have desire, they 

can be invited to the sacrifice and can share in the ritual meal.
Indeed in the later texts, the Brahmanas, their connection with the sac­

rifice is what distinguishes them from  other supernatural beings such as 

the ‘ demons’ or ‘anti-gods’ , the asuras. A ccording to the Satapatha 
Brahmana48 both the dev as and the asuras are said to have been born from  
Prajapati, the ‘ lord o f creatures’ , a deity w ho becomes the creator god. The 

asuras made sacrificial offerings to themselves, whereas the devas made 

offerings to each other. Because o f this, Prajapati gave himself to the latter 

as their nourishment and so the devas accept ritual offerings, whereas the 
asuras do not. The devas are beings intim ately connected with, and, 

indeed, defined by, the sacrifice as the class o f supernatural beings w ho 
accept offerings and, in return, give help or, in the case o f more wrathful 

deities such as Rudra, sim ply stay away from  the human world. It is pos­
sible that the devas represent the original deities o f the A ryans and the 

asuras the deities o f their enemies the Dasas.
The devas inhabit a hierarchical cosmos. In one scheme, encapsulated 

in the three utterances pronounced each day by orthodox Brahmans, this 
cosmos is divided into the three w orlds o f sky or heaven (svar), atmos­

phere (bhuvas), and earth (bh u r), each realm populated by different 
deities. The three realms and the principal deities they contain are:

-  heaven (svar), contains the sky god Dyaus; the lord of righteousness 
(rta) and of night, Varuna; the companion of Varuna and god of night, 
Mitra; the nourisher Pusan; and the pervader Visnu.

-  atmosphere (bhuvas) contains the warrior Indra; the wind Vayu; the 
storm gods, the Maruts; and the terrible Rudra.

-  earth (bhur) contains the plant god Soma; the fire Agni; and the 
priestly god of creative power, Brhaspati.
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A nother classification places a group oi gods called Adityas, the sons of 
the Goddess A diti (namely Mitra, A ryam an, Bhaga, Varuna, Daksa, and 
Am sa), within the category o f heaven; the M aruts or Rudras, the sons o f 

Rudra, within the atmosphere; and the Vasus, the attendants o f Indra, per­

sonifications o f natural phenomena, namely A pa (water), D hruva (the 
pole star), Soma (the moon), Dhara (the earth), Anila (wind), Anala (fire), 
Prabhâsa (dawn), and Pratyüsa (light), at the level o f the earth.

There is no supreme deity in the R g  Veda, though some are undoubt­

edly more important than others. The two most significant devas, placed 
at the level o f the earth, are A gni and Soma. A gni m ysteriously pervades 
the w orld  as heat and is identified with the earth as the sacred cow  Prsni, 

w ith the sun, w ith the dawn and with fire hidden in its stomach.49 While 
being sim ply fire, A gni is particularly the sacrificial fire. H e transports the 

dead to the realm o f Yam a, the lord of death, and transports, and purifies, 

all offerings to the realm o f the gods. The m ythology o f A gni plays on the 

idea o f fire being hidden within the w orld and awakened by the fuel-sticks 
which kindle him.

L ike Agni, Soma is a deity w ho intercedes between men and gods and is 

regarded as a link between the human and divine, the pillar o f the sky and 

bringer o f ecstasy and understanding o f the divine realms.50 Indeed Soma 
is identified with A gni and with the moon which contains the ambrosia o f 

im m ortality (am rta) and there are parallels between the m ythology o f 
Soma and that o f Agni. Agni, hiding within the waters from  where he was 
originally born, is discovered by the gods and agrees to convey the sacri­

fice to them.51 Sim ilarly Soma, like Agni, was hidden from  the gods upon a 

mountain and captured by Indra riding an eagle.52 There are parallels here 
w ith the G reek m yth o f Prometheus and both A gni and Soma can be seen 

as bringers o f culture, as things which distinguish the human w orld from 
the natural world.

O ther deities in the R g  Veda are important, though none have such 
transforming pow er in the w orld as Agni and Soma. Indra is the warrior 

king, em powered by soma, who destroys obstacles w ith his thunderbolt 
club. His most famous m yth is the destruction o f the snake Vrtra (whose 
name means ‘obstacle’ ), sym bolizing cosmic chaos, thus freeing the 

waters o f the sky.53 The storm gods, the M aruts, accom pany Indra on his 
adventures which seem to reflect the w arrior ethos o f vedic society: Indra 

captures the cows as the A ryan  warriors w ould have gone on cattle raids to 
neighbouring groups.
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Although Indra stands out in clear profile, many of the gods in the Veda 

are opaque. The Adityas, the sons of the goddess Aditi, include Varuna, 

the distant, majestic sky god who protects the cosmic and social order 

(rta); Mitra, the god o f social responsibilities or contracts, w ho accom pa­
nies Varuna; Aryam an, the god o f custom such as marriage, and, though 
very inferior to these other three, Pusan, presider over journeys.54 O f 

these, Varuna, the lord o f the ethical order, is the most important, and is 

asked for forgiveness and m ercy for any moral transgression or for ‘going 

against the current’ .55
The young A svin twins are deities o f good fortune and health. Apart 

from  these, the elements and natural phenomena are deified, such as the 

sun (Surya), the sun at dawn and sunset (Savitr), the wind (Vayu), the 
waters (Apas), the goddess earth (PrthivI) and her consort, father sky 
(Dyaus Pitar). There are other deities in the pantheon such as Visnu and 

Rudra (i.e. Siva) w ho become the central focuses o f later traditions.

E A R L Y  T H E O L O G Y

In the vedic w orldview  ritual has supreme importance and the vedic 

Samhitas prim arily serve as liturgical texts. A lthough their use is prim arily 

liturgical, the contents o f the vedic songs or hym ns reflect and presuppose 

narrative traditions about the gods, and the origins o f the w orld and of 
human society. There are also philosophical speculations concerning the 

origins o f life. The most famous o f these hym ns56 asks unanswerable 

questions about what existed at the beginning o f time when there was nei­
ther existence (sat) nor non-existence (asat), neither death nor im m ortal­
ity, neither light nor dark. The final verse conveys the hym n’s sense of 
cosmic m ystery and we can read into it both the beginnings o f a theistic 

tradition and also the beginnings o f Indian scepticism. It reads: ‘Whence 

this creation has arisen -  perhaps it form ed itself, or perhaps it did not -  the 
one w ho looks dow n on it, in the highest heaven, only he knows -  or per­

haps he does not know .’57
How ever, it is w ith the Brahmanas, later developed in the Upanisads, 

that more systematic speculation begins, particularly on the nature o f sac­

rifice. The Brahmanas are a discourse b y  the Brahmans on the srauta ritu­

als, which attempt to explain ritual action and relate it to wider cosmic and 

m ythological phenomena; one Indian commentator on the Taittiriya 

Sam hitd  clearly and succinctly defined a Brahmana as ‘an explanation o f a 
ritual act and o f the mantras belonging to it’ .58 The sociologist Em ile
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Durkheim  once wrote that ‘ the moment when men have an idea that there 

are internal connections between things, science and philosophy become 
possible’ .59 O ne o f the Brahm anas’ central concerns was the establishing 

o f such hidden or inner connections (bandhu, nidana) between the srauta 
rituals and their purposes, and between ritual and m ythology. For 
example, the Satapatha Brahmana clarifies the connection between the 

upper and low er fire-sticks used to kindle the sacred fires and the divine 

beings UrvasT and her husband Pururavas, whose names are invoked dur­
ing the fire-kindling ceremony. The redactor o f the text is aware o f the sex­
ual sym bolism  o f the fire sticks and identifies the ghee in the ghee pan, 
touched by the adjvaryu  priest, with A yu , the child o f the divine couple, 
which is placed on the low er (female) fire stick. Ghee is also identified with 

semen (retas), and retas in turn is identified w ith an em bryo and also with 
rain.60 These kinds o f identifications and analogies are found throughout 

the texts and express a cosm ology in which the hierarchical structure o f 

the w ider cosmos is recapitulated in the structure o f society, in the individ­
ual’s body and in the ritual. The ritual is a m icrocosm reflecting the wider 
macrocosm  of the cosmos and the mesocosm o f society.

C O S M I C A L  H O M O L O G Y

Identification, or ‘cosmical hom ology’ , as the historian o f religions 
M ircea Eliade has called it,61 along with hierarchy, might be said to be a 

principle o f Indian religion. It is present in the vedic tradition from  the Rg 
Veda and is found in all later Indian traditions, including Buddhism and 

Jainism . One o f the fundamental vedic identifications or hom ologies, 
which becomes central in later esoteric traditions, is between the body, the 
universe and the sacrifice. A  key text here, occurring late in the Rg Veda, 
which is quoted and reiterated throughout the Hindu tradition, is the 
famous hym n o f the cosmic man, the Purusa Sukta.62 This hym n occurs in 

a late book o f the R g Veda and probably does not accurately reflect vedic 
society in the earlier period which may have had less clearly delineated 
boundaries between social groups.

This hym n describes the creation of the w orld by the gods, w ho sacri­

fice and dismember a cosmic giant, the ‘male person’ {purusa), from  the 

different parts o f whose body the cosmos and society are form ed and even 

the verses, songs and formulae o f the Veda itself. The highest sacerdotal 

class, the Brahmans, came from  his mouth as society’s voice; the w arrior 
class {rajany a, or later ksatriya), as society’s strength, came from  his arms;
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the common people (vais'ya) came from  his (highs as society’s support, and 
the serfs (südra), those on whom society stands, came from his feet.63 In 

many w ays this is an idealized picture; the Brahmans as the priests sustain­

ing the com munity with spiritual sustenance, that is, perform ing vedic rit­

ual; the rulers or warriors protecting and ruling the com m unity; the 
common fo lk  practising, primarily, animal husbandry and agriculture; 
and the serfs serving the other classes. Yet this important hym n shows that 

the hierarchical, hereditary social groups were part o f the structure o f the 
cosmos. If the cosmos was in some sense sacred, then so was society which 
manifested its hierarchical order. M oreover, this order is reflected in sacri­
fice and in the hierarchical structure o f the body. The scale o f this order 

was the degree o f purity or pollution associated with the body: the head, as 

the highest part o f the body, was the purest and the feet, the lowest part, 

the most polluted. The social and individual bodies were reflections o f 
each other, and both were part o f the larger structure or body o f the cos­
mos. This integration o f society and cosm os, o f body and society, is the 
sacred order or law (rta) o f the universe, which is eternal and unchanging, 
brought to life in vedic ritual, expressed in the songs o f the vedic seers, and 

elucidated in the Bràhmanas.

Vedic society
O f the four classes (varna) of A ryan  society, the highest three are known 

as the ‘ tw ice-born’ (dvija) because their male members have undergone an 

initiation (upanayana), a rite o f passage, w hich gives them access to being 
full members o f society, who can m arry and perpetuate the ritual tradi­

tions. This rite separates the twice-born from  the fourth estate, the ‘ serfs’ 

(südra), and clearly marks the boundary between those w ho have access to 
the vedic tradition and those w ho do not. Georges Dum ézil, a scholar of 
Indo-European studies, has argued that Indo-European ideology is char­

acterized by a social structure o f three classes or functions: the function of 

the priest, the w arrior or ruler and the farmer.64 The sacerdotal class 

w ould serve the ruling, m ilitary aristocracy. This structure has been pre­
sent throughout Indo-European communities.

In vedic India, D um ézil’s three functions correspond to the twice-born 

classes o f priests (brâhmana), warriors or rulers (ksatriya, râjanya) and 

com moners (vais'ya). The argument has been that upon entering the sub­
continent the A ryans w ith their tripartite social structure placed the local 
population on the bottom , which is the serf class (südra) com posed o f
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non-A ryan  Dravidians. H ow ever, the process of class formation in early 
Indian society is more com plex and may go back to an indigenous struc­

ture in the ancient past, perhaps present in the Indus valley civilization. 
Indeed, the priestly and ruling classes o f the Indus valley cities probably 

lived separately in or near the citadels o f their towns.
W hatever the origins o f the system, it must be remembered that the 

fourfold class structure is a theoretical model and ideological justification 

based on sacred revelation. The reality o f social classes in vedic society 

seems to have been more complex. Rather than a priestly class serving a 
ruling aristocracy, at least at the time o f the R g  Veda, there seems to have 
been two ruling elites, the Süris and the A ris, each o f which were served by 

their ow n priesthoods. A guilar i Matas has argued that Rg-vedic religion 

was patronized by the Süris and so the R g  Veda favours them at the 
expense o f the A ris w ho have a negative reputation in the text. This is 
reflected at cultic and theological levels when Indra, the favourite god of 

the Süris, triumphs over and becomes more important than Varuna, the 

supreme god of the A ris. Furtherm ore the tw o liturgical deities A gni and 

Soma, pass from  the side o f Varuna to Indra, thereby ensuring the Süris’ 
ritual power.65

Summary
We have seen how  the origins o f Hinduism  lay in the ancient cultures of 

the Indus valley civilization and A ryan  culture. A lthough the issue is con­

tentious, there is strong supporting evidence to show that the language of 

the Indus valley civilization was Dravidian, which contrasts with the 
Indo-European language o f the vedic A ryans. These tw o cultures, the 
Dravidian Indus valley culture and the A ryan  vedic, contribute to the for­

mation o f Hindu traditions, and Hindu civilization can be seen as a prod­
uct o f the complex interaction between the Dravidian and A ryan  cultural 

spheres. W hile the A ryan  culture o f the Brahmans provides the ‘master 
narrative’ for later traditions, the importance o f the D ravidian cultural 

sphere should not be underestimated and A ryan  culture itself, including 
the Sanskrit language, has absorbed Dravidian elements.
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D uring the late vedic period by the time o f the com position o f the 

Satapatha Brâhm ana  and the early Upanisads, A ryan  culture had become 

established in the Ganges plain; we know  that the Satapatha Brâhm ana  
and Brhadàranyaka Upanisad  were composed in the Videha region.1 

Larger kingdoms replaced smaller ones and a process o f urbanization 

began. This was a form ative period in the history o f Indian religions, 
which saw the rise of the renouncer traditions, particularly Buddhism, and 
the establishing o f brahmanical ideology. Between the M auryan dynasty 

(c. 320 -18 5  b c e ) and the Gupta empire (320-500 c e ), there was a politic­

ally unsettled period prompted by incursions from  the north-west. The 
last M auryan king, Brhadratha, was assassinated by his Brahman general 
Pusyam itra Süñga in 185 b c e . The Sünga dynasty (c. 18 5 -7 3  b c e ) lost 

much o f its empire to G reek invaders from  Bactria under King Demetrios 

w ho founded an extensive empire, the most important king o f which was 
Menander (c. 16 6 -15 0  b c e ). A fter M enander’s death the kingdom broke 
up to be eventually replaced by the Sâka empire, established b y  Sai-W ang 
tribes from  central A sia (c. 140 b c e  -  78 c e ). With a slight decline in Sâka 

power, the Kusânas (Kuei-shang) invaded, and established an empire 
which extended along the Ganges plain to beyond Varanasi, culminating 

in the rule o f Kaniska (between 78 and 144 c e ). Finally the G upta empire 

was founded by Candragupta I (c. 320 c e ) and spread across all o f north­

ern, and much o f central, India.
Political support fo r religions varied w ith different dynasties and with 

different kings. A soka (268-233 b c e ) was favourable to Buddhism, as was
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Kaniska (first century c e ), though both kings seem to have been tolerant 

o f other religions within their realms. Candragupta M aurya may have 
been a Jain. With the death o f the last M auryan, his assassin Pusyamitra 
favoured a return to vedic sacrificial religion and performed the horse sac­

rifice and seems to have perform ed a human sacrifice at the city of 
Kausam bi, perhaps in celebration of a victory over the Greeks. Although 

official patronage o f religions varied, brahmanical ideology grew in 
importance and established itself as the centre o f a sociopolitical religion, 

intim ately allied to the status o f the king, an ideology central to the Guptas 

(320-600 c e ) and to later dynasties. This brahmanical religion was con­

cerned with the ritual status o f the king, the maintaining o f boundaries 
between social groups, and the regulation o f individual behaviour in 

accordance with the overarching principle o f dharm a. With the rise o f the 
kingdoms culminating with the Guptas, dharm a becomes an ideal operat­

ing in the domestic realm o f the high-caste householder and in the political 
realm o f the Hindu state.

The brahmanical ideology o f dharm a was articulated b y the vedic tra­
ditions or schools (sakha) in texts concerned with the perform ance o f 

vedic ritual and social ethics, and expressed in the domestic realm by the 
figure o f the ideal Brahman and in the political realm by the figure o f the 
ideal king. These two figures, the Brahman and the king, were intimately 

connected. It was the king w ho legitimized the Brahm an’s pow er through 

his patronage, yet it was the Brahmans who perform ed the ritual consecra­
tion o f the king. The ideology o f dharm a was articulated at the level o f the 
court, embodied in the figure o f the king, and manifested in the social 
w orld in rules o f interpersonal interaction and ritual injunction. In this 

chapter we shall examine the institutions o f dharm a  as they are developed 
in the Dharma literature and as they became expressed in Hindu history.

The idea o f dharm a

The term ‘dharm a’ is untranslatable in that it has no direct semantic equiv­
alents in any western languages which convey the resonance o f associa­
tions expressed b y the term. It has been variously translated as ‘duty ’ , 

‘ religion’, ‘justice’, ‘law ’, ‘ethics’ , ‘ religious merit’ , ‘principle’ and ‘ right’ .2 
M ore particularly dharm a is the perform ance o f vedic ritual b y  the 

Brahmans. It is ‘ the ritualistic order o f Vedic sacrifice’ ,3 which refers espe­
cially to the performance o f the ‘ solemn’ rites (srauta) enjoined on all 

Brahmans, to the domestic rituals (grhya), and to obligations appropriate
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to one’s fam ily and social group. Dhartna is an all encompassing ideology 
which embraces both ritual and moral behaviour, whose neglect would 
have bad social and personal consequences. The philosopher o f the 
Mimamsa school (see p. 236), Jaim ini, defines dharm a  as that o f which the 
characteristic is an injunction (v id h i).4 This means that dharm a  is an 

obligation, declared by the Veda, to perform  ritual action (karma), which 
brings o f itself no reward other than that its non-perform ance would be 
‘that which is not dharma’ (adharm a) and result in retribution or ‘sin’ 

(papa). The rituals, particularly the solemn rites, are for their own realiza­

tion: it is ritual for ritual’s sake, though it does create reward in heaven for 

the ritual patron. A  Brahman can also perform  supererogatory rituals for 
gaining wealth and happiness in this w orld  and the next, but these are not 

obligatory. D harm a  is identified with vedic obligation, which is eternal, 
and with action which is particular: the transcendent dharm a is expressed 

or manifested at a human level in ritual action in order to produce that 

which is good.

L !  j ' f *
The sources of dharma 

While the source o f dharm a is ultim ately the Veda, oral texts were form u­
lated between the eighth and fourth centuries b c e , within the vedic tradi­

tions (sdkha), concerned with ritual and law. These texts, the Kalpa Sutras, 
form  part o f a body o f knowledge, the auxiliary sciences, known as the 

‘limbs o f the Veda’ (vedanga). The Vedangas are:

siksa, correct pronunciation of vedic texts; 

kalpa, the correct performance of ritual; 

vydkarana, the study of grammar; 

nirukta, etymology of vedic words; 

chandas, prosody; 

jyotisa, astrology.

The Gautam a D harm a Sutra says that the Veda is the source o f dharm a  
and also o f the traditions which flow  from  it.5 There are three sources o f 
dharm a according to the Dharm a Sutras: revelation (i.e. the Veda), tradi­
tion (smrti), and the customs or ‘ good custom ’ o f the virtuous or those 

learned in the Veda. The M anu Sm rti or M anava D harm a Sastra adds to 
these three ‘what is pleasing to oneself’ which might be rendered as 

‘conscience’ .6
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The Kalpa Sutras, the second source ol dharm a, ¡ire categorized into 
three groups:

-  the Srauta Sutras, texts dealing with the correct performance of the 
solemn or public rites;

-  the Grhya Sutras, dealing with domestic rites;

-  the Dharma Sutras, dealing with law and social ethics.

W hile the Veda is revelation, the Kalpa Sutras are tradition or secondary 
revelation, ‘ rem em bered’ texts (smrti) com posed by human sages within 

the various vedic schools, though regarded as inspired and extraordinary 

humans. Each sage is thought to have composed a text in all three classes, 

though in fact only three sages, Apastam ba, H iranyakesin and 
Baudhayana, have Srauta, Dharm a, and G rh ya  Sutras attributed to them. 

In all o f these texts w e see how  dharm a  was seen very  much in terms o f rit­
ual; to perform  dharm a  correctly is to fulfil one’s ritual obligations.

T H E  S R A U T A  S UT RA S  

These texts, called srauta because they fo llow  from  sruti, lay dow n the 
rules, in a highly technical form , for the perform ance o f public, vedic 
ritual. The actual srauta rites are prim arily focused upon A gni and Soma to 
w hom  vegetarian and non-vegetarian offerings are made into three or five 

fires established upon altars. These public rituals are older and more com ­
plex than the simpler, domestic rites, and surprisingly have survived polit­
ical upheavals and social changes throughout India’s long history. D uring 

the Gupta period they underwent a revival and are preserved in present 

times among the N am budri Brahmans o f Kerala. The Srauta Sutras are rit­
ual manuals which lay out the rules for the perform ance o f srauta rites. 

The earliest is by Baudhayana (sixth century b c e  or earlier) whose text is 
the first example o f the sutra style. A  sutra, literally ‘ thread’, is a pithy 
aphorism which states a principle or rule. These rules are cumulative, the 
later rules assuming the earlier. Thus, in an injunction to make an oblation, 

an oblation made with ghee is understood.7 The Srauta Sutras are technical 
manuals com prising rules and metarules for what Frits Staal has called a 

‘ science o f ritual’ . This science o f ritual has close parallels to the science o f 
language which developed a little later, but which uses the same sutra style. 

This science is furthermore distinct from  the Brahmana literature which 

preceded it, in not speculating about the hidden meanings o f ritual, but 
rather concentrating on the rules by which it should be perform ed. These
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texts, as Staal lias shown, are also distinct I com I he later M imamsa philoso­
phy which is concerned with arguing a viewpoint, particularly against the 
Buddhists.8

T H E  G R H Y A  S UT RA S  

The G rh ya Sutras describe different kinds o f ritual (yajna) to be per­
formed in the home. These domestic rituals m ay have been permitted for 

all twice-born classes in the earlier vedic period, but came to be restricted 
to the Brahman class. A  Brahman could perform  them for himself or for 
the other twice-born classes. These texts contain instructions on kindling 

the domestic fire which it is incumbent upon the Brahman to keep; rules 

for ritual purity; and rites o f passage, particularly birth, initiation, mar­
riage and death. Indeed, a household might em ploy a Brahman to perform  

domestic rituals only for rites o f passage, classified as ‘occasional rites’ 
(naim ittika-karm a) rather than ‘daily rites’ (nitya-karm a). Concern for 
ritual became supplemented in the Dharm a Sutras w ith a concern for reg­

ulating and defining social relationships w ithin and between groups. It is 

interesting to note that at the level o f self-representation, ritual procedures 
took precedence over social considerations, though the two spheres 
became intimately connected: to perform  one’s ritual obligations was to 

act in accordance w ith one’s social status which was to act ethically. That 

is, from  the perspective o f dharm a  there is no gap between ritual perfor­
mance and social or ethical obligation, an idea w hich the renouncer tradi­
tions, particularly Buddhism , were to reject.

T H E  D H A R M A  S UT RA S  

These texts develop material found in the G rh ya  Sutras and are concerned 
with customs and correct human conduct. In contrast to the Srauta Sutras, 

the G rh ya Sutras demonstrate the domestic concerns o f the Brahman 
householder, laying emphasis on domestic rituals and codes o f acceptable 
behaviour. The most important o f the D harm a Sutras are ascribed to the 

sages Gautama, Baudhayana, Vasistha and Apastamba, whose texts con­

tain rules for perform ing domestic rites, jurisprudence, and rules pertain­

ing to the four stages o f life (asrama). The significance o f these texts is that 

they lay dow n rules for the perform ance o f dharm a  for the A ryan  house­

holder, and lay the foundations for the important traditions o f the Dharm a 

Sastra.
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T H E  D H A R M A  S AS TR A S 

The Dharm a Sastras are a slightly later group o f texts, though they contain 

older material, which elaborates upon the topics o f the Sutra literature. 
W hile other texts o f human authorship were regarded as smrti, particul­
arly the Epics (itihdsa) and narrative traditions (purana), it is the Dharma 

Sastras which are particularly associated with smrti and are, indeed, som e­

times sim ply referred to b y that name. The Dharm a Sastras differ from  the 
earlier Sutras in that they are composed in verse in contrast to the prose or 
mixture o f prose and verse o f the Sutras. The subject matter is the same, 
though the Sastras give more explication where the Sutras are silent, and 

contain more material o f a juridical nature, particularly pertaining to the 

role o f the king .9 It is these texts which are particularly important as 
sources o f dharma and which provide clear indications for the high-caste 

householder as to what duties he should perform , what was expected of 

him, what was prohibited, and how  these rules relate to a wider, cosmic 

sense o f law and duty. The Brahmans w ho follow ed the teachings o f these 

texts were known as Smartas, those w ho follow ed the smrtis, and were 

particularly concerned with dharma in respect to caste and stage o f life, 
the varnasrama-dharma.

The rules o f dharma in the Dharm a Sastras merge into jurisprudence 

and they become important texts in Hindu legislation and litigation, even 

during the period o f British rule in India. Indeed, one o f the first Sanskrit 

texts ‘discovered’ by the British was the Mann Smrti or M anava Dharma 
Sdstra, first translated into English by the founder o f Indology, Sir 
W illiam Jones, and published in 1794. W hile the Manu Smrti is the oldest 

and most important text o f this genre, com posed between the second cen­
tury b ce  and third century c e , other Dharm a Sastras are important for 

their legal material, particularly the Yajnavalkya Smrti and the Narada 
Smrti, probably composed during the Gupta period (320-500 ce). The 

Sanskrit commentaries are also important, particularly Medhatithi’s 
com mentary on the Manu Smrti. These texts contain a doctrine o f dharma 
as a universal, all-encompassing law, which is yet flexible and adaptable 
to different circumstances and a variety o f situations. They were used 
particularly by assemblies o f Brahmans throughout the history of 

Hinduism  to help decide legal matters. We know  something o f their use 

from  twelfth-century epigraphic evidence. In one inscription, the caste of 
W heelwrights, the rathakaras (lit. ‘cart-m akers’ ), are disputing their posi­
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tion in the vetlic social hierarchy. Willi quotations from a number of 
Sanskrit sources, including the N arada  and Ydjnavalkya Smrtis, the stone 

records the decision that there are two types o f wheelwrights, one group 
born from  ‘respectable’ or hypergam ous marriages o f the twice-born 

classes, and another, menial group, born from  the marriages o f high-caste 

women with low-caste m en.10
Such inscriptions show that the Dharm a Sastras were important and 

were used in an advisory capacity to help settle ambiguous legal matters. 
In quoting from  a wide range o f textual sources, not only from  the 
Dharma Sastras, the inscriptions suggest an awareness o f a scholarly 

Hindu tradition and a high degree o f assertiveness and self-awareness 

among low er social groups. These inscriptions also show us that texts 
were open to a continuous process of interpretation in the light o f contem­
porary social events. The Sastras reflect the dominant brahmanical ideol­
ogy and a vision of social order in which the Brahmans, the class w ith the 

highest status, had an important place as the upholders o f ritual and moral 
purity and the conveyors o f the sacred traditions.

The context-sensitivity of dharma
W hile dharm a  has been an important concept associated w ith kingship 
and has pervaded all classes o f Hindu society, the law books have been 
mainly concerned w ith the obligations o f Brahmans. To fulfil his dharm a  a 

Brahm an’s ritual action must be pure (suddhi). A lthough there is some 
debate concerning the importance o f purity  in Hinduism , whether the sta­

tus o f purity is subordinate to political pow er or superior to it, purity is 

undoubtedly a very important concept. The body, which is polluted every 
day by its effluents, should be in as pure a state as possible through ritual 

purification, principally by water. There is, however, a deeper level o f po l­
lution which is a property o f the body and differentiates one social group 

from  another. The polarity o f purity and pollution organizes Hindu social 
space, a principle recognized in the D harm a Sastras which view  social 
ethics as the maintenance o f order and the boundaries between groups and 

genders as governed b y degrees o f purity and pollution. The Brahman, by 
virtue o f being the highest class o f person, is excluded from certain kinds 

o f interaction with other classes; rules o f com mensality and strict marriage 

regulations ensure the clear maintenance o f boundaries.
A t a universal level dharm a  refers to a cosmic, eternal principle, yet it 

must also relate to the w orld o f human transaction. A t a particular level,
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dharma applies to specific laws and the contexts to which they are applied. 
O ne o f the sources o f dharma according to Manu, is ‘custom ’ . This means 

that dharma can be adapted to particular situations and particular applica­
tions o f it were decided by a local assembly o f a number o f learned men;1 1 

as W endy D oniger has observed, dharma is ‘context sensitive’ .12 The 
D harm a Sastras provide us w ith examples o f this. The religious obliga­
tions o f men differ at different ages and vary according to caste {jati), fam ­
ily  (kula), and country (des'a).13 A  king, for instance, must judge according 

to the customs and particular duties (svadharma) o f each region. This idea 
o f svadharma is important in understanding that dharma is relative to dif­

ferent contexts: what is correct action for a w arrior w ould be incorrect for 
a Brahman, what is correct for a man m ay be incorrect for a wom an, and so 
on. Manu says: ‘one’s ow n duty, [even] without any good qualities, is bet­

ter than someone else’s duty w ell-done’ .14

Varnasrama-dharma
Tw o concerns in particular dominate the Dharm a Sutras and Sastras, one’s 

obligation {dharma) w ith regard to one’s position in society, that is, class 
{varna), and obligation with regard to one’s stage o f life (asrama). These 

two concerns together became known as varnasrama-dharma w hose ful­
filment was a sign o f brahmanical orthopraxy and, indeed, part o f an 

essentialist definition o f a Hindu. W hile it should be remembered that 
some Hindu traditions have rejected this model, its influence has been 
substantial in terms o f H indu self-perception and self-representation, and 

in terms o f the West’s perception o f Hinduism . It has been integral to 

brahmanical ideology and m any Hindu traditions, such as tantric tradi­
tions, have defined themselves against this brahmanical norm.

C L AS S  (VARNA)  A N D  C A ST E { jA T l)

Vedic society, as we have seen, was divided into four classes, the 
Brahmans, the N obles or W arriors (rajanya, ksatriya), the Com m oners 

{vais'ya) and the Serfs (sudra), the top three classes being called the ‘ twice- 
born ’ {dvija) because boys underwent an initiation {upanayana). This sys­
tem was part o f a larger ‘chain o f being’ , fitting into a cosmical hierarchy 

in which various categories (jati) were arranged in varying degrees o f 

subtlety and purity and associated with each other.15 O n ly  the twice-born 
classes were allowed to hear the Veda and, while in an earlier period all 
twice-born were eligible to learn it, only the Brahmans came to be its
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guardians, learning it and reciting it during i iiu.ils. The Visnu Sm rti states 
clearly that the Brahm ans’ duties are to teach the Veda and to sacrifice for 
others, the Ksatriya’s is to practise with arms and protect the people, the 

Vaisya should tend cattle, practise agriculture and money-lending, and the 

Sudra should serve the other classes and practise art.16 The term translated 

as ‘class’ is varna, ‘ colour’ , which refers not to any supposed racial charac­
teristics, but to a system of colour sym bolism  reflecting the social hierar­

chy as well as the qualities (guna) which are present in varying degrees in 

all things. The Brahmans were associated with white, the colour o f purity 
and lightness, the Ksatriyas with red, the colour o f passion and energy, the 
Vaisyas w ith yellow, the colour o f the earth, and the Sudras with black, the 

colour o f darkness and inertia.

While the term varna. refers to the four classes o f vedic society, the term 
ja t i  (‘birth’) refers to those endogamous sections o f Hindu society which 

we know  as ‘castes’ . Castes are characterized b y the follow ing features:

-  castes are arranged in a hierarchical structure in any region, with the 
Brahmans at the top, the Untouchables (harijans, as Gandhi called 
them; dalits as they call themselves) at the bottom. Between these are 
a wide array of other castes.

-  the caste hierarchy is based on the polarity between purity and 
pollution, the Brahmans being the most pure, the Untouchables the 
most impure.

-  the caste of any individual is inalienable; it is a property of the body 
and cannot be removed (except according to some traditions by 
initiation).

-  there are strict rules of caste endogamy and commensality.

The term ja ti refers not only to social classes, but to all categories of 
beings. Insects, plants, domestic animals, w ild animals and celestial beings 

are all jdtis, which shows that differences between human castes might be 

regarded as being as great as differences between different species. 

M em bers o f a ja ti share the same bodily substance, substances which are 
ranked hierarchically.17 This ‘ substance’ has been regarded b y some 

anthropologists as something which is exchanged in transactions: social 

actors constantly emit and absorb each other’s substances and so are not 
autonomous individuals.18 The human jdtis  are a highly com plex social 
reality which incorporate within them m any sub-divisions. Indeed the 

Brahman and Ksatriya varnas are also taken to be jdtis. The caste system,
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while having changed through time, as do all human social institutions, has 
nevertheless retained a continuity. It is probable that the caste system was 
com plex even at the time o f Manu, and fluid in the sense that different 

castes can change their rank relative to each other in any region over a 
period o f time by, for example, creating a pure, legendary origin. The 

varnas on the other hand, provide a stable model for a stratified social order 
in which each group is clearly defined and functions as part o f an organic 

whole: as part o f the body o f society which is also the body o f the primal 

person or being, sacrificed at the beginning o f time, as the Rg Veda states.

The exact historical relationship between varna and jd ti is unclear. It is 
not certain that the ‘castes’ or jatis developed from  the varna system. 

Indeed philosophical texts do not consistently distinguish between the 
tw o terms and, according to H albfass,yiiz is used in the sense o f varna in 

the Dharm a Sastra literature.19 The traditional view  is that the jatis repre­
sent a proliferation o f social groups from  the varna system. Manu could 

be attempting to make sense o f a pre-given social stratification in terms o f 

the clear ideology o f the vedic classes, when he attempts to explain the 
proliferation o f jatis in terms o f miscegenation amongst the varnas, 
against the dangers o f which he warns the twice-born.20 Indeed Manu 
prescribes some severe penalties for ‘ sexual misconduct’ . A  Brahman who 
sleeps with a Sudra wom an goes to hell and loses brahmanical status upon 

the birth o f a son; hom osexuality is punished by loss o f caste, and adultery 
b y  the wom an being ‘ eaten by dogs in a place frequented b y m any’ and the 
man ‘burnt on a red hot iron bed’ .21

It is not certain whether such severe punishments were ever actually 

carried out, but these examples certainly have rhetorical impact and Manu 
clearly makes the point that sex outside the boundaries o f marriage pre­
scribed by dharma is not to be tolerated b y an ordered society. Yet while 

Manu presents a clear vision o f social ethics based on caste hierarchy, there 
are nevertheless subtleties in dharma which accommodate various human 

situations. F o r example, sex outside caste-restricted marriage is wrong, 
yet there is the institution o f the tem porary gandharva marriage for the 
satisfaction o f desire, and while killing is wrong, there are circumstances in 

which it is permitted. Dharma, the universal moral law, must be adapted 

to human situations and to the everyday reality o f the householder.

A lthough cross-caste marriages are condemned in Manu, if they are to 
occur, then those in which the man is of higher caste than the wom an, mar­

riages ‘with the grain’ (anuloma), are better than marriages o f low-caste
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men with high-caste women, marriages ‘against the grain’ (jnatiloma). The 
jdtis, according to Manu, are the consequences of such mixed marriages. 
For example, three o f the lowest or outcast groups -  the castes o f carpenters, 

carvers, and the ‘ fierce’ Untouchables (candala) -  are born from the union 
of Sudra wom en with Com m oners, W arriors and Brahmans respectively.22 

The ‘ fierce’ caste, the candalas, whom  Manu classifies as a group whom  he 
contemptuously calls ‘dog-cookers’, are taken as exem plifying the lowest 

social groups, highly polluting to the higher castes, and so becoming known 
as ‘untouchables’ in the West, though the actual term asprsta, ‘untouched’, 

is not much used in Sanskrit sources. There was never a literal caste of ‘dog- 
cookers’ , this is merely Manu’s rhetoric for groups identified with the most 

impure o f creatures, cocks, dogs and pigs. If a Brahman is touched by a 
member of one o f these groups, amongst others such as one fallen from  caste 
or a menstruating woman, he should purify  himself with a bath.23

Although untouchability is now  legally prohibited in India, 
Untouchable castes constitute about a fifth o f India’s population. They 
were totally excluded from  vedic society and high-caste ritual traditions, 

‘outcaste’ beyond the system of the four classes (avarna). Even the Sudras 
were within the class system, though forbidden to hear the Veda and out­
side the twice-born designation, but the Untouchables had no place 

w ithin the higher social orders, living on the outside o f villages, as Manu 
directs,24 and living by perform ing menial and polluting tasks such as 

w orking with leather and sweeping excrement from  the village. The fifth- 
century Chinese Buddhist pilgrim, Fa-hsien, mentions the Untouchables 

as having to strike a piece o f w ood before entering a town as a warning for 
people to avoid them.25 The untouchable classes almost certainly go back 
into the first millennium b c e .  The dating o f Manu is unsure, though it is 
earlier than the third century c  e  and probably far older. There is evidence, 
cited by Dum ont, o f untouchable castes several centuries before the com ­
mon era, from  the Buddhist Jatakas, stories o f the previous lives o f the 

Buddha, and D um ont not im plausibly suggests that both Brahmans and 
Untouchables were established at the same time, for the im purity o f the 
Untouchable is inseparable from  the purity  o f the Brahman; they are at 

opposite ends o f the status hierarchy.26

T H E  ASRAMA S Y S TE M

The second concept in the ideology o f dbarma is that o f life’s stages or the 

asramas. These are codifications o f different elements present in vedic
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society and an attempt to integrate them into .1 coherent system. The four 
stages are: that o f the celibate student (brabmacdrya), householder 

(grhastha), hermit or forest dweller (vanaprastba), and renouncer 
(samnydsa). Patrick O livelle has shown that the dsrama system, as a theo­
logical construct within the H indu hermeneutical tradition, should be dis­
tinguished from  the socio-religious institutions comprehended by the 

system .27 The ds'ramas are a theological entity w hose object o f reflection is 
the social institution, or institutions, which the system reflects upon.

The dsrama system arose during the fifth century b c e  as a result of 

changes within the brahmanical tradition. Initially the term referred to a 

‘hermitage’ (dsrama, the source o f the anglicized ‘ashram’) and came to be 
applied to the style o f life o f those Brahmans w ho lived there. The brah­
manical ‘hermits’ w ho lived in an dsrama were householders within the 

vedic fold, perform ing the domestic sacrifice, w ho pursued a religious life, 

probably in areas removed from  towns and villages. The term, as Olivelle 
has shown, referred to this special category o f brahmanical householder.28 
The meaning o f the term came to be extended, referring not only to the 
place where the brahmanical householder-hermits dwelled, but to the 

style o f life they led, and eventually came to refer to other brahmanical 
styles o f life as well. In the Dharm a Sutras the dsramas are not regarded as 
successive stages through which a man must pass, but as permanent possi­

bilities -  or lifestyle choices -  open to the twice-born male after com plet­

ing his studies. The twice-born boy w ould be separated from  childhood 
by the vedic initiation. H e w ould then become a ‘student’ in the house o f a 
teacher, during which time he w ould learn about the duties and responsi­

bilities o f each o f the four dsramas. A t the end o f this period o f study he 
w ould choose one o f the dsramas that he would wish to fo llow  for the rest 

o f his adult life.29 Thus, he could choose a life o f study and continue as a 

‘ student’ or brahmacdrin. B y  the time of the Dharm a Sastras, the dsramas 
have solidified into successive stages through which the twice-born 

should pass, and much space in the Sastras is devoted to describing the 

demands o f each stage. A s with the varna system, the dsramas are a model, 
this time concerned not with the ordering o f society but with the 
diachronic ordering o f the individual’s life: they are a paradigm of how  the 

high-caste man should live.

The celibate student stage o f life (brahmacdrya) refers to the traditional 
period after the high-caste initiation (upanayana) when a b oy  w ould go to 
the home o f his teacher (dearya, guru) to learn the Veda. The student o f the
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Veda or brahmacarin, ‘one who moves with or applies himself to brah­
man’, is known as early as the Atharva Vccla,10 where he has all the charac­
teristics o f the student portrayed in the 1 )harma Sastras: he begs for food, 

practises penances, wears an antelope skin, collects fuel, and practises 
heat-generating austerity (tapas).31 Yet, unlike the contem porary idea o f 

the student, the brahmacarin is in a holy condition in which he is identi­
fied with Prajápati, the creator deity in the Bráhmanas, and is under a strict 
rule o f celibacy. Indeed the term brahmacarin can mean ‘one w ho is celi­

bate’ , the idea behind this, common to all Indian religions, being that to 
remain celibate is to be unpolluted b y sex and to control sexual energy 

which, usually understood as the retention o f semen, can be sublimated 
for a religious purpose. According to Manu, this state w ould last between 

nine and as m any as thirty-six years, during which time the student w ould 
learn all, or a number of, the Vedas. A fter this the student would undergo a 
hom e-coming ritual and w ould soon be married and entered upon the 

householder’s life.32
W hen a householder is wrinkled and grey and sees his grandchildren, 

then, says Manu, he should retire and become a hermit or forest-dw eller 

(vanaprastha). In this stage a man, along w ith his w ife if he so wishes, 

retires from  householder’s duties to live an ascetic life in the forest and to 
devote himself to ritual. H ere, in the words o f Manu, ‘ constantly devoting 

himself to the recitation o f the Veda, he should be controlled, friendly, and 
mentally composed; he should always be a giver and a non-taker, com pas­

sionate to all living beings’ .33 H e is not a complete renunciate and has not 
given up fire for cooking and, more importantly, for making the daily 

offerings into the three sacrificial fires. Nevertheless, from  the descriptions 

o f this stage in the Dharm a Sastras, w e can see that vanaprastha practised 
severe bodily asceticism, eating only certain kinds o f food such as vegeta­
bles, flow ers, roots and fruits and even practising extreme austerity such as 
sitting surrounded by five fires in the summer or wearing wet clothes in 

winter, in order to generate spiritual energy or ‘ inner heat’ (tapas) ? “1 The 
significant difference between this stage and that o f the total w orld 
renouncer is the use o f fire. The renouncer has gone beyond the vedic 

injunctions o f maintaining his sacred fires; living entirely by begging he 
does not cook his own food. If fire and cooked food are sym bols o f culture 

and raw food o f nature, as Lévi-Strauss has suggested, then the renouncer 
in relinquishing fire has, in a sense, relinquished culture; he is attempting to 

transcend culture for a pure, trans-human realm of spiritual liberation.
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I f  a Brahman follow s through the slaves nl life, says M ann , and has paid 
his three debts (rna) o f vedic study to the seers (>>/), of ritual to the gods 

(d ev a ), and o f begetting sons to make funeral offerings to the ancestors 
(pitr), then he m ay aim at attaining liberation (moksa). I lowever, if he has 

not fulfilled his social obligations then he goes to hell, making it clear that 
while renunciation and the goal o f liberation are valid, they must be 

deferred until social obligations have been met: here, dbarm a , in the sense 
o f social obligation, is clearly superior to moksa.

O f the asramas the householder and renouncer stages are clearly the 

most important both ideologically and in terms o f concrete historical 

developments. These two stages, or rather the figures o f the householder 

and the renouncer w ho pass through them, reflect the distinction between 

sociopolitical religion and soteriology. While throughout the history of 

Hinduism  there are attempts to reconcile the householder and the 

renouncer ideals, the tw o images, and two institutions, remain in tension.

The Dharm a Sastras favour the householder’s life. Manu, explicitly 
states that, o f the four stages, the householder’s is the best because the 

householder supports the others and his activity is the supreme good.35 

The text presents a picture o f the Brahman as a learned man, a model of 

rational self-control w ho restrains his senses ‘as a charioteer his race­

horses’ ,36 and w ho perform s the correct ritual activity. H e abides by the 

ritual injunctions (vidhi) o f the Veda, namely the perform ance of obliga­

tory daily rituals (nitya-karm a), occasional rituals (naim ittika-karm a) -  

such as the life-cycle rituals (samskara) o f birth, high-caste initiation, and 
death rites -  and rites perform ed for a desired result (kam ya-karm a) such 

as going to heaven. This is in contrast to the renouncer, w ho has given up 

home, the use o f fire for ritual and cooking, and w ho cultivates total 

detachment, treating everything with equanimity and going beyond 
attachment to the material w orld .37

The image of the renouncer might be contrasted not only with the 

Brahman but also with the image o f the king, the ideal householder, who, 
unlike the renouncer, possesses political power, and, unlike the Brahman, 
does not possess brahmanical purity, being low er in the varna  hierarchy 
and having corpse-pollution due to war and punishment. The relation 

between the images of the renouncer, the Brahman householder and the 

king, has been contentious. Some scholars, such as Louis Dum ont, have 
regarded the renouncer and the householder to be the central contrast 

w ith Hinduism, while others, notably Jan  Heesterman, have argued for
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I he similarity between the renouncer and the Brahman and have empha­
sized the contrast between the Brahman and the king38 (seep. 72).

Gender roles
All these stages are characterized by different regimens of the body, par­

ticularly the control o f diet and sexuality. The first and last asramas are 

explicitly celibate; celibacy is a defining characteristic o f brahmacarya^ the 

1 cntral ascetic idea being that sexual pow er contained in semen can be 

1 (directed to a spiritual end and, indeed, be stored in the head. The forest- 

dweller and the renouncer, like the brahm acarin , are seeking to transcend 
,md transform sexual power for the purposes o f the higher goal o f libera- 

11011. O nly the householder can express and explore his sexuality as a legit­
imate goal o f life (kam artha), concerning which there is an extensive 

literature, the Kam a £astras, and the most notable text, Vatsy ay ana’s K am a  
Sutra, a text to which, exceptionally, wom en had access. Sexual enjoyment 

was regarded as the forem ost of pleasures and a man of wealth, particu­
larly a king, would experience kam a  w ith courtesans trained in the arts o f 

love. Yet even the Brahm ans sexuality stands within his rational control; a 

control which orders his w orld according to the principles of maintaining
1 itual purity and o f controlling elements within it which threaten to dis­

rupt that purity, particularly his own desire and its focus, namely his w ife 

and other wom en of his household.
'That physical love {kama) is a legitimate purpose o f life is significant in 

demonstrating a strand in brahmanical ideology which was generally pos­
it ive towards the body and sexuality. Sex is not inherently sinful but can be 

legitimately explored and expressed within the correct caste-specific 

boundaries, especially by men with wealth and power. Even Manu, a text 

which in the light o f contem porary western sensibilities seems oppressive 
of wom en’s rights, recognizes the need for the mutual sexual satisfaction 

of husband and w ife.39 This is also the case in Hindu erotic literature 
where wom en are not sim ply the instruments o f male desire. A s Biardeau 

< >bserves, love {kama) was a traditional art which wom en handed dow n to 
one another through the generations; love was a w om an’s svadharm a , or 

more correctly her strldharm a, ‘w om an’s duty ’ ,40 and a realm of human 

experience which is legitimized in the Smrti literature. H owever, sexuality 

beyond rational control, that is, outside o f caste restrictions and pollution 
controls, was anathema to the orthodox Brahman for it threatened his 

ritual purity and threatened the stability o f society and the family.
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M ann's attitude to women expresses tlie ambivalence of the general 
brahmanical ideal. Women are to be revered and kept happy by the house­
holder in order that the fam ily may thrive, yet women are also polluting to 

the Brahman male during menstruation. According to M anu , women are 

to be subject to male control throughout their lives. A high-caste woman 

must do nothing independently (svatantra), but must be subject to male 
authority -  as a child to her father, as a married wom an to her husband, and 

as a w idow  to her sons.41 B y  leading a life subject to male authority, a 
w om an’s virtuous behaviour w ill be rewarded by heaven upon her death.42 

In later brahmanical tradition, a ‘good w om an’ (sati) is one w ho dies on her 

husband’s funeral pyre if he predeceases her, a practice which had devel­

oped by the fourteenth century though it was not known to Manu> and 
although now  illegal, still sometimes occurs in contem porary India.43

A n  eighteenth-century dharmic text, Tryam baka’s Strldharm a  
P addh ati, gives details o f the w ife ’s duties towards her husband, w ho is 

treated by her as a d ev a , and his expectations of her. A bove all, obedient 
service to her husband is her prim ary religious duty, even beyond regard 
for her own life.44 H ow ever, probably the text which best portrays the 

ideal high-caste wom an is not a technical law book, but the Hindu epic 

poem  composed perhaps as early as the fifth century b c e , the Ram ayana. 
In this narrative the god-king Rama is banished to the forest with his 

brother Balarama and his w ife Sita. Sita is demure, modest, beautiful and 

dedicated to her Lord  Rama, yet she is also strong in herself, endures great 

hardship and displays great devotion to her husband. She is the ideal high- 
caste wife.

In examining H indu literature on dharm a we are dealing with brah­

manical self-representations and idealized images o f gender roles. In 

M anu  we have the brahmanical view  of how  things should be, a clear p ic­
ture o f brahmanical ideology, but the degree to which this reflected social 

reality is unclear. Women probably wielded pow er within the home, 

within the realm of domesticity, but wielded little pow er in the realms of 

public office, administration and politics, a situation which, in India as 
elsewhere, has only begun to change in the twentieth century.

Purity and auspiciousness
Two distinctions have been important in the history of H indu society: on 
the one hand the distinction between purity (.sauca, suddhi) and pollution 

(asauca, asuddhi) and on the other the distinction between auspiciousness
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(yubha , mañgala) and inauspiciousness (a iu b h a , amarínala). The scale of 
purity and pollution is a scale of status hierarchy which corresponds to the 

caste hierarchy with the Brahmans at the top and the dalits at the bottom. 

Hindu society is arranged around this scale. Auspiciousness and inauspi­

ciousness, on the other hand, is a scale of the degree to which events, times 
and relationships are conducive to the well-being o f the society or individ­

ual. A stro logy is particularly important here in determining the degree of 

auspiciousness for a particular event such as a marriage.
The degree of purity and pollution is concerned with status, the degree 

of auspiciousness and inauspiciousness concerned with power, particu­
larly political power. While purity has been the predominant concern of 

the Brahman, auspiciousness has been the predominant concern o f the 
king and the local dominant caste. W hile the Brahman creates a ritually 
pure environment, so the king must create an auspicious kingdom; one in 

which there is good fortune and prosperity. The ability to create auspi­
ciousness in the kingdom  is a function o f the king’s divinity. The king, like 

the icon in a temple, might be regarded as a channel for divine pow er and 
the level o f prosperity in the kingdom  related to the degree to which he 

lives up to this responsibility.

The political theology of kingship
One of the most important aspects o f dharm a  is its applicability to king­

ship. Kingship has been very important in Hinduism , both as an ideal and 

as a sociopolitical reality, intimately linked to the idea of the sacred. A s the 
icon of a deity is thought to mediate between the divine and human realms, 

sim ilarly the king was thought to do so. Whereas the G rh ya Sütras are 

concerned only with domestic ritual, the Dharm a texts have wider inter­

ests in the four stages o f life, social or caste obligation, jurisprudence and, 

particularly, the rites and duties o f kings. From  these texts we see that, 

while dharm a  is timeless and transcendent, it was also the province of 

domestic affairs and public, social relationships, and had apolitical dimen­
sion in governing the status and behaviour o f the king. Regardless o f the 
actions o f any particular king, the ideal o f kingship was upheld through­

out H indu history from  the vedic period onwards, an ideal in which the 

king was the centre of the Hindu universe. This ideal o f kingship plays an 
important role even in contem porary H induism  and rituals o f kingship 

persist into the present.45
A lthough in one sense the king is the ideal householder, able to fulfil the

¿7



An introduction to Hinduism

goals o f dharma, o f wealth, and of sexual love with innumerable courte­
sans, he is also divine. W orldly power in the history of I lindu kingship is 

legitimated in terms o f a religious symbolism in which the qualities o f 

deities are attributed to kings. The king was regarded as a divine being -  a 

divinity which is attested in one o f the names for king, deva -  particularly 
identified in the medieval period with the god Visnu. The beginnings of 

this ideology are found in the Rg Veda Samhita where Indra is the king ‘of 
that which moves and that which rests, o f the tame and o f the horned. H e 

rules the people as their king, encircling all this as a rim encircles spokes.’46 
Sim ilarly the human king is lord o f his kingdom  or sphere and as such 

should protect his realm and wage w ar against his enemies.47 The king 

ideally aspires to be a ‘ ruler o f the universe’ or cakravartin (‘one who is at 
the centre o f the wheel’ ).

XThe kings o f the early vedic period were constrained b y the pow er of 

tribal councils, but this changed in the later vedic period when the pow er 
o f the king became more absolute. While the king is not endowed with 

divine origin in the Dharm a Sutras, later texts clearly identify the king 
w ith a deity or deities. It is from  the Dharm a Sastras, K autilya’s Artha 
Sdstra and the great epic poem the Mahabharata, that we can build a 
clearer picture o f the ideology o f sacral kingship in early Indian politics. 

This model o f sacral kingship was later embellished by the tantric identifi­
cation o f the king with the deity, particularly the Goddess, and by the 
ideology of the deity ’s energy (sakti) flow ing through him.48

Once consecrated, generally even if not a Ksatriya, the king is no mere 

human being but a god. According to M anu, the king is emitted by the 
Lord  o f the Cosm os. H e is a great deity in the form  o f a man, or rather a 

com posite deity, being formed from  fragments o f the different vedic gods 

Indra, V ayu, Yama, Surya, Agni, Varuna, Soma and Kubera and in some 
sense might be said to contain all gods. Manu writes:

Because a king is made from particles of these lords of the gods, 
therefore he surpasses all living beings in brilliant energy, and, like the 
Sun, he burns eyes and hearts, and no one on earth is able even to 
look at him. Through his special power he becomes Fire and Wind; he 
is the Sun and the Moon, and he is (Yama) the King of Justice, he is 
Kubera [Lord of wealth] and he is Varuna, and he is great Indra.49

This passage shows the king as the highest point o f the kingdom or 
polity. Even a child king is no mere mortal but a great deity in human form.
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It was not so much the charisma of any particular king which maintained 
power, but the tradition and legitimation of the institution o f kingship 

through the idea o f the descent o f pow er from above during the king’s 
anointing. From  the king, power descends to the court and to the rest o f 

the realm.
While there is much rhetoric in the Dharm a literature concerning the 

need for the king to administer justice, the Hindu king was more im por­

tant as a ritual figure in close proxim ity to the divine than as a ruler 
involved with the bureaucracy and running o f the kingdom. The ruler o f a 
large kingdom, a dharm araja , was more important as a moral and ritual 

source, than in the practical concerns o f the day-to-day running o f a 

region or regions. The politically segmentary nature of the Hindu king­

dom was ritually united in the figure o f the king. We cannot sim ply regard 

the Hindu king as a despot or the institution o f divine kingship as a pecu­

liar consequence o f caste society. Rather, the king was an integral part o f a 

whole structure in which he and those below him, dow n to com mon 

people in the villages, functioned in an integrated way. The Hindu polity 
was a com plex structure, an ‘ imperial form ation’ , to use Ronald Inden’s 

term, in which each part played a role in its maintenance. Inden writes that 

within this w orld ‘the kingship equated w ith the sun, its officialdom  with 
the lesser gods of the sky, the queen with the earth, were, together with the 

commoners, all parts’ .50

T H E  S E G M E N T A R Y  H I N D U  S TA TE 

The H indu kingdom , as historian Burton Stein has shown, was segmen­

tary, com prising a number of embedded elements or socio-political 

groupings which form ed a pyram idal structure. These elements were 

embedded within each other; the village w ithin the locality, the locality 
within the supralocality, and the supralocality within the kingdom .51 

Lesser kings gave ritual and sym bolic loyalty  to more pow erful kings 
and chieftains paid homage to lesser kings. F or most of the h istory of 

south A sia from  the advent o f kingship to dom ination by foreign p o w ­
ers, each region w ould have been ruled b y a chief or petty-king w ho 

acknowledged and paid allegiance to a sacred centre. The H indu king 
w ould have been the ritual focus o f the sacred centre, a ritual figure w ho 

held together his kingdom  not so much as a united administrative entity, 
but as a segmented political structure within a com mon moral fram e o f 
reference. This model is found in K autilya ’s A rth a Sdstra which presents
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the king as the centre o f a state formation held together by alliances and 
wars.

Furtherm ore, the kingdom was embedded within a hierarchical cos­
mos. In vedic and later Hindu cosmologies, the universe is regarded as a 
hierarchical structure in which purer, more refined worlds are located 
‘ above’ , yet at the same time they incorporate, lower, impure worlds 

which, as in the segmentary Hindu kingdom, have some autonomy. In this 

hierarchical cosm ology the various worlds or realms are governed by an 

overlord or god w ho also embodies the principles controlling or govern­
ing that world. The various worlds which comprise the cosmos are con­

trolled by forces which are also ‘persons’ . Inden has observed that the 

‘natural w orld of ancient and medieval India was person-based, con­
structed by a cosmic overlord out o f him self’ .52 The human realm must be 

located within the context o f this wider cosm ology o f which it was 

thought to be a part. There is a ‘chain of being’ within the Hindu universe 

which is reflected in the sociopolitical realm o f the H indu segmentary 

state. A s a god might rule a sphere o f the cosmos, so the king rules his 
kingdom.

T H E  B O D Y  OF T H E  K I N G D O M

The famous study by Kantorow icz shows how  in medieval Europe the 

king had two bodies, a natural body subject to disease and death and an 
immutable political body in which resided his sovereignty.53 This model 

can be applied to kingship in south Asia. W hile the physical body of the 
king was subject to death, as are all human bodies, the political body o f the 
king as a manifestation o f the gods, contained splendour and great power. 

The physical body of the king could be killed, but the political body, the 

body o f the kingdom 54 lived on in the form  o f the new king, regenerated 
by the act o f royal consecration.

The king is the pivotal point of the body politic: the ‘body of the king­
dom ’ is recapitulated in his own body. I f he acts in accordance with 

dharm a the kingdom prospers, but if he acts against dharm a , the body of 
the kingdom -  which means the people -  suffers. The king’s body, which 

expressed the social body, was the w orld ly  counterpart o f the cosmic 
man’s immolated body which comprised the cosmos. The king could be 

seen, therefore, as the intermediary between the eternal, cosmic law of 
dharm a  and its w orld ly  manifestations in justice administered through 
the courts o f a segmented hierarchical structure. W hatever happens to him

7 o



I )h arm a

as the pinnacle o f the social body affects the domain for good or bad. As 

the king is a manifestation o f the gods, so society is a recapitulation of the 

cosmic body o f the primal man.

T H E  K I N G ’ S F U N C T I O N S  

According to the Dharma literature, the central functions of the king, the 

rajadharm a , are:

-  the protection of the people;

-  the maintaining of social order through the control of caste 
boundaries;

-  the administration of justice (danda).

Manu says that the king is created ‘as the protector o f the classes and stages 
of life’ .55 H e is the supreme upholder o f justice in the social w orld w ho 

ensures the prosperity and protection o f the communities which he gov­
erns so that his subjects live with a sense o f security. The king is the 

absolute dispenser o f justice, the term for which, danda  (literally ‘the 

stick’), also meant punishment.
D anda  is the w ay in which dharm a  is manifested upon the earth. It 

creates fear in all beings so that they do not wander from  their own, caste- 

specific duties and ensures the obedience o f the castes to the dharmic ideal. 

It keeps the whole w orld in order, governs all created beings, protects 

them while they sleep and without it there w ould be no order in society; 

castes w ould be mixed and the whole w orld  w ould be in a state o f rage.56 

Through the legal processes of the state, the king should see that justice is 
done and so maintain social order and harmony. A  bad king, one who 

neglects the protection of the people and neglects the administration of 

justice, w ould bring about social disharm ony and chaos.
With British colonialism the pow er o f kings in India diminished but 

was not w h olly  eradicated. A s Fuller notes, there were still 565 kingdoms 

or princely states not under direct British rule in 1947, and even up until 

the 1 930s the Maharaj o f M ysore, a kingdom  which had developed out o f 

the ruins o f Vijayanagara, celebrated the navaratri festival, a direct legacy 
from  the festival o f the Vijayanagara kings. The ritual importance o f the 

king should not be underestimated, and even at an ideological level, the 
king as upholder o f cosmic order or dharm a  is central to the contem po­
rary H indu politics (see p. 262). The king was the centre of the Hindu uni­

verse in the material w orld, and the ideal state was the ideal kingdom
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ruled by a king who was the analogue ol I he deity; an ideal established in 
ritual.

The jajmanl system
W hile the king o f kings ruled over a number o f kingdoms, themselves 
ruled by kings, those kings in turn ruled over a number of regions con­
trolled by a dominant caste or coalition of castes. These controlling castes 

are usually not Brahmans, but other castes, often Sudras. T h eja jm a n  is a 

local, pow erful landowner w ho em ploys Brahmans to perform  rituals for 
him in return for a fee. H e also gives a portion o f grain to other castes who 

provide him with services. The term is derived from  the vedic yajam ana, 

the ‘sacrificer’ or ritual patron for whom  sacrifices were perform ed by the 

Brahmans. The jajmanl system is not a purely economic arrangement, but 

is rooted in the socio-ritual structure o f caste hierarchy which itself is 
regarded as sacred.

D um ont has observed that castes can be divided into those who own 

land and those w ho do not. The caste in a village or region which owns the 
land is the caste with political pow er and control over other castes, because 

it controls the means o f subsistence. The other castes gain access to the 

means o f subsistence through personal relationships w ith the dominant 

caste. There is a reciprocal relationship here. The dominant caste em ploys 
Brahmans for its ritual needs, barbers, carpenters, and untouchable 

labourers who in turn receive ‘gifts5 for their services.57 A t the level of the 
kingdom , the king might be regarded as a jajman, receiving the services of 
others, including w orship, and giving in turn gifts and, above all, protec­
tion.

Royal power and transcendence
The w orld ly  pow er o f the king, a Ksatriya, has been contrasted with the 

purity of the Brahman. Heesterman contrasts the Brahman, who em bod­

ies an ideal o f w orld transcendence in perform ing the ritual, with the king, 

w ho is necessarily embroiled in the w orld ly  concerns of pow er and v io ­
lence. According to Heesterman, the king aspires to participate in the 

transcendent realm of the Brahman, but necessarily fails because o f his 

involvem ent and entanglement in the w orld o f politics, desire and inter­

ests. There is a rift between the king’s order o f conflict and the Brahm an’s 
and renouncer’s order o f transcendence.58 B y  em ploying Brahmans in his 
court to perform  the necessary sacrifices, the king hopes to participate in
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their sacred level, yet in becoming entangled in the world, the Brahman 
moves away from that transcendence. There is thus an insoluble problem 
here and a gap between the power of the king operating in the ‘ turbulent 

order of conflict’ and the authority or status o f the Brahman, operating in 

the ‘ static order o f transcendence’ .59 The Brahman, according to 
Heesterman, turns towards transcendence, while the king, lacking the 

Brahm an’s purity and authority, remains within the w orld of strife and 

violence.
This contrast is related to a contrast between tw o senses o f dharm a. O n 

the one hand it refers to an eternal, timeless principle, and, on the other, it 

refers to w orld ly  or human transactions. The Brahman faces both w ays, 
towards transcendence through ritual, while yet being in the w orld, while 

the king is embroiled in the realm o f w orldly, temporal dharm a . This is 
what Heesterman calls the ‘ inner conflict o f tradition’ ; the need to assert 

dharm a  as the eternal, timeless principle, in contrast to the need to accom ­

modate to worldly, temporal interests, a contrast which poses an insoluble 

dilemma. This model has been criticized from  the perspective o f history 

and anthropology, particularly by Ronald Inden and Nicholas D irks. 

Inden argues, against Heesterman, that there was no such distinction 
between the pure Brahman and the pow erful, but impure, king.60 Rather 

there was an intimate relationship between king and Brahmans w ho lived 
by the king’s patronage. The king w ould donate wealth, land and other 

valuables to the Brahmans, and, while they were clearly distinct from  the 

king, there was not the rift between w orld ly  life and transcendence which 

Heesterman suggests. The Brahman perceived a continuity between his 

inner life and its outer expression.

N icholas D irks has argued against D um ont that caste cannot be under­

stood outside o f the ideas o f kingship and the structure o f the Hindu state. 
D irks argues that caste is embedded in kingship and that the dominant ide­

o logy has not been one o f purity but one o f royal authority and social rela­

tions based on pow er and dominance. Caste, and particularly the role o f 

the Brahmans, is based on pow er related to kingship and the Hindu state. 
With the general demise of the Hindu state, caste became separated from  

kingship and survived it, a process which led to the ascendancy o f the 
Brahmans. U ntil recently, however, kings still ruled the small state of 

Pudokkottai in the middle of Tamilnadu, where the Brahmans perform ed 
rituals for the king and became emblems of the king’s sovereignty. The 
king in return gave the Brahmans land. Their importance was always,
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argues D irks, mediated through the king, 'w hose kingship was in turn 
made all the more pow erful because of the presence of the Brahmans’.61 
Pudokkottai provides an example in which the power ot the Brahmans is 

directly related to the pow er of the king and in which the Brahm ans 

purity is subordinated to his dependence on the k ings patronage.

Sum m ary
D harm a  is the central ideology o f orthoprax Hinduism , believed to be 
eternal and deriving from  the revelation o f the Veda and from  the sec­

ondary revelation o f the Dharm a literature. It is particularly concerned 

w ith caste hierarchy expressed in the varnâsram a  system and with the 

nature and behaviour o f the Hindu king. The king expresses dharm a 

through just rule and so ensures the prosperity o f the kingdom. The rela­
tion o f the Brahm an to the king is ambiguous. O n the one hand the 

Brahm an is the highest being on the status hierarchy o f purity and pollu­

tion, yet the Brahm an is dependent upon the pow er of the king for 

patronage. Heesterman has described the tension between the w orld- 
transcending tendencies o f the Brahman and his w orld ly  concerns as the 

inner conflict o f tradition. Studies by Inden and D irks, in contrast, have 

argued for the closer proxim ity o f the Brahman to the king and D irks has 

argued that the status o f the Brahman cannot be separated from  the pow er 

o f the king; the religious realm of the Brahman cannot be understood out­
side the political realm of the king.

W hether there is an opposition between the Brahman and the king, or 
whether the two figures are closer than has been thought, is a matter o f 

continuing debate. H ow ever, one contrast which is made by the Hindu 
tradition is that between the renouncer and the householder. Hinduism  

contains a sociopolitical ideology o f a chain o f being which endorses the 
social hierarchy, caste, and gender roles, alongside an ideology o f renunci­

ation which negates those roles at doctrinal and practical levels. In order to 
come to a fuller understanding o f orthoprax H induism  and the contrasts 

within it, we need to turn our attention to renunciation, the institution for 
leaving the sociopolitical w orld o f suffering.
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B y  the sixth century b c e  the brahmanical schools are well established and 

the ritual traditions passed through the generations from  teacher to stu­

dent. Probably the heyday o f vedic ritual perform ance was between iooo 
and 500 b c e , though the traditions are never com pletely attenuated and 

have survived into the present. A longside the performances o f ritual, spec­

ulation about its nature and purpose developed, initially in the Brähmanas 

and later in the Ä ran yakas and Upanisads. In speculating about the ritual 
patron and the renewing effects o f the ritual upon him, the Brahmanas 

begin to represent the ritual as the sustainer of life and posit elaborate cor­
respondences (ban dhu ) between ritual and the w ider cosmos. These spec­

ulations are developed in the Äranyakas and Upanisads which com pletely 
re-evaluate the nature o f ritual, seeing its internalization within the indi­

vidual as its highest meaning, and subordinating ritual action to know l­
edge. This spiritual knowledge could be attained by asceticism or 
world-renunciation and disciplines which came to be known as yoga. The 

Upanisads attest to the existence of ascetic traditions and, by the sixth or 
fifth century b c e , traditions of asceticism and world-renunciation for the 

purpose o f spiritual knowledge and liberation had developed both within 
the bounds o f vedic tradition and outside those boundaries, most notably 

in the Jain  and Buddhist traditions.

General observations
Two ideas of great significance developed between the ninth and sixth cen­

turies b c e , namely that beings are reincarnated into the w orld (samsdra)
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over and over again and that the results of action (karma) are reaped in 
future lives. This process o f endless rebirth is one of suffering (duhkha), 
escape from  which can be achieved through the minimizing o f action and 

through spiritual knowledge. Patanjali (second century b c e ) , a system- 

atizer o f yoga practice and philosophy, states that all is suffering to the 
spiritually discriminating person (vivek in )}  This doctrine that all life is 

suffering is com m on to renouncer traditions and is the first noble truth o f 

the Buddha. To be free o f suffering one needs to be free from  action and its 

effects. The renunciation of action at first meant ritual action, but comes to 

refer to all action in the social world. This renunciation o f action could be 
achieved through asceticism (tapas) and meditation, which means tech­

niques o f altering consciousness or withdrawing consciousness from  the 
w orld  o f the senses in order to experience total w orld transcendence.

The groups o f ascetics which grew up during this period are known as, 

among other names, sramanas (Pali samana), ‘ strivers’ , w ho seek libera­

tion through the efforts o f their austerity. Th ey are homeless, depend for 
food on alms (bhiksd), and minimize, in varying degrees, their ownership 

o f possessions. Buddhism , the first w orld religion, originated in these 
groups, as did Jainism . Both Buddhism  and Jainism  reject the Veda as rev­

elation and emphasize the practice of austerity, in the case o f Jainism , and 
meditation, in the case o f Buddhism. Indeed these early renouncer tradi­
tions cannot be understood in isolation from  each other as there is mutual 

cross-fertilization of terminologies and ideas: Buddhism  influences the 
brahmanical renouncer religion and brahmanical religion influences 
Buddhism .2 The higher states o f consciousness or meditative absorptions 

spoken of in the Buddhist scriptures, the jhànas (Pali) or dhyânas 
(Sanskrit), which are certainly pre-Buddhist, are reminiscent o f the later 
H indu stages of yogic concentration of samâdhi.

These renouncer traditions offered a new vision o f the human condi­
tion which became incorporated, to some degree, into the w orldview  of 
the Brahman householder. The ideology o f asceticism and renunciation 

seems, at first, discontinuous with the brahmanical ideology of the affir­
mation o f social obligations and the performance o f public and domestic 

rituals. Indeed, there has been some debate as to whether asceticism and its 

ideas o f retributive action, reincarnation and spiritual liberation, might 

not have originated outside the orthodox vedic sphere, or even outside 
A ryan  culture: that a divergent historical origin might account for the 

apparent contradiction within ‘H induism ’ between the w orld  affirmation
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of the householder and the world negation o! the renouncer. However, 
this dichotom ization is too simplistic, for continuities can undoubtedly be 

found between renunciation and vedic Brahmanism, while elements from  

non-brahmanical, £ramana traditions also played an important part in the 
formation o f the renuncíate ideal. Indeed there are continuities between 
vedic Brahmanism and Buddhism, and it has been argued that the Buddha 

sought to return to the ideals o f a vedic society which he saw as being 

eroded in his own day.3
General ideological features o f w orld renunciation common to differ­

ent renouncer traditions can be summarized as follow s:

-  action leads to rebirth and suffering.

-  detachment from action, or even non-action, leads to spiritual 
emancipation.

-  complete detachment, and therefore spiritual emancipation can be 
achieved through asceticism and methods of making consciousness 
focused and concentrated.

Ascetics in the Veda
In the R g  Veda Sarnhita the important religious figures are the priests w ho 

officiate at the ritual and the inspired seers (rsi) w ho receive the Veda. 
There are, however, some references in the vedic corpus to figures w ho do 

not have a ritual function and seem to be outside the brahmanical, vedic 

community. Two groups are of particular note, the Kesins and the Vrátyas.

T H E  K E S I N S

One famous hym n in the R g  Veda Sam hita describes long-haired ascetics 

([kesin) or silent ones (muni), who strongly resemble later Hindu ascetics. 
The text describes them as either naked (‘ swathed in w ind5) or clothed in red 

tatters. They have ecstatic experiences, being ‘possessed by the gods’ , and 

they fly  outside the body, perhaps suggestive o f what have become known 
as ‘out-of-the-body experiences’ . The text also indicates that they possess 
the ability to read minds, a pow er attributed to accomplished yogins in later 

yoga traditions. Such experiences are seemingly induced by an unidentified 

‘drug’ (visa) which the ascetic drinks with the god Rudra, and which is pre­

pared by a (possibly hunch-backed) goddess Kunam namá.4
W hether the hym n describes a drug-induced visionary experience 

depends upon the interpretation of the term visa , which is usually taken to
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mean ‘poison*. Some scholars have argued that visit here refers to a hallu­
cinogenic drug, though distinct from som a^  while others have argued that 

to see the hym n in terms o f a chemically induced ecstasy is to disregard the 
sym bolic nature o f the vedic texts, and that drinking poison is akin to the 
m yth o f S ivas drinking the poison churned up from  the w orld ocean. O n 
this view  the Kesin attained his mystical state through a yoga practice, and 

the poison he drinks refers to his ability to remain in the poisonous mater­

ial w orld , while being unaffected by it.6 It is, o f course, possible to view  the 
hym n as describing a hallucinogen-induced ecstasy and being sym bolic at 
the same time.

The description o f the Kesin is reminiscent of later ascetics w ho 

undergo extraordinary inner experiences. Regardless o f the cause or facil­
itator, whether through a drug or through ascetic practices, this hym n 

provides us with one o f the earliest recorded descriptions o f an ecstatic 

religious experience. O ther features o f the hym n, such as the K esin ’s asso­

ciation with Rudra, are significant in establishing a connection w ith later 

yogic traditions. Rudra, w ho later becomes Siva, the archetypal ascetic, 

himself associated with the hallucinogenic plant datura , is a terrible deity 
with long, braided hair, on the edges o f vedic society, w ho is entreated not 

to harm the communities by taking away their cattle and children.7 Rudra 
is peripheral to the vedic pantheon, there are only three hym ns to him in 

the R g  Veda, and the K esin ’s association with him suggests that he too 

w ould have been on the edges of the vedic community. The goddess 

Kunamnama is only mentioned in the Veda in this hym n, again suggestive 
of the K esin ’s location outside of the vedic community.

While it might not be legitimate to argue that the Kesin represents a 
non-A ryan  tradition -  after all the com poser o f the hym n is sympathetic 

to the Kesin -  it w ould be reasonable to assume that the Kesin represents a 
strand of asceticism existing outside mainstream, vedic ritual culture and 

was probably an influence on later renouncer traditions; indeed the 

Buddha himself, like the Kesin, is described as a m uni. H ow ever, it w ould 

be a gross oversimplification to suggest that the renouncer tradition sim ­
p ly  developed from  this M uni culture. The development of renunciation 

in the Upanisads is intimately connected to the vedic ritual tradition, yet 

one must also recognize the force o f the argument that the Upanisads con­
tain a discontinuity o f ideas with the vedic ritual tradition; a discontinuity 
which indicates non-vedic influences, such as are represented by the 
‘ Kesin H ym n ’ .
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T H E  VR A T YAS

Apart from the Kesins, Book 1 5 of the Atharva Veda Samhita attests to 

the existence o f a com munity of aggressive warriors moving about in 
bands, the Vratyas, who lived on the edges o f A ryan  society and m ay have 
been connected with the Kesins. These Vratyas comprised itinerant 

groups, concentrated in the north-east o f India, who spoke the same lan­
guage as the vedic A ryans, but who were regarded with disdain by them. 

Indeed, there is a special purification ritual, the vratyastoma, in which 
they could be assimilated into vedic society and assume the A ryan  status 

which they forfeited by not undertaking the brahmanical rites o f passage. 

While evidence is lacking to say precisely who the Vratyas were, they cer­

tainly seem to have been on the boundary o f groups who were acceptable 
to the vedic A ryans, though Heesterman has suggested that the vedic, 

sacrificial initiate (diksita) derives from  the V ratya.8 The Atharva Veda 
describes them as wearing turbans, dressed in black, with two ram skins 

over their shoulders.9
The Vratyas practised their own ceremonies. The precise nature and 

structure o f these rites is unclear, but they were probably concerned with 

fertility and the magical renewal of life w ith the seasons. D uring the sum ­
mer solstice ‘ great vo w ’ (mahavrata) ritual, the priest (hotr) muttered 

chants which included reference to the three breaths animating the body. 

These breaths are inhalation, the breath which is retained, and exhalation, 

and suggest an early kind o f breath control which becomes developed as 

prandyama in later yogic traditions. This rite is accompanied by obscene 

dialogues and also involves ritual sexual intercourse between a ‘bard’ , who 

m ay have otherwise remained celibate, and a ‘prostitute’ ; a rite which has 

echoes in later tantric ritual (see pp. 18 9 -9 1).
The Vratyas demonstrate a close connection, found in later traditions, 

between asceticism and martialism. W arrior brotherhoods, skilled in 

physical techniques and the technologies o f war, became associated with 
ascetic, renunciatory practices: the outer war, as it were, becomes an inner 

war to subdue the body and the passions. This connection between ascetic 

and martial fraternities is further borne out in that ascetic ideologies and 

practices emerged within the ruling of w arrior classes o f Indian society. 
The Buddha, for example, came from  a martial background and the secret 
teachings o f the Upanisads are associated with rulers.

W hile renunciation and asceticism are prefigured in vedic religion, a
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developed ideology o f renunciation comes with a change in social and eco­
nomic conditions in India from the sixth century b c k . These changes 
allowed for the development o f ideas from outside the strictly brahmani- 

cal, ritual frame o f reference. To these conditions we now turn.

Individualism and urbanization
Vedic ritualism developed in an agrarian society: the A ryans were pas- 

toralists and later agriculturalists living in rural communities. B y  the fifth 
century b c e , however, an urban culture is developing along the Ganges 

plain and major kingdoms have arisen associated with the growth of urban 

centres. O f particular note are the kingdoms of M agadha and Kosala, with 

the tribal ‘republics’ o f the Vrijis and the Sakyas to the north. Some of 

these towns, such as Pataliputra (Patna), the capital o f the Magadha 

empire, were well-fortified centres which rapidly expanded with an 
increase in population, a food surplus, and the development of trade. With 

the development o f kingdoms, trade routes were secured and roads con­
structed. Such im proved communication in turn meant that new ideas 

could be more easily disseminated, particularly by wandering ascetics. It is 

in the context o f this urbanization that renouncer traditions developed. 

Richard Gom brich has outlined this process, showing how  the rise of 
towns under royal protection allowed for trade, for the movement o f peo­
ple, and for greater personal freedom and mobility. A long with this devel­

opment came a bureaucracy and institutions o f control which eroded the 
traditional, rural social order.10

N o t only do we need to take these material and political concerns into 
consideration, but ideological concerns as well. Paul W heatley has con­

vincingly argued that the earliest towns and cities are not only commercial 

centres, but prim arily ritual complexes, and that the size and com plexity 

o f the city ’s walls might be seen not only in terms of defence, but also in 

terms o f status and prestige which reflect the king’s glory.1 1 Such a picture 

clearly fits into the Hindu theology o f sacral kingship. The early cities of 

the Ganges valley are centres o f early polities which reflect or sym bolize 
the ritual status of the king. The urban centre as sym bol o f the king’s 
pow er is a phenomenon which occurs in the later history o f south Asia, for 

example at Vijayanagara, and attests to a continuity of the ideology of 
kingship from  ancient times to the medieval period.

With urbanization a traditional agrarian lifestyle was eroded and 
emphasis placed on trade initiatives and enterprise; values which highlight
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the individual above the wider social group. The move from an agrarian to 
an urban situation provided a context in which individualism could 

develop in some segment o f the community. With the weakening o f tradi­
tional, ritualized behaviour patterns, the individual rather than the group, 

as Gom brich shows, became the important agent in the socioeconomic 
functioning o f towns, as the trader, the shopkeeper, the skilled worker, and 

the government official.12 This is not to say that at this time there was an 

articulate ideology o f individualism which stressed autonom y and per­

sonal rights -  there was not -  or that the urban individual was not subject 
to law and a hierarchical social structure, but m erely that socioeconomic 

functioning was placed more in the hands o f innovators than w ould have 
been possible in a rural context. The form  of individualism that developed 

in the Protestant West, w ith its emphasis on autonom y and responsibility, 
was not present in the ancient w orld, but a form  of individuality which 
emphasized or particularized the distinct self, did develop in urban cen­

tres. Indeed, the separation or distinction o f persons is necessary for them 

to be objects o f social control by an abstract social structure, law and 

bureaucracy.13
The earliest ascetic traditions which are well documented, Jainism  and 

Buddhism, grew up in urban contexts, where emerging commercial 
classes were interested in new ideas. The Buddha visited numerous towns, 

mentioned in the Buddhist scriptures, and was supported by the urban 
laity, some o f whom  were w ealthy town-dwellers. M oreover, the m ajority 

of his com m unity of monks and nuns seem to have been drawn from  the 

towns rather than the country.14

The sramana traditions
From  about 800 to 400 b c e  Sanskrit and Prakrit texts bear witness to the 
emergence o f the new ideology of renunciation, in which knowledge 
(jnana) is given precedence over action (karm a), and detachment from  the 

material and social w orld is cultivated through ascetic practices (tapas), 

celibacy, poverty and methods of mental training (yoga). The purpose of 
such training is the cultivation o f altered or higher states of consciousness 

which w ill culminate in the blissful m ystical experience of final liberation 
from  the bonds o f action and rebirth. W hile the renouncer of sramana tra­

ditions differ on points o f doctrine and method, they generally agree that 
life is characterized by suffering (duhkha) and adhere to a teaching in 
which liberation (m oksa, nirvana) from  suffering is a form  of spiritual
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knowledge or gnosis (Jnanay vidyu). The spread of disease among the new 
urban population m ay well have contributed to the growth of ascetic 

movements and added poignancy to the doctrine o f life as suffering.15 In 

these new ascetic ideologies, spiritual salvation cannot be attained sim ply 
due to a high-caste birth, but only by liberating insight or understanding 
the nature of existence. The true Brahman, according to the Buddha, is not 

someone born to a particular mother, but a person whose conduct is pure 

and m oral.16 Personal experience in this w ay is placed above the received 

knowledge o f the vedic revelation. A t an early period, during the form a­

tion o f the Upanisads and the rise o f Buddhism  and Jainism , we must 

envisage a com mon heritage o f meditation and mental discipline practised 

b y  renouncers with varying affiliations to non-orthodox (Veda-rejecting) 
and orthodox (Veda-accepting) traditions.

The institution o f world-renunciation or ‘ going forth ’ offers the 
renouncer (.sramana, bhiksu, parivrajaka) an escape route from  w orld ly  

suffering, as well as from  w orld ly responsibilities, and a life dedicated to 
finding understanding and spiritual knowledge; a knowledge which is 

expressed and conceptualized in various w ays according to different sys­

tems. While there are elements o f doctrine and practice shared by the 

sramana movements, there are nevertheless wide differences between 

them. The materialists (<lokayata, cdrvdka), for example, rejected the idea 
o f reincarnation and spiritual insight, while the A jlvikas rejected free will. 

W hile the Buddhists emphasized a middle w ay  between extremes o f aus­

terity and indulgence, the Jains emphasized extreme mortification in 
order to become detached from  action.17 Yet, while there are divergencies 
within Sramanism, all sramana groups shared a com mon value system and 

fram ew ork o f discourse, and all rejected the Veda as revelation and so rad­
ically turned against orthodox, brahmanical teaching or reinterpreted 

those teachings. These schools are understandably regarded as heterodox 
(nastika) by orthodox (dstika) Brahmanism. Their mutual hostility has 

been pointed out by Rom ila Thapar w ho notes that the grammarian 
Patanjali refers to their attitude towards each other as being like that 
between a snake and a m ongoose.18

Yet while Brahmanism rejects the authority and teachings of the 

sramana schools, teachings akin to those o f the Sramanas, concerning 
rebirth, retributive action, and liberation, come to dwell in the heart o f the 
brahmanical tradition and find expression in the Upanisads, the fourth 
layer o f the Veda, and in later literature.

82



Yoga and renunciation

Renunciation in the Upanisads
The sramana traditions developed a clear identity, defining themselves 

against what they regard as an empty vedic ritualism which does not lead 
to liberation. B y  contrast the Upanisads -  the Vedanta or ‘end o f the Veda’

-  define themselves centrally within the vedic tradition as a reinterpreta­
tion of the ritual process and an elucidation o f its inner meanings. Indeed 

the Upanisads indicate no explicit awareness o f non-vedic, ascetic tradi­

tions, though practices found in the Upanisads seem to be directly akin to 
Jain and Buddhist meditation m ethods.19 The emphasis on a more per­

sonal religious experience is indicated not only in internalized meditation 

but also in the idea of a direct transmission o f teachings from  teacher to 
disciple.20 The w ord upanisad is perhaps derived from  the student or dis­
ciple sitting at the feet o f a teacher to receive his teachings (upa = ‘near to ’ ; 

nisad = ‘ to sit dow n’) and the term upanisad takes on the general sense of 

‘esoteric teaching’ .

T H E  I N T E R N A L I Z A T I O N  OF T H E  R I T U A L

The Upanisads continue the w ork  o f the Brahmanas and A ranyakas in 

interpreting the meaning o f the srauta ritual. With these texts we see the 
increasing importance o f knowledge o f esoteric correspondences as com ­
pared to ritual action; the sections on knowledge (jnanakanda) take prece­

dence over sections on ritual (karmakanda). The earlier Upanisads 

continue the magical speculations o f the Brahmanas, which maintained 
that knowledge of the correspondences between ritual and cosmos is a 
kind of power. The opening verses o f the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, for 

example, begin by identifying the horse sacrifice (asvamedha) with the 

natural w orld ; the horse’s head is the dawn, its eye the sun, its breath the 

wind and so on.21 Again, the Chandogya Upanisad illustrates this kind of 

speculation, though combined with the idea that knowledge gives rise to 

pow er or energy. H aving identified the udgitha, the verses of the Sama 
Veda chanted by the udgatr priest during the srauta ritual, with the sacred 

syllable aum , the text makes the distinction between knowledge and igno­

rance:

Saying aum one recites: saying aum, one orders: saying aum, one
sings aloud in honour of that syllable, with its greatness and its
essence.
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He who knows this thus, and he who knows not, both perform with 
it. Knowledge and ignorance, however, are different. What, indeed, 
one performs with knowledge, faith and meditation, that, indeed, 
becomes more powerful.22

The text then goes on in the next group o f verses to internalize the ritual: 
the sound aum is to be contemplated as being identified with various parts 
o f the body: with the breath, speech, eye, ear and mind.

Whereas the Brahmanas are concerned w ith establishing the hidden 

connections between the srauta ritual and the cosmos, connections which 
appear to be fairly arbitrary,23 the Upanisads are concerned with contem­

plating the deeper significance of these correspondences. The emphasis 

moves from  external perform ance to internal meditation; the true sacrifice 
becomes the fire oblation on the breath (pranagnihotra), a sacrifice to the 

self within the self. The internalization o f the ritual means that the real 

purpose o f the rite is not its external perform ance, but knowledge of its 

deeper meaning, a meaning which points to an underlying foundation or 
being, supporting the ritual and even the cosmos itself. This being or 

essence o f the ritual, the cosmos, and the self, is termed brahman and is 
identified with the sacred sound aum or om (called thtpranava).

B R A H M A N

In the Brahmanas, the term brahman means the pow er o f the ritual, apart 

from  which there is nothing more ancient or brighter.24 Brahman is a 

neuter noun and it should not be confused with the masculine noun 

Brahma, the creator god, nor with Brahmana, the group o f texts, nor 

Brahman (brahmana) the highest caste, though the term is related to these 

other meanings. In time, a process o f abstraction occurred w hereby brah­
man became a principle referring not only to the pow er o f the ritual, but 
also to the essence o f the universe; the very being at the heart o f all appear­

ances. In the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad there is a dialogue between one o f 

the earliest Hindu theologians, Yajnavalkya, and Janaka, the king o f 

Videha, which illustrates the early Upanisads’ questing spirit for the 
essence o f the universe. K ing Janaka tells Yajnavalkya the teachings of 
other sages he has heard concerning brahman, that it is speech (vac), vital 

breath (prana), the eye, the mind, and the heart (hrdaya). Yajnavalkya 

replies that these answers are half-true and that brahman is in fact the 
deeper support o f all these phenomena.25

This brahman is not only the essence o f the ritual and o f the world , but is
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also the essence of the self (atman), the truth ol a person beyond apparent 
differences. Uddalaka Aruni, who along with Yajfiavalkya can be regarded 

as one of the earliest Hindu theologians, in dialogue with his son £vetaketu, 
illustrates how brahman is the essence, the smallest particle o f the cosmos. 
In an early example o f theological empiricism, he splits a fruit and then the 
fruit’s seed to show how  brahman cannot be seen. Similarly, as salt placed 

in water by Svetaketu com pletely dissolves and cannot be seen, though it 

can be tasted, so brahman is the essence o f all things, which cannot be seen 

but can be experienced.26 This essence is the self, and the passage explicat­
ing this concludes with the famous lines: ‘that which is minute, the totality 

is that self. That is truth. That is the self. That you are, Svetaketu.’

This impersonalist monism is central to the earlier Upanisads and 

becomes a theology of great importance, particularly in the later Vedanta 

tradition and in modern N eo-H induism  (see ch. n ) .  The essence o f the 

self is the absolute, realized within the self, through the knowledge o f the 

ritual’s inner meaning and the withdraw al o f the senses from  the sensory 

world. The emphasis in the Upanisads is on the internalization of ritual 

and the texts are even critical of their external perform ance.The true mean­
ing o f the ritual is not to be found in outer action, but in the realization of 

its sym bolism  and its esoteric meaning revealed b y the Upanisads.27
The Upanisads represent the culmination o f a process which comes to 

regard the individual self as having great inner depths, and, indeed, as con­
taining the universe within. The truth (satya) is the absolute (brahman) 
which is also the self (atman). This is the single reality underlying the 
diversity o f appearances, knowledge o f which is the purpose of the ritual’s 
internalization. This knowledge is not sim ply information to be under­

stood, but a direct and immediate intuition experienced as jo y  or bliss. To 
quote the Taittiriya Upanisad: ‘H e knew that brahman is bliss (ananda). 
For truly, beings here are born from  bliss, when born, they live by bliss 

and into bliss, when departing, they enter’ .28 This is no ordinary bliss, but 

is at the top o f the hierarchy of blissful experiences, far beyond any ordi­

nary human joy.

K A R M A  A N D  R E I N C A R N A T I O N

Such spiritual fulfilment and the blissful experience of realizing one’s 

essence to be brahman is the cessation o f action and its consequences, 
namely rebirth. The idea that every action has an effect which must be 

accounted for in this or future lifetimes, and that the experiences o f the
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present lifetime are the consequences ol past actions, is o f central im por­
tance for Hindu soteriology. Salvation or liberation (moksa, mukti, 
apavarga) in most Hindu traditions is freedom from the cycle of reincar­

nation (samsara), which is also to be freed from the store o f action (karma) 
built up over innumerable lifetimes. This basic soteriological structure, 
developed with variations by most later traditions, begins to be articulated 
in the Upanisads.

The origin of the doctrines o f karma and samsara are obscure. These 
concepts were certainly circulating among the Sramanas, and Jainism  and 

Buddhism  developed specific and sophisticated ideas about the process of 
transmigration. It is very possible that karma and reincarnation entered 

mainstream brahmanical thought from  the sramana or renouncer tradi­
tions. Yet on the other hand, although there is no clear doctrine of transmi­
gration in the vedic hym ns, there is the idea o f ‘redeath’ : that a person, 

having died in this w orld , might die yet again in the next. Ritual proce­

dures are meant to prevent this eventuality. From  the notion o f redeath the 
idea o f a return to this w orld could have developed. We also have in the Rg  
Veda the idea that different parts o f a person go to different places upon 
death: the eyes go to the sun, the breath (atman) to the wind, and the essen­

tial ‘person’ to the ancestors.29 Rebirth into this w orld  could have devel­

oped from  this partite view  of a person. A  third alternative is that the 
origin o f transmigration theory lies outside o f vedic or sramana traditions 

in the tribal religions o f the Ganges valley, or even in D ravidian traditions 
o f south India.30

In the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad retributive action first appears to be a 

secret and little-known doctrine. Artabhaga questions Yajnavalkya about 
the fate of a person after death. Echoing the R g Veda, he asks what 

becomes of the person after different parts have been dissipated -  the eyes 
to the sun, the breath (atman) to space, the mind to the m oon and so on? 

Yajnavalkya leads him away to a private place and, warning him not to 
divulge this doctrine, tells him about karma: that meritorious action leads 

to merit (punya), while evil action leads to further evil (papa).31 Later the 
text spells out the theory more clearly -  that the self (atman) moves from  

body to body, as a caterpillar or leech moves from  one blade of grass to 

another.32 B y  the later Upanisads the doctrine is firm ly established. The 

Svetasvatara Upanisad (400-200 b c e ), for example, clearly states that the 
subject, the ‘perform er o f action which bears fru it’ , wanders in the cycle of 
transmigration according to his actions (ikarma).33
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The origins of renunciation
Both brahmanical and sramana asceticism share a number o f com mon fea­
tures, which presents a problem in understanding the origins of renuncia­
tion. On the one hand, the ideology o f renunciation can be seen as a 
natural development from  vedic ritual traditions; on the other, it can be 
argued that renunciation comes from  outside the vedic tradition. It may, o f 

course, be the case that both theories are accurate in some respects while 

lacking in others.

T H E  O R T H O G E N E T I C  T H E O R Y  

What has been called the ‘orthogenetic theory ’ o f renunciation maintains 

that there is a development from  the vedic, householder ideology o f the 

srauta ritual, to the ideology of renunciation. The term ‘orthogenetic’ is 
used by Heesterman to refer to this gradual, internal development within 

vedic thought.34 In other words, renunciation is not an idea coming from  
outside the vedic community, perhaps from  the pre-A ryan  Dravidians, 
but is a development within vedic culture. U ltim ately there is little differ­

ence between the ideal Brahman and the ideal renouncer, save one of 

emphasis. The gap or conflict in brahmanical society is not between the 
Brahman householder and the renouncer, but rather between the 

Brahman and the king (see above pp. 72-3).

O n this account, renunciation, developed in the Upanisads and later 

codified in the Dharm a Sastras, has its origin in the vedic srauta rituals as 
presented in the Brahmanas and Srauta Sutras. H ere the ritual patron 

(yajamana) undergoes initiation (diksa), becom ing ‘one who is initiated’ 
(1diksita), and perform s ascetic practices in preparation for the ritual itself. 

The ritual sym bolically acts out the regeneration or renewal o f the patron 
and also sym bolizes the regeneration of the cosmos. The patron is at the 

centre o f the ritual which he has instigated, thereby emphasizing that ‘man 

depends only on his ow n (ritual) w o rk ’ .35 The idea of the ritual as a private 

process develops, on Heesterm an’s account, into the upanisadic ideal that 

the true ritual is its internalization or transcendence, and renunciation 

develops as a consequence of this internalization.

R E N O U N C E R  A N D  B R A H M A N

Furtherm ore, there is a strong parallelism between the ideal code of the 

Brahm an householder and the renouncer; their difference is one of degree
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rather than kind. Like the renouncer, the lir;ihman should restrain his 

senses, be truthful, practise non-violence to all beings, and act with 

detachment and equanim ity36 -  the difference between the two figures 
being that the Brahman is fulfilling his householders obligations, whereas 
the renouncer is in the last stage of life (asram a), exempt from  ritual oblig­
ations. Whereas the renouncer has turned his back on society, the 

Brahm an has not, or rather has only turned his back on the social w orld 

during the srauta ritual, but returns to it after the rite’s conclusion.

Com plem enting Heesterm an’s argument, Madeleine Biardeau and 
Charles M alam oud have also argued for the continuity o f vedic tradition. 

F o r Biardeau the various traditions within the H indu universe are united 

at a deeper level: the diverse, though interrelated, parts are integrated into 

a complete Hindu culture. This integration is not an institutionalized 
unity, which is nowhere found in Hinduism , but rather a structural unity -  

all the fragmented movements within Hinduism , including renunciation, 
stemming from  the vedic revelation.37 This structural unity can be per­

ceived in the two most important elements within H indu culture, sacrifice 
and renunciation, which are two sides o f the same coin, the difference 

being that the householder is concerned with external sacrifice, whereas 

the renouncer has internalized the sacrifice. The continuity is further 
stressed in that both the ritual patron and the renouncer undergo purifica­
tory rites and so are structurally related to each other.

N O N - V E D I C  O R I G I N S  OF R E N U N C I A T I O N  

Undoubtedly, as Biardeau and Heesterman have shown, there are ele­

ments in the renouncer tradition which are also present in the house­

holder’s ritual tradition, and the full documentation o f the renouncer 

traditions is later than texts describing the srauta rituals. Yet it might be the 

case that the renouncer traditions develop outside the vedic ritualist cir­

cles, and gradually become incorporated and assimilated by the vedic 
tradition.

Patrick O livelle has argued in a number of publications that renuncia­
tion represents a new ideology which emerges within the context o f vedic 

ritualism and uses the term inology o f that tradition, but whose ethos and 
aims are quite distinct. M ore than mere difference, there is a conflict 

between the two traditions. The ‘conflict o f tradition’ is not therefore, as 
Heesterman argues, between the Brahman ritualist and the king, but 

rather between the Brahman ritualist and the renouncer. The fault line
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runs in a different direction, separating the world of the Brahman house­
holder from the world o f the renouncer.

This distinction between householder and renouncer has been a focus 

of Louis D um onts w ork, on whose ideas O livelle builds. Dum ont argues 
that Hinduism  can be seen in terms o f a dialogue between the ‘w orld- 
renouncer’ and the ‘m an-in-the-w orld’ , namely the Brahman, male, 
householder. Unlike the renouncer, the m an-in-the-world is defined by 

his social existence, and functions within the restrictions and boundaries 

of his social context, namely the caste system. The caste system, based on 
the distinction between purity and impurity, determines the Brahman 

householder’s status. Because o f the social restrictions o f caste, the man- 

in-the-world is not an individual, but exists purely in a netw ork o f social 

relationships, unlike the renouncer w ho has stepped outside this net­
w ork.38 According to this view, the renouncer is outside society and so has 

established an individuality. The renouncer is an individual devoted to his 
own salvation, from  whom  the seminal ideas and influences on the house­

holder religion are derived. The renouncer, as an individual outside soci­
ety, is the true agent of development in Indian religion and the creator o f 

values which enter the brahmanical householder tradition from  outside.

While m any criticisms can be levelled against D um ont’s thesis, particu­
larly that it takes away agency from  Indian social actors,39 the idea that 
renunciation introduces a ‘new ’ element into Indian religions and presents 

a challenge to vedic orthodox ritual tradition needs to be taken seriously. 
Olivelle has developed the distinction between the renouncer ideal and the 

householder ideal, arguing that the ‘profound conflict’ between the two 

cannot be explained if Heesterman is correct in thinking that renunciation 

is a development of vedic thought. Statements in the later Dharm a litera­

ture which praise the Brahman as the ideal renouncer, rather than reflect­
ing the close proxim ity of renouncer and Brahman, show that renouncer 

values are incorporated into vedic ideology, and statements lauding the 

Brahman as the ideal renouncer are often ‘mere rhetoric’ .40

To summarize this discussion so far: there are essentially two positions 
with regard to the origins o f renunciation in India: on the one hand it may 

have developed from  vedic ritualism (the view  of Heesterman and 

Biardeau), on the other it m ay have developed from  outside the vedic 
w orld , though not necessarily outside the brahmanical w orld (the view  of 
Olivelle drawing on the w ork  o f Dum ont). The form er position highlights 

the continuities between the vedic tradition and renouncer traditions,
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between the individualism of the ritualist and renounccr, and between the 
purificatory practices o f the ritualist and renounccr. The latter position 

highlights the discontinuities, arguing that the world-negating values of 

renunciation are quite distinct from  the world-affirm ing values of the ritu­
alist householder. It seems clear that the origins o f renunciation cannot be 
understood sim ply in terms of either a vedic or a non-vedic tradition. 

Rather, there is a com plex process of assimilation from  outside the vedic 
sphere as well as a transform ation of elements within the vedic tradition.

O rthodox renunciation
The early renouncers wandered alone, in small itinerant groups, or, with 
the advent o f Buddhism , joined a monastic community. While there have 

been wom en renouncers, most have been men. Renouncers are homeless 
except for four months of the year during the rainy season, they obtain 

food by begging and dress in an ochre robe or go naked. It is significant 
that early Brahmanism does not contain institutions o f renunciation akin 

to those o f Buddhism  or Jainism . There are certainly lineages of teachers 

going back m any generations, but these are not monastic institutions. N o  

monastic institution develops in Hinduism  until the medieval period, 

though, nevertheless, in the Upanisads we do find the idea o f giving up 

w orld ly  life and retiring to the forest to perform  religious observances. 

F or example, in the Brhadâranyaka Upanisad the sage Yâjnavalkya 

decides to leave his tw o wives, his status as a householder, and retire to the 
forest.41

W hile there is no monasticism in early brahmanical tradition, the four­
fold system of the âsramas or stages of life develops, in which renunciation 

(samnydsa) is the final, liberating institution. O rthoprax renunciation is 

open only to the twice-born, and is meant only for those who have fu l­

filled their w orldly, social obligations as householders or for those celibate 

students who have never become householders. O rthoprax renunciation 

is only for those w ho have fulfilled vedic obligations and w ho correctly 

perform  rules laid dow n in the Dharma Sâstras. This contrasts with the 
heteroprax renouncer traditions o f Buddhism  and Jainism , which accept 

people from  a wider social spectrum and of all ages, though there are some 

restrictions on people entering the early Buddhist monastic order, includ­
ing a ban on soldiers and slaves.42

The central emphasis o f brahmanical religion is on the householder and 

the perform ance o f the appropriate ritual, though by the time o f the
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Dharma Sastras (c. 500 BCE-500 c e ) renunciation (samnyasa) is incorpo­
rated into the brahmanical system as the last stage of life (as'rama). The 

actual term samnyasa is purely brahmanical, not occurring before the sec­
ond century b c e , and does not occur in the literatures of Buddhism  and 

Jainism. Later texts develop the idea o f renunciation, particularly the 
Samnyasa Upanisads, composed during the first few  centuries of the com ­
mon era. These texts describe the act o f renunciation, the behaviour 

expected o f the renouncer, and types o f renouncers. Like his heterodox 

counterpart, the orthodox renouncer seeks liberation from  the cycle of 
birth and death by fostering detachment from  w orld ly concerns and 

desires through asceticism and yoga practices.
The rite o f renunciation is a ritual to end ritual and the shift, at least 

symbolically, from  a ritual to a non-ritual state; from  action to non-action. 

The rite o f renunciation will be the last time the renouncer kindles his 

sacred fire. Renunciation means the abandoning o f the religion o f vedic 

ritual and the abandoning of fire, a sym bol of the Brahm ans status. In giv­
ing up fire, the renouncer has given up brahmanical rites, he has given up 

cooking and must henceforward beg for food, and he has given up life in 

the home for the homeless life o f wandering. The Law  Books, such as the 

Visnu Sm rti, state that a renouncer must not stay for more than one night 
in a village,43 though he can remain in the same place during the rainy sea­

son. Sym bolically breathing in the flames during his last rite, the 

renouncer internalizes the fire o f the vedic solemn ritual and so abandons 

its external use.44 Taking the fire into himself, the renouncer also gives up 
his old clothes, becomes naked and so resembles his condition at birth. H e 

offers his sacred thread, a sym bol o f his high-caste status w orn over the 

shoulder, into the fire and takes on a waistband, loincloth and ochre robe, 
while bearing a staff, water pot and begging bowl. Some renouncers, the 

Nagas, remain naked.
There are a number o f variations on the ritual o f renunciation. 

Sometimes a renouncer w ill sym bolically perform  his own funeral before 

the fire, which consumes his old, social self. Sometimes the rite w ill 
involve the burning o f the ritual implements, but, whatever the variations, 

the important point is that this is the last time the renouncer w ill kindle fire 

and thenceforth he w ill not be allowed to attend further rituals.45 There 

are exceptions to this and some renouncers do maintain fires, practising 

austerity through the ‘ five fire sacrifice5, which involves meditating sur­

rounded b y five fires in the heat of the day. Nevertheless, these exceptions
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aside, generally the renouncer has abandoned lire and will not even be cre­
mated at death, but rather his body placed in a sacred river or buried 
upright in a special tomb or samadb.

Later renuncíate orders
W hen they are not wandering, many renouncers, also known as ‘good 

m en’ (sadhus) and ‘good w om en’ (sadhvis), have chosen to live a life alone 

on the edges o f society, by the banks of sacred rivers, or in w ild places such 

as mountainous regions or cremation grounds. Wearing ochre robes, or 
naked, covered with sacred ash, with shaven heads or long, matted hair, 

these renouncers develop their own spiritual practice (sadhana) for the 

purpose o f liberation while living (jivanm ukti). Others have joined com ­

munities o f renouncers and live in ‘hermitages’ (asramas) or ‘monasteries’ 
(mathas). Such communities are associated with larger H indu traditions, 
particularly the Saiva and Vaisnava traditions, focused on the great Hindu 

deities Siva and Visnu respectively. Some renuncíate orders are centrally 
placed within the vedic tradition, while others, such as cremation ground 

ascetics associated with the worship of Siva and the Goddess, are on the 
edges o f vedic orthodoxy and orthopraxy (see p. 16 1) .

W hile monasticism developed in Buddhism  from  its inception, similar 
institutions only appear later in Hinduism. A ccording to tradition, the 

great Vedanta theologian Sankara (c. 788-820 c e ) founded monastic 
centres in the four corners o f India, namely at Sringeri in Kerala, D w arka 

in the far west, Badrinath in the Him alayas and Puri on the east coast. 
Another important centre at Kanchi in Tamilnadu m ay have been founded 

by Sankara or his disciple Suresvara. A long with these monastic centres, 

Sankara founded the renunciate order o f the ‘ ten named ones’, the 
Dasanámis, namely giri (‘mountain’), puri (‘city ’ ), bhdrati (‘ learning’), 
vana (‘ forest’), aranya (‘forest’), parvata (‘m ountain’), ságara (‘ocean’), 

tirtha (‘ ford ’), asrama (‘hermitage’) and sarasvatl (‘ eloquence’). These 
orders are associated with the different monastic centres: the Bháratis, 

Puris, and Sarasvatls at Sringeri; the Tirthas and Asram as at D w arka; the 
G iri, Ságara and Parvata at Badrinath; and the Aranyas and Vanas at Puri. 

The hierarch of the monastery at Puri is regarded as the head o f the entire 

Dasanámi order and is referred to as the jagadguru , the teacher o f the uni­

verse. A t initiation, the renouncer into these orders is given a new name, 
often ending in Ananda, and the name of the order he or she is joining.

The orders founded by Sankara were partly instrumental in eradicating

92



Yoga and renunciation

Jainism  and Buddhism from south India and also in giving coherence and a 
sense o f pan-Indian identity to orthodox, vedic traditions. Indeed, 

renouncers have provided an important sense o f coherence within 
Hinduism, as they wander around the villages teaching and conveying 
religious ideas to ordinary people. A lso o f importance in giving a sense of 

cohesion to vedic tradition is the ren ou n ced  pilgrimage of circumambu­
lating India by visiting the ‘ four corners’ o f Badrinath in the north, Puri in 

the east, Rameshwaram in the south, and D w arka in the west.

The Dasanamis are among the most orthodox and learned o f Hindu 

renouncers. C lad in ochre robes they can be contrasted with the naked 

renouncers, the Nagas, w ho, since the seventh century c e  have been w ar- 

rior-A scetics, protectors of the Dasanami tradition. These armed ascetics, 

like the Dasanamis, philosophically adhere to a monistic metaphysics (see 
pp. 2 4 1-2 )  and their tutelary diety is Siva, the lord o f ascetics and yogins. 

These w arrior-ascetic orders develop from  the ninth to eighteenth cen­

turies as a response to M uslim  invasions and organize themselves into six 
‘ regiments’ or akhdras (called Ananda, N iranjani, Juna, Avahan, Atal and 
N irvani).46 D uring the seventeenth century Vaisnava w arrior sects arise, 

the bairagls, w ho, unlike the Nagas, do not go naked. There are also tradi­

tions o f fighting ascetics who have developed elaborate fighting systems, 

particularly in Kerala.
H aving abandoned the world, the renouncer can practise asceticism or 

the development of ‘ inner heat’ (<tapas) in order to attain liberation. 

Asceticism  might take the form  of a severe penance, such as vow ing not to 
lie dow n or sit for twelve years but only rest leaning on a frame, or to hold 
aloft an arm until the muscles become atrophied. However, an ascetic is 

particularly encouraged to practise yoga in order to achieve a state o f non­

action: to still the body, still the breath, and, finally, to still the mind.

Y oga
Alongside concepts o f w orld renunciation, transmigration, karma, and 

liberation are ideas about the w ays or paths to liberation -  the methods or 
technologies which can lead out o f the w orld o f suffering. There are a 

number of responses to the question o f how  liberation can be attained in 

H indu traditions. O n the one hand, theistic traditions maintain that liber­

ation occurs through the grace o f a benign deity to whom  one is devoted, 

on the other, non-theistic traditions maintain that liberation occurs 
through the sustained effort o f detaching the self from  the sensory w orld
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through asceticism and meditation, which leads to a state of gnosis 
(jnana). Both responses can be combined when devotion is seen as a form 

o f knowledge and grace as a complement to effort.

The term yoga , derived from  the Sanskrit root yuj, ‘ to control’, ‘ to 

y o k e ’ or ‘to unite’ , refers to these technologies or disciplines of asceticism 
and meditation which are thought to lead to spiritual experience and p ro­

found understanding or insight into the nature o f existence. Yoga is the 
means w hereby the mind and senses can be restrained, the limited, em piri­

cal self or ego (ahamkara) can be transcended and the self’s true identity 
eventually experienced. It is this aspect o f H induism  which is not neces­
sarily confined to any particular Hindu w orldview  and has, indeed, been 

exported beyond the boundaries of Hinduism  to the contem porary West. 

W hile the development o f yoga, and the idea o f spiritual salvation (moksa) 
to which it leads, must be understood historically in the context o f tradi­
tions o f renunciation, which, as we have seen, form  an ideological and 

social com plex developing in the new urban centres o f ancient India, yoga 
becomes detached from  the institution o f renunciation and becomes 

adapted to the householder’s life.

The concept o f yoga as a spiritual discipline not confined to any partic­
ular sectarian affiliation or social form, contains the follow ing important 
features:

-  consciousness can be transformed through focusing attention on a 
single point;

-  the transformation of consciousness eradicates limiting, mental 
constraints or impurities such as greed and hate;

-  yoga is a discipline, or range of disciplines, constructed to facilitate 
the transformation of consciousness.

Yoga in Hindu traditions
The history of yoga is long and ancient. The earliest vedic texts, the 
Brahmanas, bear witness to the existence of ascetic practices (tapas) and 

the vedic Samhitas contain some references, as we have seen, to ascetics, 

namely the M unis or Kesins and the Vratyas. In the sramana traditions and 

in the Upanisads technologies for controlling the self and experiencing 

higher states o f consciousness in meditation are developed, and the litera­
ture o f yoga traditions on this subject is extensive. In the Upanisads one of 

the earliest references to meditation is in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad,
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the earliest Upanisad, which states that, having become calm and concen­
trated, one perceives the self (atman) within oneself.47 The actual term 
yoga first occurs in the Katha Upanisad where it is defined as the steady 

control o f the senses, which, along with the cessation of mental activity, 

leads to the supreme state.48
Yoga’s appearance in the Katha Upanisad is in the context o f the story 

of Naciketas and Death. Naciketas, w ho is banished to the realm of death 

when he irritates his father, is kept waiting while the god of death, Yama, is 

out. U pon his return Yama grants Naciketas three boons in recompense 

for so rudely keeping him waiting. N aciketas’ first request is to be 
returned to his father, for the second he asks about the sacrificial fire which 

leads to heaven, and for the third he asks how  to conquer re-death {pun- 
armrtyu). Yam a tries to dissuade him from  asking this third question with 

the promise of long life and riches, but in the face of death, Naciketas 
replies, ‘all life is short’ . N o  matter how  long life lasts, death takes it in the 

end. Yam a eventually responds to the question, saying that the wise man 
realizes G od  through the practice of self-contem plation. The text goes on 
to liken a person to a chariot: the self (atman) is the controller o f the char­

iot, the body the chariot itself, and the senses are the horses. A s a chario­

teer controls the horses of the chariot, so the self should control the senses 

through keeping them restrained.49
The Svetasvatara Upanisad sim ilarly says that a yogin should hold the 

body erect, repress the breathing and restrain the mind as he w ould ‘a 

chariot yoked with vicious horses’ . This yoking of the mind leads to inner 
visions and, more importantly, ‘a body made in the fire of yoga ’ which 
ensures that the wise man is healthy, freed from  sorrow, his purpose com ­

pleted.50 The last o f the classical Upanisads to deal with yoga to any extent 
is the Maitrayaniya or M aitri Upanisad, belonging to the branch o f the 

black Yajur Veda. This text describes a retired king, Brhadratha, w ho prac­

tises austerity (tapas) by staring at the sun with his arms raised high for

1,000 days. H e is then visited by an enlightened ascetic, who tells the old 

king about the difference between the phenomenal self subject to karma, 
and the pure self unaffected by action. The seer, Sakayanya, then teaches 

the king a six-faceted yoga involving breath-control (prandyama), w ith­

drawal o f the senses (pratyahara), meditation (dhyana), concentration 

(dharana), inquiry (tarka) and absorption (samadhi), a classification 

which predates the similar system of Patanjali’s classical yoga (see 

below ).51
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There are several centuries between the com position of the Katha and 
the Svetasvatara Upanisads and we must assume that the yoga tradition 

developed during this time within the orbit o f 1 lindu thought. Parts o f 

the famous epic poem the M ahabharata  (c'400 BCK-300 c e ) contain pas­
sages describing the practice o f yoga as does the B h a gavad  G ita , includ­

ing a complete chapter (ch. 6) devoted to traditional yoga practice. The 

G ita also introduces the famous three kinds o f yoga, ‘knowledge’ 

(jnana ), ‘action’ (karma), and ‘love’ (bhakti). Upanisads continue to be 

com posed into the com m on era and tend to become sectarian in orienta­

tion. One group o f about twenty texts, the Yoga Upanisads, probably 
dating from  around i o o b c e  to 300 c e , contain interesting details about 

the practice o f yoga, such as postures, breath control, inner visions, the 
yoga o f inner sound (nada, sabda), and descriptions of esoteric or subtle 
anatomy.

The most famous o f the Yoga Upanisads, the Yogatattva, mentions 
four kinds o f yoga: m antra-yoga , which involves the repetition o f 

mantras; laya-yoga , the sym bolic dissolution o f the cosmos within the 
body and the raising o f a corporeal energy know n as Kundalini; hatha- 

yoga, the yoga of ‘ force’ focusing on various postures, breath control, 
visions o f light, and inner sound; and rdja-yoga  (‘ro yal’ , or sim ply ‘the 

best’ , yoga), which is the classical system o f Patanjali. The text also men­

tions the magical powers (siddhi) gained by the yogin. H atha-yoga  itself 

develops an extensive literature, particularly Svatmarama’s H athayoga- 
pradip ika  (fifteenth century c e ) , which has links with Indian alchemy, 
Tantrism and the Siddha tradition.

R A J  A - Y O G A

The text which is most significant in the yoga tradition is Patanjali’s Yoga 

Sutra. This text, composed sometime between i o o b c e  and 500 c e , con­
tains pithy aphorisms on classical yoga, called the ‘eight-lim bed’ (astdnga) 

or ‘the best’ (raja) yoga. The Yoga Sutra represents a codification o f yoga 
ideas and practices which had been developing for m any centuries. 
Patanjali gives a succinct definition of yoga in the second sutra: ‘yoga is the 

cessation of mental fluctuations’ .52 That is, yoga is a state o f concentration 

in which the wandering mind, fed by sense impressions and memories, is 

controlled and made to be one-pointed (ekagratd). This mental control 

occurs through developing eight aspects or limbs o f the yogic path. These 
are:
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1 ethics or restraint (yama), comprising non violence (ahimsa), telling 
the truth, not stealing, celibacy and not being greedy;

2 discipline (niyama), comprising cleanliness, serenity, asceticism, study, 
devotion to the Lord;

3 posture (asana);

4 breath-control (prandydma)\

5 sense-withdrawal (pratyahara);

6 concentration (dharana);

7 meditation (dhydna);
8 absorbed concentration (samadhi), comprising: (i) concentration with 

the support of objects of consciousness (samprajnata samadhi) 
sustained on four levels -  initial thought (vitarka), sustained thought
(vicara), joy (ananda), and the sense of T  (asmita); (ii) concentration 
without the support of objects of consciousness (asamprajnata 
samadhi).

H aving developed ethical behaviour and discipline the yogin stills the 

body and the breath and withdraws attention from  the external world , as a 
tortoise pulls its limbs and head into its shell, in order to control the mind 

through various degrees of concentration or meditation. There is a clear 
connection here between consciousness, breath and body; the body is 

stilled through posture, the breath through pranayama and the mind 

through concentration. In the state o f concentrated absorption or 

samadhi the yogin is no longer conscious o f the body or physical environ­
ment, but his consciousness is absorbed in a higher state, free from  greed, 

anger and delusion. The states o f samadhi are classified by Patanjali into 

various degrees of subtlety and refinement until the transcendent state of 

‘ isolation’ is finally achieved. These degrees o f absorption represent levels 

o f consciousness purified o f limiting constraints.
W hile the experience o f samadhi leading up to liberation (kaivalya) is 

ineffable, kaivalya is nevertheless conceptualized within a fram ew ork o f 

dualist metaphysics, namely the metaphysics o f the Sam khya school o f 
philosophy. In this school there is a complete distinction between the self 

or the passive, conscious observer {purusa) and matter (prakrti). In his 

exposition, Patanjali assumes this system as the philosophical backdrop to 

his thinking. Kaivalya , in Patanjali’s system, is liberation from  the wheel 
o f transmigration. H owever, unlike the monistic Upanisads, liberation is 

here not the realization of the self’s identity with the absolute, but rather
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the realization o f the self’s solitude and complete transcendence. This is a 
condition o f pure awareness in which the self has become com pletely 
detached from  its entanglement with matter. It is a state beyond w orldly 

or sensory experience, in which consciousness is absorbed in itself w ith­
out an object, or is reflexive, having itself as its own object.

H A T H  A - Y O G A

W hile Patanjali’s yoga is prim arily concerned with developing mental 
concentration in order to experience samàdhi, hatha-yoga, or the ‘yoga o f 

force’ , develops a system of elaborate and difficult postures (dsana) 
accompanied by breathing techniques (prdndydma). A lthough aspects o f 

these practices are much older, hatha-yoga as a complete system was 
developed from  about the ninth century c  E by the N àth  or Kânphata sect, 

w hich traces its origins to a saint, Matsyendranâth, revered also in 
Buddhism , and his disciple Gorakhnâth (between the ninth and thirteenth 

centuries c e ) . The purpose o f hatha-yoga is the realization of liberation 
during life, in which the self awakens to its innate identity with the 
absolute (.sahaja), a realization made possible through cultivating a body 

made perfect or divine in the ‘ fire’ o f yoga.

One o f the main texts o f the tradition is the Hathayoga-pradipikd by 
Svâtmaràma (fifteenth century) which describes the various com plex pos­
tures (dsana), breath control, and ‘ locks’ (bandha), which are the muscular 

constrictions of breath and energy which flow  through the body.53 Other 

texts o f note are the Gheranda Samhita, the Siva Samhita and, probably 
the oldest N ath text, the Siddhasiddhânta Paddhati. W hile these texts are 
concerned with the more subtle levels o f meditation, the emphasis is 

undoubtedly upon disciplines o f the body: cleansing the stomach by sw al­
low ing a cloth, drawing water into the rectum, cleaning the nose with 
threads and taking water through the nose and expelling it through the 

mouth. Such practices are highly regarded as purifications which make the 

body fit for the more difficult practices o f postures and breath control.

E S O T E R I C  A N A T O M Y  

These texts also describe the existence o f a subtle body with centres or 

‘wheels’ (cakra) located along its central axis, connected by channels 
(nddi) along which flow s the energy (prâna), or the life-force, which ani­

mates the body. O f these channels, three are o f particular importance: the 
central channel (susumnâ nddi) which connects the base o f the trunk to the

98



Yoga and renunciation

crow n of the head, form ing a vertical axis through the body, and two chan­
nels to its right and left, flow ing from  the nostrils and joining the central 

channel at its base. Through hatha-yoga the energy lying dormant at the 

base of the central channel in the ‘ root centre’ (m uladhara) is awakened. 
This energy is envisaged as the goddess Kundalinl, the ‘ serpent pow er’ , 

which flow s up the central channel to the ‘ thousand petalled lotus’ 
(sahasrarapadm a) at the crow n o f the head, where the bliss o f liberation is 

experienced.54
While in earlier texts there are various systems o f cakras and nadls, one 

system of six or seven cakras along the b o d y ’s axis becomes the dominant, 

pan-H indu model, adopted by most yoga schools. This system originates 
in the cult o f the tantric goddess K ubjika in about the eleventh century c  e , 
but rapidly becomes a popular and standardized model o f esoteric 

anatomy. These centres are said to be located in the regions o f the per­

ineum, the genitals, the solar plexus, the heart, the throat, between the eyes 

and at the crow n of the head (see fig. 3). The pow er of Kundalini, aw ak­
ened b y hatha-yoga  rises up the central channel, piercing these centres 

until the bliss o f union with the god Siva residing at the crown o f the head
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is achieved. Each centre or lotus is described as being associated with a 
particular sound and having a specific number of petals, upon which are 

inscribed the letters o f the Sanskrit alphabet. It is not clear that such sys­

tems o f esoteric anatom y were meant to be understood in a literal or onto­
logical sense; they were rather systems o f visualization in meditation for 
the purpose o f achieving samadhi.

One important ‘centre’ for the N ath yogis, not incorporated into the 

six-centre scheme, is the ‘palate centre’ (talu-cakra) or uvula, known as the 

‘royal tooth’ , from  which is said to drip the nectar o f im m ortality (amrta). 
This part o f the body as an important locus for spiritual realization is 
attested from  as early as the Taittiriya Upanisad which describes this point 

as the ‘birthplace o f Indra’ where the head is ‘ split’ a hair’s w idth.55 One of 
the N ath  practices, know n as the kloecari mudra, is to stop the nectar of 
im m ortality dripping away through this ‘ tooth ’ by turning the tongue 

back inside the palate and entering the cavity leading into the skull. The 
Hathayogapradipika details how  this is to be achieved by cutting the 

membrane which connects the tongue with the low er part o f the mouth 
and gradually stretching the tongue.56 The dripping o f the nectar of 

im m ortality from  the crow n of the head through the talu-cakra is not only 
regarded as a metaphor for the attention flow ing out into the w orld, but at 
one level is taken literally, and the khecarimudra is meant to stop this flow. 

A  yogin  who has perform ed this technique is said to be not afflicted by 

disease, not tainted by karma and unaffected by time. H e does not need to 

sleep and can control desire, even if ‘ embraced by a passionate wom an’ .57

T H E  Y O G A  OF I N N E R  S O U N D  

The practice o f Kundalini yoga, the raising o f energy in the body, and the 

doctrine of an esoteric anatomy, is accompanied in hatha-yoga by a fu r­

ther practice, the yoga o f inner or ‘unstruck’ sound (anahata nada or 
sabda). The absolute manifests in the form  of sound in hatha and other 

yoga doctrines. This subtle sound resounds in the central channel and can 

be heard by the yogin  by blocking the ears, nose and eyes and controlling 
the breath. Through concentrating on this inner sound, which, according 

to the Hathayogapradipika initially resembles a tinkling sound, then a 

rumbling sound like a kettledrum, a flute, and then a lute, the yogin 

becomes absorbed in the supreme reality which is, ultimately, his true self. 
Through the yoga o f inner sound the mind is controlled and becomes 

absorbed, like a serpent which, on hearing the sound o f a flute, ‘becomes
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oblivious of all else, and, absorbed in the one iliing, does not move away 

elsewhere*.58
This doctrine of inner sound is well attested in the Yoga Upanisads, 

m ostly composed between the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, though 

it has precursors in the earlier vedic idea o f the syllable om, the sound of 

the universe identified with brahm an. Indeed mantras might be regarded 
as expressions of the inner sound and m antra-yoga , the repetition (japa) o f 

mantras, as a means o f accessing the inner sound which is their source. The 
yoga of inner sound is important for m any contem porary Hindu yoga 
schools, particularly those within the Radhasoam i tradition whose central 

teaching is that o f inner sound manifested in the form  of the guru.59
A s in many yoga traditions there is a correlation between psychological 

experience and cosmology. The inner experiences o f yoga, the apprecia­
tion o f sound and light, are regarded not only as states o f individual p sy­

chology, but also as subtle levels o f a hierarchical cosmos. Like an onion, 
the yogic cosmos is divided into a number o f layers -  the lower, grosser 

levels corresponding to the usual, fluctuating states o f human conscious­
ness, the higher levels corresponding to more refined, purer states identi­

fied with various levels o f samadhi. The practice of Kundalinl yoga and the 

yoga o f inner sound are not only regarded as psychological experiences, 

but as a journey through the layers o f the cosmos back to its source.

M A G I C A L  P O W E R S  

W hile the ultimate aim of yoga practice is liberation in life, along the w ay 
yoga traditions claim that magical powers are attained, almost incident­

ally. W hile generally the cultivation o f these powers for w orld ly ends is 

frowned upon, they nevertheless hold an important position as indicators 
o f progress along the path. The third section o f Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra is 

devoted to magical powers or wonders. Patanjali says that upon attaining 

concentration, or the mental penetration o f the objects of consciousness, 

various powers begin to arise. These pow ers include knowledge o f past 
and future, knowledge o f past lives, telepathy, the ability to disappear, 
foreknowledge o f one’s own death, great strength, supernormal senses, 
levitation, and omniscience, including knowledge of the cosmic regions.60 

W hile such powers m ay be advantageous from  the perspective o f waking 

consciousness, they are a hindrance to higher consciousness, for they 

create attachment.
The com m entary on the Yoga Sutra by  Vyasa lists eight magical powers
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or accomplishments (siddhi): the ability to become as small as an atom, 
levitation, the ability to expand, all-pervasiveness, the power o f irresistible 
w ill, control over the natural elements, the pow er to create and the fulfil­

ment o f desires.61 This is a standard list o f magical powers found in other 
texts, though there are variants. These powers are included in the Buddhist 
system  as the first o f the five higher knowledges (abhijna) attained by 
meditation, which shows that the association of meditation or yoga with 

supernorm al powers has been within Indian meditation traditions from  
an early date. We are dealing here with oral traditions o f teachings in which 

the list o f powers, as well as o f other states, has been standardized and the 

original meaning o f some o f this term inology has become obscure.

Summary
This chapter has surveyed a com plex set o f concepts, practices and social 
form s which are at the heart o f Hinduism  and which have developed over 

thousands of years. Renunciation, while being incorporated within main­
stream vedic tradition, m ay have originated outside that tradition in the 
sramana movements o f which Buddhism and Jainism  are a part. Yet what­

ever its origin, whether from  within the vedic tradition or from  outside it, 
renunciation is a vital institution within Hinduism  and central to Hindu 
soteriology. A long with renunciation go ideas o f karma -  that a person 

reaps the consequences o f their action -  reincarnation, and liberation or 

salvation from  the cycle o f rebirth. Yoga is the method o f attaining libera­

tion, for both renouncers and laity, and we have in this chapter surveyed 

the origins o f yoga and some of the central developments in its vast 

history. Yoga has been adapted to different doctrinal systems and has been 

used in the service o f different traditions within Hinduism , most notably 
o f the traditions o f Siva and Visnu. To the latter tradition we now  turn.
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The first millennium b c e  saw the development o f the brahmanical tradi­

tions of ritual, adherence to varnasrama-dharma and the ideology of 
renunciation. These developments occurred within the context o f the 

growth of kingdom s, such as Magadha in the fourth century b c e , and an 

ideology o f sacral kingship. From  about 500 b  c  e  through the first millen­

nium c e  , there was a growth of sectarian worship o f particular deities, and 

vedic sacrifice, though never dying out, gave w ay  to devotional worship 

(puja). P e rfo rm in g /?^  is a w ay of expressing love or devotion (bhakti) to 

a deity in some form , and became the central religious practice o f 

Hinduism . Bhakti to a personal G od  (Bhagavan) or Goddess 

(.Bhagavati), became a central, all-pervasive movement. This growth o f 

H indu theism and devotionalism is reflected in the Sanskrit narrative tra­

ditions of the Epics (itihasa), in m ythological and ritual treatises know n as 

the Puranas, and in devotional poetry in vernacular languages, particu­

larly Tamil. This chapter w ill trace some of these developments, focusing 

on the rise o f the gods Visnu and Krsna and the traditions associated with 

them, which came to be characterized as ‘Vaisnava’ .

Hindu narrative traditions
There is no historiography in south Asia, with a few  exceptions, o f the 

kind which developed in the Greek, Arabic and European traditions. This 

lack o f historiography has made the dating o f Sanskrit texts difficult and 

has reinforced a tendency to construct India as ahistorical, mythical and 

irrational, in contrast to the West -  seen as historical, scientific and
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rational. The construction o f India as the West’s irrational ‘other* has 
tended to hide the stroivgly ‘ rationalist’ element in I I indu culture (the sci­
ence o f ritual, grammar, architecture, mathematics, logic and philosophy) 

and to underplay the mythical dimension in western thought. 
Nevertheless, Hinduism  did produce elaborate mythical narratives in 
which there is no clear distinction between ‘h istory ’ , ‘hagiography’ and 

‘m ythology ’ . Indeed, the Sanskrit term itihdsa embraces the western cate­

gories o f ‘h istory ’ and ‘m yth ’ . We have texts written in Sanskrit, and ver­

nacular languages, which are clearly presenting what were regarded as 

important ideas, stories and presentations o f normative and non-norma- 

tive behaviour, and the historicity of particular events is either assumed, or 

is sim ply not an issue. Rather, what seems to be important with these 

m ythological narratives is the story being told, the sense of truth that it 
conveys, and the sense o f communal or traditional values and identity 
being communicated.

The two most important groups o f H indu narrative traditions em bod­
ied in oral and written texts are the two Epics, the Mahabhdrata and 

Rdmdyana, and the Purânas. The Itihdsa Pur ana is even know n as the 
‘ fifth Veda’ , although it is classified as smrti, texts o f human authorship, 

and not sruti, revelation, and all castes have access to it, not only the twice- 
born. In these texts we see reflected the concerns o f political life at the 

court, the concerns o f Brahmans, the concerns of ordinary people, and 
descriptions o f ritual, pilgrimage and m ythology. These texts also docu­

ment the rise of the great theistic traditions o f Hinduism  focused on the 
gods, particularly Visnu, Siva and D evi, the Goddess. H indu traditions 

have been communicated through the generations in these narrative gen­

res, which still play a vital role in contem porary H indu life, though som e­
times now  mediated through the television and cinema screen. The Itihdsa 
Purdna has had, and continues to have, immense impact upon Hinduism  
at all levels.

A lthough the Epics contain a wealth o f material which cannot be neatly 
categorized as belonging to any particular tradition, there is nevertheless a 

case for saying that the Epics are prim arily Vaisnava in orientation, as, 

indeed, are m any of the Purânas. Even the Mahdbhdrata which is som e­

times compared to an encyclopaedia of Hindu deities, stories, yoga, rituals 

and theologies, is orientated towards the traditions o f Visnu. Some review 
o f this vast literature is necessary in order to understand the unfolding o f 

H indu theistic traditions in general and the religions o f Visnu in particular.
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The Mahabharata
The Mahabharata is an epic of universal proportions with appeal across 

centuries and across cultures, as the popularity o f Peter B ro o k s nine-hour 
English stage production has attested. It is the longest epic poem in the 
world, com prising over 100,000 verses. A ccording to tradition, the author 

of the text was the sage Vyasa whose name means ‘an arranger’ , though 

scholarship has shown that it was in fact com piled over several centuries 

from  the first half o f the first millennium b c e ,  reaching its established 

form  by the first century c e , though still being formulated by the fourth 

century. There were probably two m ajor stages in its com position. The 

first, a version o f about 7,000 verses or s'lokas, attributed to Vyasa, the sec­

ond, an elaboration by Vaisampayana. B y  the medieval period the Epic 
existed in two major recensions, one northern and one southern, and was 

retold in a Tamil version. The critical edition of the Sanskrit version was 

produced by scholars at the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute at 

Poona, in India, w ho compared m any different m anuscripts.1 Their ver­

sion is the one formulated by the Brahm an fam ily o f Bhargava, descended 

from  the ancient sage Bhrgu, who rewrote the epic incorporating into it 

much material on dharma. Indeed, the central hero o f the Epic, 

Yudhisthira, is the son of Dharma personified as a deity. The text itself is 
divided into eighteen parts o f varying length, the longest com prising over

14,000 verses, the shortest having only 120 verses. The text is further sub­
divided into 98 sub-portions. There is also a supplement to the Epic, the 

Harivamsa, a text about the life o f Krsna.
Apart from  the northern and southern recensions, there are regional 

variations of the text and it is important to emphasize that the 

Mahabharata exists not only as a ‘critical edition’ or as the object o f schol­
arly study, but also as a vital and fluid part o f contem porary Hinduism , 

still in the process o f being recast in different modes. The Sanskrit narra­

tive traditions of the Mahabharata are also acted out and recited orally in 
vernacular languages throughout the villages o f India at popular festivals. 
The Mahabharata lives in these presentations and recitations, not to men­

tion in a television series which presented the story to rapt audiences 

throughout India in the 1980s.
The origins of the Mahabharata lay in non-brahmanical social groups 

of the ‘A ryan  hom eland’ (aryavarta), namely the Ksatriya aristocracy, and 

it gives us some understanding of the life o f those groups, though the story
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was quickly appropriated by orthodox, Sanski it u Brahmans and overlaid 
by the Bhargava fam ily with a brahmanical ideology which emphasized 

the perform ance o f social duty (dharm a). While the text is enjoyed sim ply 
as a story, it is also understood to have different levels o f meaning and to be 
a metaphor for the ethical battle on the human plane, and for the battle 
between the low er and higher self on a world-transcending plane.

The story is as follow s. A  king of the lunar dynasty, Vicitravirya, had 

tw o sons, Pandu and Dhrtarastra. Dhrtarastra, the elder prince, should 

have succeeded his father on the throne, but as he was born blind, a partic­
ularly inauspicious karma, he could not. Pandu reigns and has five sons, 

the Pandavas or ‘ sons o f Pandu’ . When Pandu dies, his blind brother 

Dhrtarastra takes over the throne and the Pandavas (namely Yudhisthira, 
Bhim a, A rjuna, N akula and Sahadeva) grow  up w ith their 100 cousins, the 
sons o f Dhrtarastra: the Kauravas. The eldest o f the Kauravas, 

D uryodhana, claims to be the rightful successor to the throne and has the 

Pandavas, and their com mon wife Draupadi, exiled. D uryodhana 

becomes king and his father abdicates. The Pandavas, however, challenge 

his right to the throne, so, to avoid conflict, the blind old ex-king 

divides the kingdom  in two, with D uryodhana ruling in the north 

from  Hastinapur, and Yudhisthira, the eldest Pandava, ruling in the 

south from  Indraprasta (modern Delhi). D uryodhana pays a visit to 

Indraprasta, but while he is there he falls into a lake which provokes laugh­

ter from  Yudhisthira. D uryodhana cannot abide this insult and 

challenges Yudhisthira to a game of dice at Hastinapur for the entire king­

dom. Yudhisthira w ho has a passion for gambling, loses everything to 

D uryodhana, including his w ife Draupadi. She is publicly humiliated by 
the Kauravas w ho try to tear o ff her clothing, but it m iraculously never 

unfolds due to the pow er o f K rsna’s grace. They p lay one further game of 
dice, the loser having to go into exile in the forest for twelve years and 

spend a further year incognito. Once again Yudhisthira loses and so begins 
the Pandavas’ thirteen-year exile with Draupadi.

In the forest m any adventures befall them, all recorded in the 
M ahabharata , and there are stories within stories told b y different charac­

ters. They spend the thirteenth year in disguise in the court o f a king and 
emerge from  exile in the fourteenth year to reclaim their kingdom. B y  '  

now, however, D uryodhana is no longer w illing to give up his kingdom  
and so the stage is set for war. The war lasts eighteen days. O n the field of 

Kuruksetra the tw o armies are lined up and the eve o f the battle sets the
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scene for the Bhagavad Gita , the famous dialogue between Krsna and 

Arjuna. The battle is fierce and all the Kauravas are killed. Although the 
Pándavas win, they are filled with sorrow at the loss o f so many allies and 
relatives, even though they were their enemies. Yudhisthira abdicates, 
leaving the kingdom under the sovereignty o f a younger relation, and with 
his brothers and Draupadi leaves for the realm of Indra’s heaven in the 

Him alayas. Draupadi and four of the brothers die along the way. O n ly  
Yudhisthira, accompanied by a devoted dog which had attached itself to 

him, continues the journey. Indra in his chariot meets Yudhisthira and 
invites him into heaven, but Yudhisthira w ill not go without the dog w ho 

has been devoted (bhakta). The dog, however, turns out to be the god 
Dharma himself, who then leads Yudhisthira into heaven where he is 

astonished to see D uryodhana, the cause o f so much suffering, enjoying 
heaven because he had fulfilled his dharma as a warrior. Yudhisthira, the 

exemplum of dharmic conduct, has yet to be reborn on earth because of 

his affection: a last attachment to be purged before liberation can be 

attained.
Within this basic narrative structure m any other stories are embedded 

which m ay originally have been independent tales, such as the love story 

of N ala and Dam yantI2 and the story o f the nym ph Sakuntalá.3 The 
famous Bhagavad Gita , ‘the Song of the L o rd ’ , dated to not before the sec­

ond century b c e , m ay well have been inserted into the Mahabhdrata, 
though some scholars think that it was com posed as part o f the text.4 This 

dialogue between Arjuna and Krsna, narrated by the sage Sanjaya to the 

blind king Dhrtarástra, became one o f the most important texts in 

Hinduism . A s the dialogue unfolds, Krsna responds to A rjuna’s doubts 

about the war and gradually reveals him self as a supreme Lord, the creator, 

maintainer and destroyer o f the universe.

The Rám áyaná
The second, slightly shorter, Epic is the Ramdyana, the story o f K ing 

Rama, attributed to Valm lki. This text was certainly in circulation by the 
first century c e ,  though on stylistic grounds its origin may be later than 

the Mahabhdrata. A s with the Mahabhdrata there are two major recen­
sions, the northern and the southern, the southern being the earlier.5 There 

are later Sanskrit versions o f the text and versions were composed in ver­
nacular languages, o f particular note being Kam pan’s Tamil rendering 
(ninth-twelfth centuries) and the famous H indi Rdmacaritmanas (‘The
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Lake of Ram a’a Deeds*) by Tulsidas (c. 1543 1^23). Apart from these 

texts, there are innumerable versions o f the text told and retold in different 

regions.6 The Rdmayana exists in many versions and in many tellings, 

from  a H indi television production in 1987 which attracted 80 million 

viewers to village perform ances in Tamilnadu or stage productions in the 
U S A .7 The annual Ram  Lila festivals and perform ances, particularly at 

Ram nagar near Varanasi, attract thousands o f pilgrims and express the liv­
ing, enacted tradition of the Rdmayana?*

The story is essentially simple. Ram a, a prince o f A yodhya, son of K ing 
Dasaratha, marries Princess Slta, the daughter o f K ing Janaka of Videha 

(who first appeared in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad). Because o f his 
father’s second w ife, K aikeyl, who makes Dasaratha promise to banish 

him, Ram a is forced to go into exile into the Dandaka forest, out of filial 
duty. H e is accompanied by his w ife and brother Laksmana. While the 
brothers are aw ay hunting, Slta is abducted by Ravana, the ten-headed 

dem on-king o f Sri Lanka, but with the help of a m onkey arm y sent by the 

m onkey king Sugriva, Ram a wins her back. U nder the leadership of the 
m onkey general Hanuman, w ho is no ordinary m onkey but the son o f the 

w ind-god Vayu, a causeway is built from  India to Sri Lanka, which allows 
Ram a and his arm y to cross over and defeat the dem on-king. Ravana and 
his arm y are killed and Rama returns with Slta to A yodhya where he reigns 

as king. The people of the city, however, suspect that Slta did not remain 

chaste while held by Ravana, though Rama him self has no doubts about 
her virtue (since she had previously proved this to him by emerging 

unscathed from  a fire ordeal). To fulfil his duty to his subjects, Ram a ban­
ishes Slta to the hermitage o f Valm iki, traditionally the author o f the text, 

where she gives birth to twins. M any years later Ram a discovers the twins 
and wishes to take back Slta along with their children, but not wishing to 
return to A yodhya, Slta calls on the Earth, her mother, who opens and 

swallows her. The text ends with Rama and all the inhabitants o f A yodhya 
going to the Sarayu river and there entering the body of Visnu.

The Ramayana is the story of a heroic king w ho becomes deified. 
Indeed, by the last books of the text Ram a is referred to as an incarnation 

(avatara) of Visnu. A bove all, however, as with the Mahabharata, it is a 

tale about dharma. Dasaratha is forced to banish his son because he must 
keep his w ord, and his w ord is his power; Ram a must go to the forest to 
obey his father, as dharma dictates; and Ram a must banish Slta in the end 

to fulfil his duty to his subjects, even though her virtue is not in question.
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The Râmayana is the story of the triumph ol good over evil, of order over 
chaos, o f dharma over adharma. Kama and Si ta are ideal examples of 
dharmic gender roles for Hindu couples. I le is honest, brave, the fulfiller 

o f all his ethical responsibilities, and devoted to his wife, while she is m od­

est, demure, virtuous, dedicated to her Lord and husband, yet strong in 
herself. This strength, and some degree of independence, asserts itself at 

the end of the narrative when Sïtà, whose name means ‘furrow ’ and w ho 

perhaps originated as an independent goddess associated with agriculture, 
returns to her mother the Earth, whence she sprang when her father, 

Janaka, was ploughing. Sïtà is the ideal H indu wom an, fulfilling her ‘w om ­
anly duty ’ (strisvadharma) to the letter, yet w ho retains self-possession 

and an element o f autonom y and identity independent of her husband 

Ràma.
The story is more straightforward than the Mahâbhàrata and has w ide­

spread, popular appeal. The language is beautiful in its detailed descrip­
tions, even dow n to describing the spiral movements of the hairs on 
H anum âns tail, and is a precursor o f later Sanskrit poetic literature or 

kàvya. The worship o f Ràm a became widespread in the medieval period in 

northern India and the name ‘R àm ’ became a synonym  for ‘G o d ’ .9 The 

worship o f Ràm a has become highly significant today as the focus o f 

politicized H indu movements in recent years (see pp. 264-5). Yet the 
Râmayana is important beyond these considerations and plays a vibrant 

part in contem porary Hinduism . Like the Mahâbhàrata it is an oral tradi­

tion recited and acted out throughout the villages and towns of India.

The Puranas
In contrast to the Epics, the Purànas, ‘ stories o f the ancient past5, are a vast 
body of com plex narratives which contain genealogies o f deities and kings 

up to the Guptas, cosmologies, law codes, and descriptions of ritual and 
pilgrimages to holy places. With the Puranas we are dealing with oral tra­

ditions which were written dow n and which have absorbed influences 

from  the Epics, Upanisads, Dharm a literature and ritual texts. The 
Puranas would have been recited at gatherings by specialists who were tra­

ditionally the sons o f Ksatriya fathers and Brahman mothers, and today 

the texts are recited by special individuals know n by the H indi term bhat.
There are eighteen major Purànas and eighteen related subordinate 

texts know n as Upapurànas, though there are variations as to which 
texts are included within the ideal number of eighteen. The Purànas have
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traditionally been classified according to three qualities (guna) which are 
inherent in existence, namely the quality of light or purity (sattva), pas­

sion (rajas) and darkness or inertia (tamas). Six Puranas belong to each cat­

egory. The sattva category contains the Vaisnava Puranas (the Visnu 
Bhagavata, Garuda , N aradiya , Padma and Varaha Puranas), the rajas 
category contains Puranas whose central deity is the creator Brahma (the 

Brahma, Brahmanda, Brahmavaivarta, M arkandeya, Bhavisya and 
Vamana Puranas), while the category contains the Saiva Puranas,

those texts w hose central deity is Siva (the Siva , Linga , Matsya, Kurm a, 
Skanda and ylgm Puranas). This neat classification, although interesting 

in terms of the tradition’s self-understanding, does not really throw light 

on the nature or contents o f these texts, which do not fall easily into this 

frame of reference for the texts themselves are not exclusively focused 
upon a single deity. Nevertheless there are tendencies towards sectarian 

affiliation, and some texts, such as the Visnu and Siva Puranas, are clearly 

centred on a particular god. Others such as the Agni Purana which con­

tains material about both Visnu and Siva, are not so clearly sectarian. 

There are also Puranas affiliated with a particular place or temple, the 
sthala Puranas.

We do know  that the bulk o f the material contained in the Puranas was 

established during the reign of the Guptas (c. 320-c. 500 c e ) , though 

amendments were made to the texts up to later medieval times. Attempts 

have been made b y scholars to establish the original portions and 

chronologies of individual texts,10 but this is notoriously difficult. 

Because these texts developed over a long period o f time and had fluid 
boundaries, it is impossible to precisely date them or to establish an accu­

rate chronology. It is possible to find passages which have parallels across 

different Puranas but it is very  difficult to establish the sequence of their 
com position or inclusion. To understand the Puranas it makes more sense 

to treat them as complete texts in themselves and examine them and their 
intertextuality synchronically, rather than to try  to establish their 
diachronic or historical sequence.

The Puranas contain essential material for understanding the religions 

o f Visnu, Siva, the Goddess (Devi) and other deities o f the Hindu pan­
theon such as A gni (the god o f fire), Skanda (the god o f w ar and son o f 

Siva), Ganesa (Siva’s elephant-headed son) and Brahm a (the four-headed 
creator o f the universe). They indicate the rise in popularity o f Visnu and 

Siva and document the brahmanical expression o f their cults, showing
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how popular levels o f religion were assimilated by the Brahmans who 
composed them. Although these texts are related to each other, and mater­

ial in one is found in another, they nevertheless each present a view of 
ordering o f the world from a particular perspective. They must not be seen 
as random collections o f old tales, but as highly selective and crafted expo­
sitions and presentations of w orldview s and soteriologies, compiled by 

particular groups of Brahmans to propagate a particular vision, whether it 
be focused on Visnu, Siva or Devi, or, indeed, any number of deities.

The Visnu Purana  for example (fourth century c  e  ), while generally fo l­
lowing the typical puranic style, is centred on Visnu and presents a 

Vaisnava worldview. Visnu awakens, becomes the creator god Brahma, 

creates the universe, sustains it and destroys it as Rudra (a name for Siva). 
He then rests on the serpent Sesa upon the cosmic ocean. The text thus 
establishes Visnu as the supreme deity; it is really Visnu, w hom  the text 
calls Janarddhana, ‘ the adored of hum anity’ , w ho takes the designation 

Brahma, Visnu and Siva.11 The suprem acy of Visnu in this text is also 

established by narratives such as the story of Prahlada. Prahlada is the son 

of the demon H iranyakasipu w ho cannot be killed by day or by night, by 

man or by beast, within or outside the house. Hiranyakasipu orders the 

boy to be killed because he is a w orshipper o f Visnu. Yet despite his efforts 

the boy cannot be killed and Visnu, to avenge Prahlada, incarnates as the 
‘m an-lion5 Narasim ha (neither man nor beast), at twilight (neither day 

nor night), bursting out from  a pillar (neither inside nor outside the house) 

to kill the demon.

P U R A N I C  C O S M O L O G Y

A lthough no one text strictly adheres to this pattern, the Puranas tradi­

tionally cover five topics:

-  the creation or manifestation of the universe;

-  destruction and re-creation of the universe;

-  the genealogies of gods and sages;

-  the reigns of the fourteen Manus or mythological progenitors of 
humanity;

-  the history of the solar and lunar dynasties of kings, from which all 
kings trace their descent.

The most important features of the Puranas are the genealogies of various 

royal lineages, in which history as well as m ythology may be embedded,

i i i



An introduction to Hinduism

and the elaborate cosm ologies occurring over vast expanses of time. The 

universe is conceptualized as an array o f concentric circles spreading out 
from  M ount Meru at the centre, enclosed within the vast ‘world egg\ 

Im m ediately surrounding Meru is Jambu-dvTpa, the earth or ‘ island of the 

rose-apple tree’ , though itself several thousand miles from  Meru. Jam bu- 
dvipa is surrounded by a salt ocean. Spreading out from  here are seven fur­

ther lands and various kinds o f ocean made o f sugar-cane juice, wine, ghee, 

buttermilk, m ilk and sweet water, until the realm o f darkness is reached by 
the outer shell o f the egg. This is very similar to Jain  cosmologies which list 
the oceans as containing salt, black water, clear water, rum, milk, ghee and 

treacle.12 W ithin Jam bu-dvlpa are a number o f lands, including India 

(Bharata) which is subdivided into nine regions ruled by descendants of 

the culture-hero Prthu, who cultivated the earth (prthvi). Below  and 
above the level o f the earth in the cosmic egg are further layers. B elow  the 

earth are the seven underworlds and below them at the base of the egg, the 

hell realms, whose various names, such as ‘ im paling’ and ‘ red-hot iron ’ , 
vivid ly describe their contents. A bove the earth (,bhur) are the atmosphere 
(ibhuvas), sky (svar) and various other worlds up M ount M eru to the ‘true 

w orld ’ (satyaloka) at the top. This entire cosmos is populated by all kinds 

o f beings; humans, animals, plants, gods, snake-beings (naga), nymphs 
(,apsaras), heavenly musicians (gandharva), domestic beings (paisaca) aAd 

m any more, and one can be reborn into any o f these realms depending 

upon one’s action (karma) Life in all o f these w orlds is, o f course, 

impermanent and one w ill eventually be reborn elsewhere. N either hell 
nor heaven are permanent here.

Alongside a vast conception o f the structure o f the cosm os, the Puranas 

also have a vast conception of time. The w orld goes through a cycle o f four 

ages or yugas: the perfect krta or satya age which lasts for i ,728,000 human 

years; the treta age o f 1,296,000 years; the dvapara age o f 864,000 years; 
and the dark kali age o f 432,000 years which began with the Mahabharata 

war, traditionally dated to 3 102  b c e  . This makes a total o f 4,320,000 years 

during which time the w orld moves from  a perfect state to a progressively 
more m orally degenerate state in which dharma is forgotten. The kali- 
ynga , the present age o f darkness, is characterized by loss o f dharma 
which will be renewed by the future incarnation o f Visnu, Kalki, w ho w ill 

come to begin a new perfect krta yuga.14 The image used is o f a cow  stand­
ing on all four legs in the perfect age, standing on three legs in the treta age, 

on two legs in the dvapara age, but tottering on only one leg in the kali age.
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The total period o f four yugas is called a m anvantara , the age or life- 
period of a Manu. A fter 1,000 manvantaras, which comprise one day for 
Brahma, the universe will be destroyed by fire or flood and undergo a 

night o f Brahma of the same period (i.e. 1,000 manvantaras), until the 
process begins again for all eternity. A  kalpa  is one such night and day of 
Brahma com prising 8,649 million years. There is no end to this process; 

nor purpose other than the L o rd s  play (lilä).

T H E  S MÄ RT AS

With the com position of the Puränas a mainstream form  of brahmanical 

religion developed which expanded and continued into the medieval 

period. The Brahmans w ho followed the puranic religion became known 
as smärta, those whose worship was based on the Smrtis, or pau ränika , 

those based on the Puränas. This form  o f religion was concerned with the 
domestic worship o f five shrines and their deities, the pancäyatana-pujä , 

namely Visnu, Siva, Ganesa (Siva’s elephant-headed son), Sürya (the Sun) 
and the Goddess (Devi). The Smärtas m ay be seen in contrast to the 
Srautas w ho perform ed elaborate, public, vedic rituals -  the solemn rites -  

and also in contrast to the Täntrikas, heterodox followers o f non-vedic 

revelation called the Tantras. Although the authors of the Puränas are not 
Täntrikas, the texts nevertheless contain a significant amount of tantric 
material, particularly on ritual. A lthough the central Smärta practice was 

the domestic worship o f the five deities, while, o f course, abiding by vedic 
social values and purity rules, there also arose worship o f particular 

deities, especially Visnu and Siva, who were elevated to a supreme posi­
tion. Thus with the Puränas, the normative, mainstream Smärta worship 
o f Visnu and Siva is established, which absorbs into it external, non- 

brahamnical and sometimes non-vedic or tantric material.

The development of temple cities
The com piling of the Puränas and the development of devotion or bloakti 

to particular deities must be seen firstly in the context o f the stability o f the 
Gupta period and secondly, after the collapse o f the Guptas, in the context 

o f the rise o f regional kingdoms, particularly in the south. D uring the sev­

enth century these were the kingdoms of the Chalukyas in the central and 

western Deccan, and the Palavas in the south-east. From  about 900 to 1200 
these kingdoms are replaced by the dynasties o f the Pandeyas in the far 
south, the Cholas in the Tamil region, and the Rashtrakutas, replacing the
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Chalukyas. Each o f these kingdoms developed urban centres and these 
cities became the centres o f those kingdoms; cities which were not only 

centres o f commerce and administration, but ritual centres with the 
temple at the hub o f the town and the streets radiating out from  there. The 

ritual sovereignty o f the king was established through his brahmanical 
legitimization in the temple and, from the eleventh to thirteenth centuries, 

large temple complexes were built as centres o f the regional kingdoms. 
Exam ples of such cities are the Jagannatha temple at Puri in Orissa, the 

N ataraja temple at Cidam baram  in Tamilnadu, and the Rajarajesvara 
temple at Tanjavur also in Tamilnadu. Each o f these temples would have 
installed one o f the m ajor puranic deities or a manifestation o f those 

deities. O f particular importance are the gods Visnu, Siva and Devi, all o f 

w hom  had their ow n Puranas, and all o f w hom  were established in im por­
tant temples. Visnu in particular is associated with the ideal of the divine 
king, and it is to his history and tradition we now  turn.

Visnu
The late Upanisads com posed from  the eighth to sixth centuries b c e , par­

ticularly the Svetasvatara and the Mahanarayana, bear witness to the 

beginnings o f H indu theism. Theism is the idea that there is a supreme, 
distinct G od  (Bhagavan) or Goddess (Bhagavati) w ho generates the cos­

mos, maintains it, and finally destroys it, and w ho has the pow er to save 

beings through his grace. Two deities begin to become the focus of theistic 

attention, Siva, w ho in the R g Veda appeared as Rudra, and Visnu, who 
both gain in importance and become identified by their devotees as the 

highest god, the supreme or absolute reality. The devotees o f Siva come to 

be referred to as Saivas; those of Visnu and his manifestation, as Vaisnavas.

In the Rg Veda Visnu is a benevolent, solar deity, often coupled with the 
w arrior god Indra.15 The name Visnu m ay be derived from  the Sanskrit 

verbal root vis (‘ to enter’), so Visnu is ‘he w ho enters or pervades the uni­
verse’ . In one hym n, Visnu takes three strides thereby separating the earth 

from  the sky,16 a story which forms the basis o f the later myth in the 
Puranas where Visnu, incarnated as a dwarf, covers the universe with three 
strides and destroys the pow er o f the demon B ali.17

B y  the time o f the Puranas (fourth-sixth century c e ), Visnu is icono- 

graphically depicted in two w ays. Firstly as a dark blue youth, standing 
upright, possessing four arms and holding in each hand, respectively, a 

conch, discus, mace and lotus. H e wears the jewel called the kaustubha
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and has a curl o f hair on his chest, the irivatsa (‘beloved o f the goddess 
Sri*). The second form is Visnu lying asleep upon the coils o f the great 

cosmic snake, Sesa (‘ remainder’) or Ananta (‘ endless*), floating upon the 
cosmic ocean. When he awakes, he creates the universe. A  lotus emerges 

from his navel, out of the lotus appears the creator god Brahma, w ho then 
manifests the universe which is maintained by Visnu and then destroyed 
by Siva: Brahma is enfolded by the lotus which withdraws into V isnu’s 

navel who, finally, falls asleep once more. Visnu is married to Laksm i and 

Sri, who form  a single being, though they were initially distinct goddesses. 
They appear in later Hinduism  as other consorts o f the god. H e is also 

depicted riding, sometimes with Laksm i, upon his mount, the eagle 

Garuda.
F or his devotees and in Vaisnava literature, Visnu is the transcendent 

Lord dwelling in his highest heaven, Vaikuntha, at the top of the cosmic 

egg, where, with their L o rd ’s grace, his devotees go upon liberation. Yet 

Vaisnava traditions maintain that the Lord  not only dwells in far-off 

Vaikuntha, but also manifests himself in the world , principally in three 

ways:

-  in his ten incarnations (avatara) upon the earth during times of 
darkness;

-  in his various manifestations or icons (murti, area) in temples and 
shrines;

-  within the hearts of all beings as their inner controller (antaryamin).

These ideas are maintained, with varying degrees of emphasis, b y  all 

Vaisnava traditions and have been articulated in Sanskrit and in Tamil 

texts.

The incarnations of Visnu
Visnu is the supreme Lord  who manifests himself in the w orld in times of 

darkness when dharma has disappeared from  view. These manifestations 

are his incarnations or ‘descent-form s’ (avatara). The classic statement of 
this doctrine is in the Bhagavad Gita. H ere Krsna, an incarnation of 

Visnu, is addressing Arjuna (whom he addresses as Bharata):

Although, indeed, I am unborn and imperishable, although I am the 
lord of the creatures, I do resort to nature, which is mine, and I take 
on birth by my own wizardry (maya). For whenever the Law 
(dharma) languishes, Bharata, and lawlessness (adharma) flourishes, I
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crcate myself. I take on existence from aeon to aeon, for the rescue of 
the good and the destruction of the evil, in order to re-establish the 
Law (dharma).18

This is a clear statement o f the doctrine. Although particular incarnations 

are not mentioned here, they do begin to appear in the later epic literature 
in varying numbers, and by the eighth century c  e  the standard number of 

descent-form s in the Vaisnava Puranas is ten. These are M atsya (‘The 

F ish ’), Kurm a (‘The Tortoise’), Varaha (‘The B oar’), Narasim ha (‘The 

M an -L io n ’), Vamana (‘The D w arf’), Parasurama (‘Ram a with the axe’), 

Ram a or Ramacandra, Krsna, Buddha and Kalkl. A part from  this list, 

some other figures are mentioned as incarnations in the Puranas, such as 

Balarama, K rsna’s brother; H ayagrlva (‘H orse-necked’) w ho recovered 

the Veda stolen by Titans (daityas); and Dattatreya, a rustic, pleasure- 
seeking figure, later regarded as an incarnation of the three gods, som e­

times erroneously referred to as the ‘Hindu trin ity’ : Brahma, Visnu and 

Siva. This picture is further complicated by the idea of portions o f Visnu 
(amsa) manifested in history. These incarnations are represented as 
appearing during different w orld ages iyuga) which display signs o f grad­

ual degeneracy from  the first to the fourth or dark age (see above).

The m ythology o f these incarnations focuses upon the creation, 
destruction and recreation o f the cosmos. The Matsya P ur ana tells how 
the first man, Manu, is saved from  a cosmic deluge by the F ish .19 The 

Tortoise places him self at the bottom of the ocean o f m ilk as the support 

for the mountain Mandara, which is then used as a stick by the gods and 

demons to churn the cosmic ocean, from  which various desired, and unde­

sired, objects emerge, including the nectar o f im m ortality (am rta). The 

Boar rescues the Earth, personified as a Goddess, from  the bottom o f the 

cosmic ocean and brings her to the surface where he spreads her out, piles 
up mountains and divides her into seven continents.20 Narasim ha, the 
m an-lion, destroys the wicked demon H iranyakasipu, w ho has tried to 

destroy his son Prahlada, a devotee o f Visnu (see above). The D w arf 

avatara  strides across the universe in three steps and destroys the demon 
Bali (see above). Parasurama is incarnated to destroy the arrogant 

Ksatriyas who threaten the Brahmans, while Ramacandra and Krsna are 

the hero kings o f the epics. The Buddha is a curious inclusion in this list: an 
incarnation sent to lead the wicked and the demons astray and so to hasten 
the end of the current age o f darkness (kali-yu ga ). Lastly  Kalki, ‘The 

W hite H orse’ , w ill come at the end of the dark age to destroy the wicked
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and restore purity and righteousness. We see in these incarnations a m ove­
ment from lower, aquatic life forms to higher life forms living on the 

land.21
M ythological texts are never neutral but always present a particular 

angle or viewpoint, usually from  the perspective o f a particular group. The 
doctrine and m ythology of the incarnations is important in Vaisnavism for 

it emphasizes the suprem acy and transcendence o f Visnu. The Visnu 
Purana says that all beings, including the gods, w orship Visnu’s incarna­

tions, for his supreme form  is unknow able.22 This allows for non- 
Vaisnava deities to be incorporated into the Vaisnava tradition and for 

other cults to be colonized by Vaisnava ideology. Some, if not all, o f the 
descent-forms m ay have had an independent life with cults o f their own. 

For example, Balarama, K rsna’s brother, was a distinct fertility deity and, 
indeed, Krsna himself was a distinct deity incorporated into the main­

stream tradition. The avatar a doctrine allows for the universalizing claim 

of V isnu’s total world-transcendence, which is yet expressed in finitude, 

and allows for Vaisnavism to incorporate other traditions.

Early Vaisnava traditions
The early history o f the development o f Visnu and his worship is highly 
complex. In this history Visnu becomes fused w ith other, originally inde­

pendent deities, and the traditions which focused upon these deities 
become merged in the Vaisnava tradition. W hile there are difficulties in 

applying the western term ‘religion’ to Hinduism  as a whole before the 
nineteenth century, the term can be applied w ith more justification to the 

great theistic traditions o f Vaisnavism and Saivism. These are religions 

with revealed, authoritative texts, developed doctrines, rituals and social 

organizations. In its early stages, Vaisnavism represents the merging of the 
religions of a number o f different social groupings from  both north and 

south India. We shall firstly describe the form ation of Vaisnavism in the 

northern traditions before moving on to the southern. Literature in 

Sanskrit attests to the existence of a number o f originally independent 
deities -  and cults focused upon them -  w ho became fused with Visnu, 

particularly Vasudeva, Krsna and N arayana. O f these deities Krsna is par­

ticularly important and Vaisnava traditions tend to cluster around either 

Visnu or Krsna. Indeed, the term ‘Krsnaism ’ has been used to describe the 
cults o f Krsna, reserving ‘Vaisnavism’ for cults focusing on Visnu in which 
Krsna is m erely an incarnation, rather than the transcendent being
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Figure 4 The development of Vaisnava traditions

himself.23 The independent cults o f V asu d eva-K rsn a, Krsna-G opala, and 

N arayana become merged in V aisnavism , itself a term used to encompass a 

number o f distinct traditions (samprczdaya). Yet in spite o f the diversity of 
traditions within the Vaisnava fold, th e re  are certain features which are 

held in common:

-  the Lord is the ‘Supreme Person’ (purusottama) with personal 
qualities (saguna), rather than an abstract absolute (nirguna);

-  the Lord is the cause of the cosm os, he creates, maintains and destroys* 
it;

-  the Lord reveals himself through sacred scriptures, temple icons, in 
his incarnations (avatara) and in sain ts.

Early  Vaisnava worship focuses o n  three deities w ho become fused 
together, namely Vasudeva-Krsna, K rsn a -G o p a la  and Narayana, w ho in 

turn all become identified with V isnu.. Put simply, Vasudeva-Krsna and 
Krsna-G opala were worshipped b y  groups generally referred to as 

Bhagavatas, while N arayana was w o rsh ip p e d  by the Pancaratra sect. The 
picture is, however, more complex th a n  this, as the traditions intersect 

over time, with Vasudeva becoming a term used for the Pancaratrin’s 

absolute. To help clarify this complex p ic tu re , we shall firstly describe the 

form ation o f the three deities V asu d eva-K rsn a , K rsna-G opala and 
Narayana, and then move on to d e scrib e  the traditions associated with

them.
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T H E  C U L T  OF V A S U D E V A - K R S N A  

Vàsudeva, who becomcs identified with Krsna and Visnu, was the 

supreme deity of a tribe called the Vrsnis or Satvatas and may have origi­
nated as a Vrsni hero or king, though it is impossible to trace a line back to 
an original Vàsudeva. The Vrsnis became fused with the Yâdavas, the tribe 

o f Krsna. The worship of Vàsudeva is recorded as early as the fifth or sixth 
centuries b c e , being mentioned by the famous grammarian Pânini in his 

book o f grammar the A stâdbyâyi.2  ̂H ere he explains the term vâsudevaka  
as referring to a devotee (bhakta) o f the god Vasudeva. Megasthenes, a 

G reek ambassador to the court o f K ing Candragupta M aurya (c. 3 20 b  c e ) 

at Pataliputra, records that the people o f Mathura on the river Yam una 

revered Heracles, thought to be the nearest G reek equivalent o f Vasudeva. 
Two centuries later another Greek ambassador, H eliodorus, says on an 

inscription found at Besnagar in M adhya Pradesh, that he erected a col­

umn with an image o f Garuda at the top in honour o f Vasudeva (c. 1 1 5  

b c e ) . H eliodorus describes himself as a bbdgavata , a devotee of 
Vasudeva, which shows that the Vasudeva religion was adopted b y (at 

least some of) the Greeks who ruled Bactria in the far north-west. The 

scriptures o f the Theravâda Buddhists, the Pali canon written dow n in the 
first century b c e , also mention the worshippers of Vasudeva in a list o f 
various religious sects.25 Vasudeva is mentioned in the B hagavad G ïtâ2() 

and in the grammarian Patanjali’s M ahàbhâsya  (‘ Great Com m entary’),27 a 
com mentary on Pânini (c. 150  b c e ) , where he describes Vasudeva as 

belonging to the Vrsni tribe.
Krsna was a deity o f the Yâdava clan, w ho probably became fused with 

the deity Vasudeva. While it is impossible to arrive back at an original 
Krsna -  the historical formation o f the deity is too com plex -  it is proba­

b ly the case that Krsna was a deified king or hero. The historicity of 
Krsna is impossible to assess from  sources in which hagiography and his­

tory are inextricably bound together. H ow ever, the historicity of Krsna is 

important for the tradition, and Vaisnavas believe that he was a historical 
personage.28 There is a reference to Krsna in the Chdndogya U p an isad2C) 
a reference which, for his devotees, places Krsna within the vedic frame of 

reference. In the M ahâbhârata , Krsna appears as the chief o f the Yâdavas 

o f Dvâraka, present-day D w arka on the north-west coast, and, indeed, he 

is one o f the central focuses o f that text, particularly the B hagavad-G ïtâ . 
B y  the second century b c e  V âsudeva-Krsna was worshipped as a
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distinct deity and finally identified wilh Visnu in the M ahabharata , 
appearing, for example, three times in the H hagavad G ita^  as syn on y­
mous with Visnu.

T H E  C U L T  OF K R S N A - G O  PAL A

B y  the fourth century c e  the Bhagavata tradition, that is, the tradition 

about Vasudeva-Krsna in the M ahabharata , absorbs another tradition, 

namely the cult o f Krsna as a young man in Vrndavana: Krsna-Gopala, the 
protector o f cattle. K rsna-G opala, a tribal god o f the Abhlras, along with 

his brother Balarama or Samkarsana, were pastoral deities who became 

assimilated into the Vaisnava tradition. The H arivam sa  (the ‘appendix’ to 

the M ahabharata), the Visnu Purana , and particularly the Bhagavata  

Purana , em body narrative traditions about Krsna as a boy and young man 

in G okula, a settlement of cowherds of the Abhlras clan, on the banks of 

the Yam una. The H arivam sa  directly influenced the Visnu Purana  which 

in turn influenced the B hagavata Purana , though this text was composed 

in the south under the strong influence o f south Indian emotional devo- 

tionalism. The H arivam sa  is dated to the first few  centuries o f the com ­

mon era and sees itself as supplying inform ation about Krsna before the 

events o f the M ahabharata  war. These stories, which are so important as 
the focus of later devotional and folk traditions, describe K rsna-G opala as 
an amorous young man, wandering with his brother Balarama through 

the forest o f Vrndavana, destroying demons, dancing and making love 

with the cowgirls (gopis). The erotic exploits o f the young Krsna become * 
highlighted in later Vaisnava poetry, such as Jayadeva’s G itagovinda  
(twelfth century) which extols the love between Krsna and his favourite 

gopi, Radha, and in the poetry of Candidas and Vidyapati (fourteenth 
century).

T H E  C U L T  OF N A R A Y A N A  

The cult o f Narayana is another important ingredient in the fusion o f tra­
ditions which forms Vaisnavism. N arayana is a deity found in the 

Satapatha Brahm ana:31 where he is identified with the cosmic man 

(purusa), who possibly originates outside the vedic pantheon as a non- 

vedic deity from  the Hindu Kush mountains. H is name, according to 
M anu , means ‘resting on the waters’ ,32 and in the N arayaniya  section of 

the M ahabharata he is the resting place and goal o f men,33 both of which 

are characteristics o f Visnu. Narayana appears in the M ahanarayana
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IJpanisad34 (composed around the fourth century h c k ), which praises 
him as the absolute and highest deity who yet dwells in the heart. In the 

M ahabharata and in some Puranas, he is the supreme deity, lying, like 
Visnu, on a giant snake in an ocean of milk. A ccording to a later text o f the 
eleventh century, the Kathasaritsagara, N arayana dwells in his heaven of 

‘ white island’ where he lies on the body o f Sesa with LaksmI sitting at his 

feet.35 Here Narayana has clearly become identified with Visnu.

Visnu is therefore a composite figure, a figure who has fused with origi­
nally distinct deities and various elements from  the mythologies o f those 

deities over the centuries. Yet although these forms become identified 

with each other, different forms o f Visnu still become favoured above 

others by devotees of particular Vaisnava traditions. This is particularly 

salient with regard to Krsna. For some Vaisnavas, such as the Sri 

Vaisnavas, he is an incarnation o f Visnu, and therefore subordinated to 

Visnu, while for others, such as the G audiya Vaisnavas, he is the supreme 

deity himself.

The P an caratra
The tradition associated with the w orship o f Narayana is the 

Pancaratra.The name ‘pancaratra ’ (‘ five-night5) m ay well be derived from  
the ‘ five night sacrifice’ mentioned in the Satapatha B rahm ana ,36 in 

which Purusa-N arayana conceives the idea o f a sacrifice lasting five 

nights whereby he w ould become the highest being. The doctrines 

of the Pancaratra are mentioned in the N arayanlya  section o f the 
M ahabharata37 where Bhagavan N arayana, w ho pervades the universe 

and is seen in all religious systems, is regarded as the preceptor o f the 
Pancaratra tradition. Yet although N arayana denotes their supreme deity, 

the term Vasudeva is also used. Indeed, the Pancaratra is characterized by a 
doctrine of the manifestation of the absolute through a series o f emana­

tions or vyuhas . These begin with Vasuveda w ho manifests Samkarsana, 

who in turn manifests Pradyumna, from  w hom  Aniruddha emerges. 

These are the names o f Krsna’s elder brother, his son, and grandson, 
respectively, though the familial relation is not particularly significant in 

the cosm ology o f the system. This series o f vyu ha  emanations comprise 
the highest level o f the universe, the ‘pure creation’ , while below this are 

intermediate or ‘m ixed’ creation and the ‘ im pure’ or ‘material’ creation. 
Each vyu ha  has a cosmological function with regard to the low er creation, 
which manifests through Pradyumna. The cosmos below the vyuhas  is
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Figure 5 Pancaratra cosmology

made up o f categories (tattva) some of which have their origin in the 

earlier philosophical system of Sam khya (see p. 23 2).

A part from  the Narayaniya section o f the Mahabharata, which bears 

witness to the early existence of the tradition, Pancaratra literature as a dis­
tinct genre develops only from  about the seventh or eighth centuries c e . .  

This literature, know n as the Pancaratra Samhitas, is classified as part o f a 

w ider group of texts know n as Agamas or Tantras (see pp. 15 8 -6 1) , texts 

which were rejected b y m any orthodox Brahmans. The most important o f 

these texts are the ‘ three gems’ of the Pauskara, Sattvata and Jakakhya  
Samhitas, and the Ahirbudhnya Samhita and Laksm l Tantra should also 
be mentioned as important texts within the tradition.38 The concerns of 

this literature are cosm ology, initiation (1diksa), ritual, sacred formulae 
(mantra) and temple building. The texts form  the basis o f worship in south 

Indian temples to this day, with vedic mantras replacing tantric mantras 
and vedic deities replacing tantric deities.

The Pancaratra Samhitas represent ‘tantric’ Vaisnavism in contrast to 
an ‘orthodox’ vedic Vaisnavism of the Bhagavatas. W hile this distinction 

should not be exaggerated, it is nevertheless an important factor in that 

m any orthodox Brahmans w ho accepted the authority o f the Veda, 

rejected the authority of the Tantras. Indeed, the status o f the Pancaratra 

Samhitas within Vaisnavism -  whether or not they could be classed as rev­

elation -  was an issue which provoked debate, w ith Yam una, one of the 

teachers of the Sri Vaisnava tradition, arguing for the status of these texts
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as revelation.39 One tradition of Brahmans who are associated with the 
Páñcarátra, but who remain distinct from them over this issue of ortho­
doxy, are the Vaikhánasas.

The Vaikhánasas
The Vaikhánasa sect regards itself as a Vaisnava tradition, w h olly  ortho­

dox and vedic, being within the Taittiriya school o f the black Yajur Veda. 
The sect has its own Vaikhanasasmárta Sütra (fourth century c e ) which 

describes daily worship o f Visnu as a blend o f traditional vedic and non- 
vedic ritual. There is also a collection o f Vaikhánasa Samhitás, distinct 

from the Páñcarátra Samhitás, which describe kinds of offerings and the 

worship of the Lord in his forms as Visnu, Purusa, Satya, A cyuta and 
Aniruddha. There is some connection here w ith the Páñcarátra Samhitás, 
for the Jayakhya  lists Purusa, Satya and A cyuta as the vyühas of 

Vásudeva.40 The daily ritual proceeds by making the obligatory vedic 
offerings into the fire, and making offerings to Visnu in either his essential, 
indivisible form , installed in the inner sanctum of a temple, or his divisible, 

movable form. D uring the worship (puja), Visnu is welcomed as a royal 

guest and given food offerings accompanied b y the recitation o f vedic and 

non-vedic mantras. With V isnu’s grace, the devotee w ill attain liberation 

(moksa), understood as entry into V isnu’s heaven (vaikuntha).
The Vaikhánasas came to function as chief priests (arcaka) in m any 

south Indian Vaisnava temples, where they remain to this day, particularly 
at the Tirupati temple, a pilgrimage centre in Andhra Pradesh. In the tradi­
tion’s self-perception it is clearly distinguished from  the ‘unorthodox’ 

tantrika tradition o f the Páñcarátra, insisting on its orthodox or vaidika  
status.

The Bhágavatas
B y  the second century b c e , if not earlier, the terms Vásudeva and Krsna 

were used to refer to the same deity. The worshippers o f this deity were 

Bhágavatas, those w ho follow  Bhagaván, a name which had developed to 

refer to a personal absolute or theistic G od. The term bhágavata might 

have referred to a general tradition or orientation towards theistic concep­

tions and modes of worship, particularly o f Vásudeva-Krsna, rather than a 

specific sect in the sense that the Páñcarátrins or Vaikhánasas were specific 
sects. The Guptas, w ho ruled during the fourth to sixth centuries c e ,  sup­

ported the religion of the Bhágavatas, as well as the Buddhist Yogácára
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tradition, though Vaisnavism remained the most important religion in 
the state. The royal patronage of the Guptas suggests the wide influence 
and appeal o f the Bhägavata religion -  that it was more central to state 

life and culture than a narrow ly defined sect. Indeed, the central text of 

the Bhägavatas, the famous and eminent B h a gavad  G itä , has had a 
non-sectarian and universalist appeal in Hinduism , which reflects the 

non-sect-specific nature of the Bhägavata tradition. This is not to say that 

the text does not have a specific theology, but that the theology was estab­

lished on a broad basis with royal and brahmanical support. The terms 

Krsna, Väsudeva, Visnu and Bhagavän all refer to the same, supreme, per­

sonal deity for the Bhägavatas, a deity whose qualities are articulated in the 
G ita.

The B h a g a va d  G itä  

The B h a gavad  G itä , the ‘Song of the L o rd ’ , is perhaps the most famous of 

the Hindu scriptures, translated into many European and Indian lan­

guages and reported to have been Gandhi’s favourite book. It has touched 

the hearts o f millions o f people both in south A sia and throughout the 

w orld. The first English translation was made by Charles Wilkins in 1 78 5, 

w ith a preface by  Warren Hastings. N um erous renditions have been made, 
since then, and it has even been referred to as the ‘H indu N ew  Testament’ . 

It did not, however, always enjoy popularity and such great interest has 
only occurred since Hindu revival movements o f the nineteenth century, 

particularly among more educated social groups. Even Gandhi read, and 
was influenced by the English rendering of the G itä  by Sir Edw in Arnold. 

How ever, in the villages, rather than the G itä , it is the earthy stories o f the 
Bhägavata Puräna  which have always had much w ider appeal. A lthough it 

is important to get the fame o f the text into perspective -  its mass appeal 
being a fairly recent phenomenon -  we must nevertheless acknowledge the 

text’s theological importance as one which has provoked a number o f com ­

mentaries upon it by famous Hindu theologians, particularly Sankara, 
Räm änuja and M adhva in the Vedänta tradition, and Abhinavagupta in the 
Saiva tradition. It was reworked in vernacular languages, notably into a 

M arathi verse rendering by Jnänesvara (thirteenth century), and contem­

porary commentaries have appeared in English, by for example the famous 
Transcendental Meditation guru Maharishi M ahesh Yogi and the H are 

Krsna guru Srila Bhaktivedänta Swami Prabhupada.

The Vedänta tradition claims the G itä  as its own, as one o f three systems
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which constituted it, along with the Upanisads and the Brahm a Sutra. 

I lowcver, the text’s theology differs considerably from  these others and it 
must be understood on its own terms, as a theology in which devotion to 

the Lord and action in the world for the sake o f social order, perform ed 
with detachment, become central. The text puts in narrative form  the con­
cerns of Hindu orthodoxy: the importance of dharm a and of maintaining 

social stability, the importance of correct and responsible action, and the 
importance o f devotion to the transcendent as a personal Lord (not dis­

similar to the ideal king). The G ita  displays a number o f influences, 
including the bhakti cult o f Krsna, Sam khya philosophy and even 

Uuddhist ideas and terminology. The main themes o f the G ita  can be sum­

marized as follows:

-  the importance of dharma\

-  dharma and renunciation are compatible: action (karma) should be 
performed with complete detachment;

-  the soul is immortal and until liberated is subject to rebirth;

-  the Lord is transcendent and immanent;

-  the Lord is reached through devotion (bhakti) by his grace.

O n the eve o f the great battle between the Pandavas and the Kauravas, 
Arjuna is faced with a moral dilemma: should he fight in the battle and so 
kill members of his fam ily or would it not be better to renounce and go beg­

ging for alms, thereby avoiding, for him, the inevitable bloodshed o f the 

battle ? There is a conflict within Arjuna between his duty -  as a w arrior and 
son of Pandu -  to fight, and the ideal o f non-violence (ahimsa), espoused 

by the renouncer traditions. In response to his deep misgivings, Krsna 
exhorts him to go to battle, for not to do so w ould be unmanly and dishon­

ourable. Arjuna, however, rejects this argument and refuses to fight, so 
Krsna gives two further reasons for A rju n as involvement in the battle. 

Firstly, the soul cannot be killed, it ‘ is not killed nor does it k ill’ , but rather:

As a man discards his worn-out clothes 
And puts on different ones that are new,
So the one in the body discards aged bodies 
And joins with ones that are new.41

Regardless o f whether Arjuna fights or not, his action w ill not affect the 

eternal soul which journeys from  body to body in a series o f reincarna­

tions. The second, more significant, reason, and the one which convinces
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Arjuna to fight, is that it is Arjunas own duty (svudharma) and responsi­
bility as a warrior to do battle. The war is lawful and should be fought to 
uphold dharma,42

A  number of themes run through the text: the necessity of doing ones 
duty which is nevertheless compatible with liberation; the unfolding of 
K rsna’s divinity; and the development of the paths to liberation. One of 

the most important messages that the text conveys is the necessity of per­

form ing one’s appropriate duty, yet perform ing these actions with detach­
ment. Krsna, as Lord , says to Arjuna that although he is the creator of the 

four social classes (varna) he is not bound by action (karma) and has no 

attachment to the results or fruits o f his actions. A  man who understands 

the Lord sim ilarly becomes detached from  the fruit o f his actions. The 
term ‘action’ here refers to both everyday action in the w orld and also to 
the traditional, vedic ritual action. As the ancient sages w ho desired libera­

tion were detached from  the result o f their ritual performances (karma), so 

too A rjuna should become detached and give over the results o f his acts to 
Krsna. N o  action accrues to a person w ho acts with a controlled mind, 

w ithout expectation and contented with whatever comes his way. 

Through non-attachment to action, and knowledge o f the Lord, a person 

w ill be liberated and be united with the Lord at death.43

Krsna gradually reveals his divinity to A rjuna, a process which culm i­

nates in the theophany o f chapter n .  H ere A rjuna asks Krsna, the 

Supreme Person (purusottama), to reveal his majestic or glorious form. 

Krsna responds to this request by giving A rjuna a divine eye with which 
he can see Krsna as the creator and destroyer o f the universe: a cosmic 

form  of innumerable shapes and colours, containing the entire universe, 
all gods and all creatures, within it.44

The Gita expounds the idea that there are various paths (marga) to lib­
eration, an idea which has been developed in modern Hinduism . The path 

o f action (karma-yoga), which, as we have seen, is detachment from  the 
fruits o f action or ritual action, is emphasized as a w ay o f reconciling 

w orld ly  commitment with liberation, an idea which is clearly important 
to the Gita. Yet above action is the path of devotion (bhakti-yoga) as a w ay  
o f salvation. Indeed, even wom en and low  castes can achieve liberation in 

this w ay,45 a statement in stark contrast to the orthodox brahmanical idea 
that only the twice-born have access to liberation through renunciation 
(i.e. through the asrama system). Through devotion, one attains the state 

o f brahman and enters the Lord  through his grace (prasada). The idea even
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appears here, for the first time in 1 linduism , that ,i human being, namely 
Arjuna, is dear (priya) to the Lord; there is a bond of love between human 

and divine.46
These paths of action and devotion contrast with the path of knowledge 

(jnana-yoga) mentioned in the text, which refers to knowledge o f the 
absolute (brahm an) but also refers to the Sam khya system of discriminat­

ing the various constituents (tattva) o f the cosm os.47 The B h a gavad  G ita  

is a rich and open text, as the variety o f interpretations placed upon it 
show. Com m entators have put their ow n emphases on its diverse aspects: 
the monist philosopher Sankara highlighted knowledge of the absolute 

(jnd n a), whereas the Vaisnava Ramanuja regarded knowledge only as a 

condition o f devotion.

Su m m ary
During the last half o f the last millennium b c e  devotion (bhakti) to a per­

sonal Lord  (Bhagavan) began to develop in H indu traditions. This devo- 
tionalism is expressed in the ‘ fifth Veda’ , the tradition of the Epics and 

Puranas (Itihasa Purana). These texts reflect a brahmanical appropriation 

of popular traditions on the one hand, and the ascendancy of the ideal o f 

kingship on the other. The theistic traditions centred on Visnu and Siva 
particularly begin to develop during this period and we have traced here 

the rise o f Visnu and some of the early traditions which worshipped him 
or one o f his forms. We shall now trace the development o f this w orship in 

later traditions, particularly in the south o f India.
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So far we have described the Sanskrit narrative traditions which developed 

in the north and focused on the religions of Visnu reflected in that litera­

ture. Although it comes to have pan-H indu appeal, the B h a gavad  G ita  
originated in the north, as did the cults o f Visnu and Krsna. H owever, 

there is a vast body o f devotional literature, both Saiva and Vaisnava, from  
the south of India, com posed in the Dravidian language of Tamil. W hile „ 
the Sanskrit material is important in understanding the development of 

theism in India, the Tamil literature had a deep effect upon that develop­

ment and, in the south, its influence is equal to that o f the Sanskrit mater­
ial. The earliest Tamil literature developed before the onset o f 
Sanskritization and so is originally quite distinct from  Sanskrit literature. 

Sanskritization is the process w hereby local or regional forms of culture 

and religion -  local deities, rituals, literary genres -  become identified with 

the ‘great tradition’ o f Sanskrit literature and culture: namely the culture 
and religion o f orthodox, A ryan , Brahmans, which accepts the Veda as 

revelation and, generally, adheres to varnasram a-dharm a. Tamil began to 

be cultivated as a literary language around the th ird-fourth  centuries b c e  

and a descriptive grammar of the early literary Tamil language, the 
Tolkappiyam , was com posed around i o o b c e  by a Jain  m onk in southern 

Kerala, who seems to have been conversant with Sanskrit grammatical 
thinking.1 From  the first century b c e  to the first, and perhaps through to 

the sixth century c e , a tradition o f bardic poetry developed which was 
gathered into a number of anthologies collectively know n as the C ankam  

literature.2 Once established, Hindu Tamil culture thrived under the rule
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ol the C hola dynasty from  the ninth to the thirteenth centuries C E  and the 
K.iveri basin became as important in the development o f Hinduism  as the 

( iangcs basin in the north.
I he process o f Sanskritization only began to significantly influence the 

south after the first few centuries c e  and Tamil deities and forms o f w o r­
ship became adapted to northern Sanskrit forms. Yet, nevertheless, a thriv­

ing Tamil culture flourished and Tamilnadu became the central region for 

i he development of Hinduism  after the M uslim  Mughals established their 

empire in the north. Enorm ous temple com plexes, unsurpassed by any in 
the north, grew up at Cidambaram , Srirangam, M adurai and Tanjavur. 

These became bastions of classical, orthodox H indu doctrines and prac- 

i ices associated with brahmanical w orship o f the deities and with the cult 
of the deified king. In the process of Sanskritization, indigenous Tamil 
deities became identified and absorbed into A ryan , vedic deities. The 

Tamil deities M udvalan and Tirum al became identified with Visnu and 

Siva, Kotravai the goddess of war with D urga, and the important deity 
Murukan, with Siva’s son, Skanda, the god of war.

Tamil poetry and culture
Before the influence o f Sanskritic or brahmanical culture, Tamil culture 
was itself very rich and any influences or cultural forms from  the north 

were adapted and shaped by indigenous Tamil w ays. With regard to devo­
tional religion, there are two important factors which allowed its develop­

ment in Tamil culture, namely Tamil poetry and the Tamil deity M urukan.
The earliest body o f the Carikam literature comprises two main groups, 

the ‘Eight Anthologies’ and the ‘Ten Songs’ . These anthologies o f bardic 
poetry have two central concerns: love and war. The class o f love poetry is 

called akam  (‘ inside’ or ‘ internal’), while the class o f war or heroic poetry 
is calledpuram  (‘outside’ or ‘ external’ ). The class o f love poetry is particu­
larly significant for it classifies the inner emotions o f love (uri) into five 

groups which correspond to five types o f external landscape and their 
sym bolic representations; correspondences which are furthermore identi­

fied with types o f flower. These are love-m aking, which corresponds to a 
mountainous landscape, with the mountain flow er that blooms every 

twelve years, sym bolized by millet fields and waterfalls; waiting anxiously 

for the beloved, which corresponds to the seashore, sym bolized by sharks 
and fishermen; separation, which corresponds to an arid landscape, w ith a 

desert flower, sym bolized by vultures, starving elephants and robbers;
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patiently waiting for a wife, which corresponds to a pastoral landscape, 
with the jasmine flower, sym bolized by a bull, cowherd or the rainy sea­
son; and anger at a lovers infidelity, real or imagined, which corresponds 
to an agricultural, river-valley landscape, sym bolized by a stork or heron.

The significance o f this poetry is that we see within Tamil culture a 
strong tradition o f emotional expression through verse and a pattern of 

stylized or culturally classified emotional states associated with love. This 

allows for the wholehearted adoption o f bhakti and sets the scene for the 

poetry o f em otional devotion so characteristic o f Tamil religious litera­
ture, and for the development of an emotional bhakti which was to signif­

icantly influence northern H indu culture. The Cankam  poetry reflects an 

elite culture which propagated an ideology o f a very th is-w orldly nature, 
depicting the ideal man living a married life, fighting, hunting and making 
love: a far cry from  the ascetic ideal o f the northern renouncer tradition. A  

low er level o f society, which the Cankam  literature hardly mentions, 

would com prise manual labourers, iron- and goldsmiths, carpenters, pot­
ters and farm ers.3

Within this culture there was little idea of transcendence, as had been 

developed, for example, in the Upanisads. Rather, there is a concept o f the 
divine or supernatural (katavul) which can be manifested in possession, 

states. A  god mentioned in the Cankam  anthologies is M urukan, a deity 

who is young, handsome and heroic, and w ho accepted blood sacrifice. 

H e is a god o f both war and of love. H is cult m ay have been served by 
priestesses and the texts indicate a possession cult in which young wom en 

became possessed by the god and danced ‘in a fren zy ’ (v e r l ayartal).4 
M urukan later became identified with Siva’s son Skanda, the god of war, 
and absorbed into the Hindu pantheon. Yet his presence here shows, 

firstly, that this religion was far from  the ascetic ideals o f renunciation and 
world-transcendence propagated in the Upanisads and also by the 
renouncer traditions o f Jainism  and Buddhism , and, secondly, that the 

‘fo lk  religion’ which he seems to represent was important and had official, 

courtly sanction. H ard y makes the point that the cult o f M urukan was not 
unlike folk  religion in the north, and represented a ‘very archaic and uni­
versally Indian form  o f popular religion of non-A ryan  origin’ .5 Indeed, 

Parpola has argued that M urukan was a deity o f the Indus valley civiliza­

tion whose name is preserved in the Indus valley language.6
The possession cult of M urukan and a developed bardic tradition of 

love-poetry allowed for the easy absorption o f a bhakti ideology from  the

130



The love of Visnu

nin th and a transformation of it into a particularly Tamil form. Krsna and 
ilie stories of Vrndavana begin to move south and infiltrate into the
< arikam literature from as early as the third century C E .  Krsna becomes 

M.iyon and his mythical landscape o f Mathura becomes translated into a 
1 .1 mil landscape. The narrative traditions and cult o f Krsna become firm ly 
i < m )ted i n the south, linking into patterns o f culture already established. B y

I lu* seventh century c  e  bhakti, as an intense, emotional love for a personal 

Lord, for both Visnu/Krsna and Siva, embodied in a temple icon and 

expressed in narrative traditions, had developed in the south. This intense 
devotion was expressed in the poetry o f the Vaisnava A lvars and the Saiva 

Nayanars, and was to influence later bhakti traditions both in the north 

and the south. Their songs are still recited in Tamil homes and in temples

< >n public occasions such as weddings.
lihakti traditions often reject institutionalized forms o f religion, such 

as formal temple worship, yoga and theology, in favour of an immediate 

experience o f the divine. Devotional form s of religion, particularly those 
which developed in the south during the early medieval period, tend to 

si ress the devotee’s emotional outpouring for his or her deity and the sense 
ol losing the limited, self-referential ego in an experience o f self- 

i ra nscending love. This kind of devotional religion which emphasizes per­
sonal experience is often centred around a charismatic founder w ho is 

deified by the later tradition. The bhakti traditions which developed in the 
south, both Vaisnava and Saiva, illustrate these general tendencies.

The Ajvars and the Tamil Veda
The A lvars, ‘ those immersed in god’, are poet-saints, revered in Vaisnava 

communities, w ho, between the sixth and ninth centuries, wandered from  

temple to temple in south India singing the praises o f Visnu. They helped 

to establish pilgrimage sites (particularly at the famous temple at 
Srirangam), to convert many people o f all castes to the worship o f Visnu, 

and to help stem the growth of Buddhism  and Jainism  in the south. 

'Tradition maintains that there were twelve A lvars,7 the most famous of 
whom is Nam m alvar and one o f whom , Antal, was a wom an.8 The Alvars 

came from  the whole social spectrum of Tamil society. Nam m alvar was 

from a low-caste farming fam ily (vellala), while his disciple, M aturakavi, 
was a Brahman. Antal was the daughter o f a Brahman priest o f the temple 

of Srivillipputtur, himself one o f the A lvars. She came to be regarded as an 

incarnation o f V isnu’s wife Sri, and legend has it that she was absorbed into
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Visnu’s icon in the famous Vaisnava temple of Srirangam. The other Älvärs 
were sim ilarly regarded as incarnations of Visnu or his deified regalia, the 

mace, conch, discus, kaustubha jewel, and ammonite stone (sälagräma). 
The songs of the Ä lvars were collected in the tenth century by Näthamuni, 

a theologian and a founding father of the Sri Vaisnava community, in a col­
lection know n as the T o u r  Thousand D ivine C om positions’ (Näläyira 
Divyaprabandham  or Prabandham  for short). This collection proved to 

be very influential as a scriptural basis for the Sri Vaisnavas. It attracted a 

number of significant commentaries and had impact beyond the south in 
Bengali Vaisnavism. Within this collection the most famous and influen­

tial text is the Tiruväymoli of Nam m älvär (c. 880-930), which contains

1,000 verses o f songs to Visnu -  referred to by his Tamil name M äyön (‘the 

D ark  O ne’) -  as both K ing and Lover, thereby reflecting the old Tamil 
poetic genres o f akam zndpuram.

The Tiruväymoli (‘ the ten decads’) is regarded as equal to the Veda 

among Vaisnavas and is called the ‘Tamil Veda’ . Indeed the Tamil tradition 

o f the Sri Vaisnavas is know n as the ‘D ual Vedanta’ (ubhaya vedänta) 
because it reveres both the Sanskrit tradition from  the Veda and the Tamil 

tradition o f the Ä lvärs. The Tamil Veda contains songs of emotional 

power, expressing the poet’s devotion to Visnu in m any of the forms in  

which he is installed in the temples o f Tamilnadu. These ‘poem s’ were 
intended to be sung and so are more akin to bardic com positions than to 

the more formal Sanskrit poetry (kävya) o f the court. In these poems 

Nam m älvär conveys the idea of Visnu’s transcendence and formlessness 
and yet the Lord  is also manifested in the form  o f icons in particular tem­

ples. The weeping, dancing and singing of the devotee, possessed by the 
god, is characteristic o f emotional devotionalism, the devotion of longing 

(viraha bhakti), so characteristic of the Älvärs and later devotees o f Krsna- 
Gopäla. This is a religion o f longing, ecstasy and service to a personal Lord 

who is beyond the cosmos and yet present in the w orld in specific loca­
tions in the sacred geography of Tamilnadu. H e is installed in temples and 

devotion to him must be seen in the context o f temple worship {pujä) to 
these specific forms. Indeed the forms o f the Ä lvärs themselves came to be 
treated as icons or manifestations of the Lord.

Later Vaisnava traditions
The poetry and ecstatic bhakti of the Ä lvärs influenced later traditions and 

was adopted by devotees in different regions and at various temples
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throughout the land. The Bhdgavata Purina, composed in Sanskrit in the 
mmiiIi, was influenced by Tamil devotionalism, as was Sanskrit devotional 
pi »1*1 ry and northern forms of Vaisnavism, particularly in Bengal. 
Devotionalism, especially in the south, emphasized the expression of 
»•inn! ions, rather than their control through yoga, and emphasized the 
I m uly as a sacred locus of the Lord in the world, in contrast to the gnostic 
v ision of the body and senses as the prison of the soul, expounded by 
mhiu* systems such as Sámkhya. The bhakti tradition placed emphasis on
I In* body, the emotions and the embodied forms of the Lord which
• i hi Id be seen and worshipped, rather than on the idea of the soul’s world-
II anscendence, cognition, and the abstract, transpersonal brahman. Some 

«»1 i he most fervent bhakti poetry was in Tamil, but there were also more 

philosophical texts in Sanskrit such as the B haktiSütra of Sándilya (eighth 
c e n t u r y  c e ). Yet bhakti always retained an emotional dimension and 
placed emphasis on affective experience rather than cognitive understand - 

iii)', The Nárada Bhakti Sütra (possibly twelfth century) says that Krsna 
should be worshipped in varying degrees o f emotional attachment: from  

perception o f the L o rd ’s majestic glory to experiencing the various emo- 

i ions associated with the roles o f K rsna’s slave, his companion, his parent 

.md finally his w ife.9
The early medieval period saw the rise o f regional kingdoms and the 

popularization of brahmanical ritual and m ythology which sometimes 

came to be fused with regional and local traditions, and expressed in ver­

nacular languages. A  number o f traditions developed in Vaisnavism dur­

ing the medieval period. M any o f these traditions are associated with a 
particular individual saint as their founder, though most o f the earlier 

ones, as Fuller has observed, probably evolved gradually over a long 

period. Claim ing descent from  a particular saint is, however, important in 
order to establish a pupillary succession and so validate the tradition’s 

authenticity. These orders also needed to locate themselves in a wider 

social context and needed the support o f the laity and, particularly, the 

patronage o f the king.10
Within Vaisnavism, four traditions or sampradayas are highlighted, 

based respectively on the teachings o f Ramanuja (c. 10 17 - 1 1 3 7 ) ,  the 
famous Sri Vaisnava theologian; M adhva (thirteenth century), the dualist 

theologian; Vallabha ( 14 7 9 -15  3 1), the ‘pure non-dualist’ ; and N im bárka 
(twelfth century) w ho emphasizes total surrender to the guru. The histor­

ical reality o f the development of Vaisnavism is, however, more com plex
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than this. The most important order in the south, directly influenced by 
the Älvars, was that o f the Sri Vaisnavas. This in turn influenced devotion 

to Krsna in Bengal, or G audlya Vaisnavism, and the cult o f Vithobä or 
Vitthala in Maharashtra, as well as the orders, just mentioned, founded by 

the Vaisnava theologians and saints, M adhva, N im bärka and Vallabha.
The term ‘sect’ , ‘order5 or ‘tradition’ is a rough equivalent of the 

Sanskrit term sampradäya, which refers to a tradition focused on a deity, 
often regional in character, into which a disciple is initiated by a guru. 

Furtherm ore, each guru is seen to be within a line of gurus, a santäna or 
paramparä, originating with the founding father or possibly the deity. The 
idea o f pupillary succession is extremely important in all forms of 

H induism  as this authenticates the tradition and teachings; disputes over 

succession, which have sometimes been vehement, can be of deep religious 
concern, particularly in traditions which see the guru as the embodiment 

o f the divine, possessing the pow er to bestow the L o rd ’s grace on his devo­

tees. With initiation (diksä) into the sampradäya the disciple undertakes to 
abide by the values o f the tradition and community, he or she receives a 

new name and a mantra particularly sacred to that tradition. A  sam­
pradäya might demand celibacy and comprise only world-renouncers, or 

it might have a much w ider social base, accepting householders of both, 
genders and, possibly, all castes including Untouchables.

These sampradäyas developed within the w ider mainstream of brah- 
manical worship based on the Smrti texts, especially the Puränas. Smärta 

worship (based on smrti) was itself pervaded by forms and ideas derived 
from  non-vedic revelation, the Tantras, but incorporated these forms in a 

respectable, vedic, way. Indeed the Vaisnava sampradäyas generally 
located themselves within the context o f Smärta w orship, particularly the 

Sri Vaisnava and G audlya Vaisnava traditions which are squarely in the 
vedic, puranic tradition, yet which nevertheless have absorbed many ele­

ments from  the non-vedic Tantras.

A  number of devotional attitudes to the personal absolute developed, 

often associated with different sampradäyas. The relationship between the 
disciple and the Lord could be one of servant to master, o f parent to child, 

friend to friend, or lover to beloved. The Bengali Vaisnavas, for example, 

regarded the attitude of the lover to the beloved as the highest expression 

o f devotion, while the sect o f Tukäräm viewed the devotional relationship 

as one o f servant to master. However, what is significant here is that the 

relationship between the devotee and the Lord is modelled on human rela-
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lionships and that the Lord can be perceived and approached in a variety 
nl ways: the love of God takes many forms.

While it is important to remember that there is a strong element o f per­

sonal seeking and devotion within bhakti traditions, the forms that this 
devotion will take have been moulded by the devotee’s place within the 
>( k i.11 hierarchy, that is by caste and gender. Even though at an ideological 

level most bhakti traditions have maintained that caste and gender are 
immaterial to devotion and final salvation, nevertheless some are more 

tolerant of non-discrimination on the grounds of caste and gender than 
others. The Sri Vaisnavas, for example, while not excluding low er castes 

,md women, restrict lower-caste access to their temple at Srirangam, while 

(>i her sects such as the Raidasis are themselves low-caste. The most im por- 

unt Vaisnava orders and cults are:

-  the Sri Vaisnavas located in Tamilnadu whose centre is the temple at 
Srirangam, for whom the theology of Ramanuja is particularly 
important.

-  the Gaudlya or Bengali Vaisnavas located mainly in Bengal, Orissa 
and Vrndavana. They revere the teachings of the Bengali saint, 
Caitanya, and focus their devotion on Krsna and Radha.

-  the cult of Vithoba in Maharashtra, particularly in the pilgrimage 
centre of Pandharpur. Their teachings are derived from the saints 
(sant) Jnanesvara, Namdev, Janabai etc.

-  the cult of Rama located mainly in the north-east at Ayodhya and 
Janakpur and associated with an annual festival of Ramllla in which 
the Ramayana is performed. The ascetic Ramanandl order is devoted 
to Rama and Slta.

-  the northern Sant tradition; while not being strictly Vaisnava, 
worshipping a transcendent Lord beyond qualities, this tradition 
nevertheless derives much of its teachings and names of God from 
Vaisnavism. Especially venerated are Kablr and Nanak, the founder of 
Sikhism.

T H E  S R I  V AI SNA VA T R A D I T I O N

The Sri Vaisnava tradition, which developed in Tamilnadu, inherited a 

dual vision o f the universe: on the one hand, the northern Sanskrit tradi­

tion o f the Pancaratra and puranic w orship of Visnu, with its emphasis on 
the Lord  as the transcendent cause and sustaining pow er of the cosmos,
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and, on the other, the southern Tamil tradition of longing devotion to a 
personal Lord installed within specific temple icons. The Sri Vaisnavas 
therefore revered sacred scriptures in Sanskrit, both the Vedas and the 
Päncarätra Ägam as or Samhitäs, and the Tamil songs of the Älvars. The Sri 

Vaisnavas also revered a line o f teachers (äcärya) who functioned as the­
ologians and interpreters o f the tradition and as hierarchs o f the order. The 

first o f these äcäryas, and the founder o f the Sri Vaisnavas, was Näthamuni 

(tenth century c e ) who collected the songs o f the Ä lvars in his 

Prabandham . W hile his emotional and aesthetic inspiration came from  

the Tamil poet-saints, Natham uni’s main intellectual inheritance was the 
Sanskrit philosophical tradition, particularly the Vedanta, and the theolo­

gies o f the B h a gavad  G itä , the Visnu Puräna  and the Päncarätra Ägamas. 

H e is attributed with founding the Sri Vaisnava tradition and legitimated 
the tradition by establishing a lineage with the Tamil Ä lvärs. Nätham uni is 

said to have gone on pilgrimage to Vrndävana in the north, the Vaisnava 

religious centre and m ythological home o f Krsna, where he received a 
vision o f Visnu in the form  Mannanär, the icon in his local temple in 
Tamilnadu. In the vision the god told him to return to his home town. H e 

did so and became an administrator, firstly in the temple o f Mannanär and 

later in the Visnu temple at Srirangam which became the centre o f the Sri 
Vaisnava community. Nätham uni^ grandson, Yäm una, became the next 

Sri Vaisnava äcärya , noted for his defence of the Päncaratra Ägamas as 
having revelatory status and of the Päncaratra ritual as being equal to 
orthodox brahmanical rites.11

The most famous Sri Vaisnava leader, whose influence was to extend 
throughout Hinduism , was Rämänuja (c. 10 17 - 1 1 3 7 ) .  H e did not directly 

meet Yäm una, but became the recognized leader of the community, devel­
oping a Vaisnava theology and interpretation o f the Vedänta tradition in 
the light o f his theism, which became know n as ‘qualified non-dualism ’ 

(visistädvaita\ see p. 243). Rämänuja wrote in Sanskrit, but he was influ­

enced by the bhakti poetry o f the Ä lvärs. H is favoured disciple, Pillän, 

w rote a com mentary on N am m älvär’s Tiruväym oli in a language which 
was a mixture of Sanskrit and Tamil, m anipraväla , thereby elevating the 

status of the Tamil text, the first text in a Dravidian language to have com ­

mentary written on it. Pillän, who was a Sudra, implies here that caste is 
not an impediment to salvation.12

Salvation or liberation for the Sri Vaisnavas was conceived as transcend­

ing the cycle of reincarnation (samsära) and karma and going to V isnu5s
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In .won (vaikuntha) at death, where the soul is united with the Lord in a 
loving relationship, while yet maintaining its distinction. This state is 
iti liieved through attachment to the I ,ord and detachment from the w orld, 

oi, more specifically, through the religious practice (upasana) o f devotion 
i n< I service (seva) to the Lord in one o f his incarnations in temple icons 
(,in uvatara). There is also a path of total surrender (prapatti) in which the 

devotee gives himself up to the Lord w ho saves him through an act o f 

unmerited divine grace (saranagati). In the form er there is some emphasis 
on effort and human agency, in the latter the emphasis is entirely on the 

p,i ace and agency o f the Lord.
About 200 years after Ram anuja’s death, the Sri Vaisnava com m unity

11.ul split into sub-sects called the ‘northern culture’ (vatakalai) and the 
'southern culture’ (<tenkalai). The vatakalai emphasized the Sanskrit 

.(t iptures and salvation through traditional bhakti-yoga, that is devotion

io the temple icon, while the tenkalai emphasized the Tamil scriptures and 

s 111 render to the Lord by his grace. These tw o theologies became know n as 
i lie ‘ m onkey’ and ‘cat’ schools respectively. In the ‘m onkey’ school, salva- 

non is achieved by both effort and grace; the devotee clings to G od 

i hrough his effort, while the Lord saves him, as a baby m onkey clings to its 
mother as she moves through the trees. The ‘cat’ school, on the other hand, 
emphasized the grace o f the Lord, claiming that the devotee is saved only 

i hrough grace, as a mother cat picks up her young and carries them w ith­
out any effort on their part. This distinction is brought out in two under­

standings o f a passage in the Bhagavad Gita ( i 8.66), the famous 
carama-sloka, which reads ‘Abandoning all laws seek shelter in me alone. I 
will save you from  all sins. D o not fear.’ The tenkalai understood this pas­

sage to mean that there were two distinct paths, traditional bhakti-yoga 
and the esoteric, superior, path of surrender {prapatti). O n the other hand, 

the vatakalai theologian, Vedantadesika (i 269-1307), maintained that the 

verse referred to two groups o f people, those w ho are twice-born and lib­

erated through the performance o f ritual devotion and those o f low er 
castes w ho cannot perform  ritual devotion in the temples, and so are liber­
ated through surrender.13

The Sri Vaisnava community, consisting o f Brahmans and non- 

Brahmans, existed within the w ider social context o f Brahmans who 

adhered to the puranic worship of Visnu and other deities, nam ely the 

Smartas, and non-Brahm an castes w ho worshipped and became possessed 

by local village deities. The Sri Vaisnavas encompass high-caste levels o f
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Sanskrit learning and theological tradition, while at the same time having a 
w ide popular appeal even amongst lower castes. Yet while the devotional- 
ism of the Ä lvärs had been ecstatic, the devotion o f the Sri Vaisnavas was 

controlled, occurring in the context o f formal temple ritual. This ecstatic 

dimension in bhakti traditions did not, however, die out with the Älvärs 
but developed in northern Vaisnavism, particularly in Bengal.

G A U D l Y A  V A I S N A VI S M

D evotional traditions focused on Krsna the C ow herd developed in north­

ern India, and found articulation in Sanskrit devotional and poetic litera­
ture as well as in more popular devotional movements, particularly 

around Vrndävana and in Bengal. The form  o f Vaisnavism which grew in 

Bengal (Gaudlya) developed a theology which laid great emphasis on 
devotion and the love relationship between the devotee and Krsna. 

A lthough in Saivism a direct correspondence between the religious and 

the aesthetic had been perceived, the G audlya Vaisnava tradition devel­
oped a theology in which the categories o f aesthetic experience, described 

in classical poetry (,kävya), came to be applied to devotional religious 
experience. B y  the early medieval period, there was a thriving tradition o f 

courtly love poetry in Sanskrit, a poetry which was ornate and baroque^ 
expressing prescribed emotions in a particular form . In the court o f the 
Bengali K ing Laksmanasena (c. 1 179 -1209 ), Jayadeva, a poet under his 

patronage, com posed a famous poem, the G lta govin da , about the love of 

Krsna and Rädhä his m istress.14 Jayadeva is a high-class poet in the classi­
cal kävya  tradition, who used the formal conventions o f kävya  -  the pre­
scribed vocabulary, the ornamental language and the stock metaphors -  to 

express the love o f Rädhä for Krsna and, by implication, o f the devotee for 
Krsna. A s with courtly poetry generally, the theme of the poem is the 

union, separation and reunion of the lovers. W hile they meet secretly in 

the forest for their love-play, the lovers yet know  that with the dawn they 

must be separated, a fact which causes great longing (viraha) until their 

next meeting. This tradition o f poetry focused on the love o f Krsna and 
Rädhä continued, particularly with the Bengali poetry o f Candldäsa and 

the Mathili verses o f Vidyäpati (fourteenth/fifteenth century).15 Their 

poetry, written from  the point o f view of Rädhä, expressed her deep em o­
tional longing for Krsna, as the devotee longs for the Lord. Candldäsa 
beautifully expresses the essential longing, characteristic o f bhakti, when 

he describes Rädhä hearing the sound of Krsna’s flute. H e writes:
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Let us not talk of that fatal flute.
It calls a woman away from her home
and drags her by the hair to that Shyam [i.e. Krsna].
A devoted wife forgets her spouse 
To be drawn like a deer, thirsty and lost.
Even the wisest ascetics lose their minds 
And the plants and trees delight in its sound.
What then can a helpless, innocent girl do?16

I lowever, the figure who did most to prom ote Krsna bhakti was 

Kisnacaitanya or sim ply Caitanya (14 8 6 -1533 ), w ho is regarded as an 

incarnation o f Krsna and Radha in one body. H e generated a tradition 

which continues to this day, and in the West is manifested as the H are 
K 1 sna movement. Caitanya was brought up in a Vaisnava Brahman fam ily 

where he had a conventional Sanskrit education. In 1508 he went to G aya

lo perform a memorial rite for his deceased father. There he had a conver­

sion experience induced by a south Indian renouncer who initiated him 

into the worship o f Krsna. H e returned to his home town o f N avadvipa 

(Nabadwip) in Bengal where he began to w orship Krsna with a group o f 

devotees by singing or chanting his praises. H e began to experience ecsta- 

lic or possessed states o f consciousness. In 15 10  Caitanya took form al 
vows of renunciation and moved to the pilgrimage town of Puri in O rissa 

where Krsna is worshipped as Lord  Jagannatha in the famous temple. 
I ach year, during his annual festival, the Lord  Jagannatha is paraded out of 

1 he temple in a huge processional carriage. Caitanya and his followers 

would accom pany the carriage, dancing and singing the L o rd s  praise. 
( laitanya spent the remainder of his life at Puri, worshipping Radha and 

Krsna, and frequently going into ecstatic states.17
Although Caitanya was not the founder o f an order in a formal sense, 

by writing a com mentary on the B rahm a Sutra , he nevertheless firm ly 

established G audiya Vaisnavism and determined its style and flavour. The 

central focus o f G audiya Vaisnava devotion is the love between Radha and 

Krsna, a love which is strongly erotic, though w ith an eroticism which is 
regarded as transcendent and not worldly. The eroticism of G audiya 

devotion is perhaps not dissimilar to the ‘bride-m ysticism ’ (brautm ystik) 

of Christian mystical theology. Indeed, liberation for the G audiya 

Vaisnavas is the constant, ecstatic experience o f the divine love-play (lila) 
between Radha and Krsna in a spiritual or perfected body. This erotic love 

and attraction between Radha and Krsna is ‘pure love’ (prema) as opposed
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to an impure w orld ly love pervaded by selfish desire (lcama).[H Krsna is 
the supreme Lord (not sim ply an avatara of Visnu) who creates, maintains 
and destroys the cosmos over and over again. Radha is Krsna’s ‘ refreshing 

pow er’ through which the cosmos is manifested, and although they are 
united, they are yet distinct. Indeed the relationship between the Lord as 
the ‘holder of p ow er’ (saktimat) and Radha as his pow er (sakti), and 

between the devotee and the Lord, is characterized as ‘inconceivable 

difference-in-identity’ (acintya-bhedabheda).
This relationship is manifested in the w orld in the love between Radha 

and Krsna, and an erotic devotional theology was developed by six o f 

Caitanya’s disciples, know n as the Gosvam ins, focused on this relation­

ship. This theology m ay have been influenced by a tantric Vaisnava sect, 

the Sahajiyas, w ho maintained that ritual sexual union could overcome 
duality and reflect the divine union of Krsna and Radha, a tradition which 

developed into the low-caste, antinomian and ecstatic Bauls.19 The 

G audiya Vaisnava tradition, however, rejects these practices as a m isun­
derstanding of a profound spirituality. The w orks of the Gosvam ins are, 
indeed, highly orthodox in the sense that they accept the authority o f the 

Veda, but they include within the category o f revelation the Puranas, espe­
cially the Bhagavata Pur ana. v

Although much o f the Bhagavata Purana contains reference to K rsna’s 
love-play with the gopis, it does not mention by name Radha who only 

appears with the Gitagovinda and in later literature and visual art. In 
Vaisnava m ythology, she is an older married wom an and the love between 

her and Krsna is conventionally adulterous. Radha leaves a shadow of her­

self by her husband’s side and goes out at night, pulled by the sound of 

K rsna’s flute, to meet him. This is theologically important and relates to a 
distinction in Sanskrit poetics between love-in-union (.svakiya, ‘one’s own 

w om an’) associated with marriage, and love-in-separation (paraklya, 
‘another’s wom an’) associated with adulterous love. The form er is charac­

terized by lust (kama) and union, the latter by pure love (prema) and long­
ing (viraha). In loving Krsna, Radha disobeys w ife ly  duty (stridharma) 
(see p. 6 5), for the love o f G od transcends social obligation. The love 

between Radha and Krsna is love-in-separation characterized by longing
-  as the soul’s longing for the Lord is the highest human spirituality.

Rupagosvam in wrote two important texts in Sanskrit on Krsna devo­
tion, the Ujjvala-mlamani (‘The Splendid Blue Jew el’) and the Bhakti- 
rasamrta-sindhu (‘The Ocean of the Imm ortal N ectar o f D evotion ’20).
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I Inc aesthetic categories which had been developed in Sanskrit poetics 
weir applied to different kinds of devotional emotion and experience. 

A* cording to Sanskrit poetics, emotion (b h ava ) can be transformed into 
,n •«( hetic experience (rasa): for example, grief can be transformed into the 

fHpmence o f tragedy, humour into comedy, and sexual desire into the 
i npcrience of the erotic. Similarly, sexual desire can be transformed into 

runic or ‘sweet’ love (srngara- or madhura-bhakti) for Krsna: the subli­
mation of human sexual love into divine, or transcendent, erotic love. This 

passionate all-consuming love for Krsna is called, by Rupagosvam in, 
ufrtnuga-bhakti, in contrast to devotion in which the devotee follow s 

i tiles and injunctions (vidhi) laid dow n in scripture, called vaidhi-bhakti. 
In raganuga-bhakti Krsna can be as close and intimate with the devotee as 

a lover, whereas in vaidhi-bhakti Krsna is perceived as a pow erful and 
majestic king. Both paths lead to salvation, though passionate devotion is 

higher than the more formal approach and leads directly to Krsna.

The main practices of the G audiya Vaisnavas to achieve their soterio- 
lo^ical goals were the ritual practices o f repeating the names o f Krsna 

(nama japa), singing hymns (kirtana), w orship of temple icons or the 
114Iasi plant sacred to Visnu, and, on the path o f rdganuga-bhakti, visualiz­

ing Krsna’s acts, particularly the love-play o f Krsna and the gopls (lila 
smarana). A fter initiation the Krsna devotee w ould perform  worship in 

iIk* morning, afternoon and evening. This w ould involve repetition of 

Is, i sna’s names, such as the famous H are Krsna mantra -  hare krsna, hare 
krsna, krsna krsna, hare hare, hare rama, hare rama, rama rama, hare hare 

followed by libations for the ancestors and making offerings.21 The 
name of the deity embodies his essence, so by repeating it the devotee is 

m voking his presence. A t death the devotee w ill serve Krsna in a perfected 

spiritual body (siddha-deha) in one o f the L o rd s  spiritual abodes.22

O T H E R  K R S N A  S EC T S

( )ther Vaisnava sampradayas sim ilarly maintained an element o f erotic 
mysticism. Vallabha ( i 4 7 9 -15 3 1)  founded a tradition centred on the w o r­

ship of Krsna the Cow herd after receiving a vision of Krsna. H e wrote 

commentaries on the Brahma Sutra and Bhagavata Pur ana and con­

structed a theology which is a fusion o f monistic and devotional ideas, 

calling his w ay  the ‘path of grace’ (pustimarga) and his doctrine ‘pure non­
dualism’ (suddhadvaita). Vallabha identifies Krsna with the absolute 

(brahman) and maintains that the w orld  is not illusory (mdyd) but is real

141



An introduction to Hinduism

and is identified with Krsna. Liberation occurs, with Krsna’s grace, 
through follow ing a path com prising a series of stages until the devotee, as 

in G audlya Vaisnavism, becomes part o f his play (lild)y though unlike 

G audlya Vaisnavism the Pusti Märga is non-renunciatory, com prising 

only householders. W hile maintaining an erotic dimension, the main 
focus of Pusti M ärga devotion is on Krsna as a child and the devotee as the 

parent. The Pusti M ärga is particularly large in western India, its main 

temple being at N athdvara in Rajasthan.23 A n  important order developed 
from  the Pusti M ärga in the nineteenth century, the Swaminarayan m ove­
ment, whose follow ers take refuge in the sect’s founder Swaminarayan, 
rather than in Krsna.24

Several other orders focus their attention on the erotic pastimes of 

Krsna. The Rädhävalläbhis founded by Harivam sa (1585) concentrate 
their worship on Rädhä, while an offshoot, the male sect o f the Säkhi 

Bhävas, who still exist, dress in wom en’s clothing and adopt female man­

nerisms in order to emulate the gopls. Lastly, the Visnusvämis should be 

mentioned, founded in the twelfth century, famous for a Sanskrit text by 
one o f their devotees, Bilvamangala: the Krsnakärnämrta (‘The N ectar o f 
the Acts o f K rsna’).25

T H E  C U L T  OF V I T H O B Ä

Vaisnava devotionalism spread northwards and local deities, associated 

with the great H indu gods, became the focus of devotional movements. In 
Maharashtra, situated by the eastern seaboard within the northern 
Sanskritic cultural sphere yet strongly influenced by the Dravidian, were a 

number o f Vaisnava devotional movements which can broadly be 

described as Sant traditions. The term sant means ‘good man’ and refers to 
saints from  all castes w ho lived between the thirteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Th ey taught a path to liberation through devotion to the L o rd ’s 

name (näm ), devotion to one’s guru, and the devotional meetings or 

satsang (‘ the com m unity in truth’). The Vaisnava Sants taught devotion to 
the Lord as a personal being installed in temples, with qualities (.saguna), 
though another Sant tradition based in the Punjab, from  which Sikhism 

developed, taught devotion to an abstract Lord  beyond qualities 
(nirguna).

In Maharashtra, within the general Sant category, several devotional 

traditions were established. The M ahänubhäva Sam pradäya, founded by 

Chakradhär Swami in the thirteenth century, worshipped only Krsna,
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while the most important sect, the Varkari Panth ('The Pilgrims* path’), 
was centred on the worship of Vithoba whose main temple, the focus o f an 
important pilgrimage, is at Pandharpur in southern Maharashtra. A  devo- 
inMi.il literature in Marathi, a Sanskritic language, developed in the w rit­

i ngs  of a number o f Marathi saints, notably Jnanesvara (thirteenth 

m iiu ry), Nam dev (c. 12 70 -1350 ), Tukaram (c. 1568-1650 ), Janabai, 

I lui.ith (c. 1533-99) and Ramdas (16 0 8 -8 1), all except Ramdas belonging
io the Varkari tradition.26 B y  the seventeenth century the Varkaris were 

I lie most important sect in Maharashtra and the famous King Sivaji, the 

m ourge o f the Mughal Aurangzeb, is said to have met Tukaram and been 

initiated by Ramdas.
Jnanesvara is sometimes considered to be the founder of the Varkari 

I \m t h, though worship o f Vithoba predates him. H e wrote a Marathi com ­

mentary on the B h a gavad  G ita , the Jn a n e s v a r i27 which shows influences 

1 »1 apart from  Vaisnava bhakti -  Advaita Vedanta and the Naths (see p. 

•jK). His text extols devotion to the Lord  and to his guru w ho, says 
|iunesvara, rescued him from  the ocean o f w orld ly  existence. For 

|n.mesvara liberation is merging with the Lord , though the individual 
devotee can never comprehend his immensity. N am dev is not only 

1 evered as a saint in Maharashtra but in the Punjab as well, and some o f his 
verses have found their w ay into the sacred scripture of the Sikhs, the A d i 

( ¡ninth. Tukaram is perhaps the most revered saint in Maharashtra, w ho 
stressed the love o f the Lord as the path to liberation and the necessity of 

1 lie dualism between the devotee and the Lord  in order for love to develop. 
As with m any other Sants, Tukaram advocated singing the L o rd ’s praise 

and a meditational devotionalism in which one attains liberation by sitting 

m meditation and repeating the L o rd ’s name (nam ) -  a teaching which is 

common to the Sant traditions o f the north as well. In contrast to G audiya 
Vaisnavism, erotic im agery is not used by the Maharashtrian Sants and the 

pure devotion (prem a-bhakti) which they advocate represents the Lord  as 

a loving parent rather than a lover.

While for highly orthoprax Smarta H indus, low  castes and wom en are 
excluded from  spiritual liberation and forms o f worship, for the 

Maharashtran Sants caste and gender are not obstacles. A lthough 

Jnanesvara was a Brahman, many other Maharashtran Sants were low - 

caste: N am dev was a tailor and Tukaram was a Sudra. There were also a 
number of wom en saints in the Varkari tradition, though generally the 

images o f wom en in the poetry of Eknath and Tukaram are negative,
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presenting wom an as the temptress and dish actor from the m ales path ol 
detachment from the world. Notable women Sants are Jnanesvara s sister 
M uktabai, w ho was an initiate o f Nath Yoga, and Janabai, the maid 

servant o f Nam dev, whose verses to Vithoba sometimes address him as a 
wom an, Vithabai.

That Janabai could address Vithoba as a wom an demonstrates the 
am biguity o f the god. W hile he is generally male, he is sometimes female 
and referred to as a mother. While he is generally associated with Visnu or 

Krsna, he is sometimes associated with Siva, thereby blurring the distinc­

tion between Vaisnava and Saiva. Indeed the cult o f Vithoba goes beyond 

sectarian divisions and the two pilgrimages each year to his temple at 

Pandharpur attract a wide cross-section of the community. U p to 6,000 

people are attracted to the more important o f the pilgrimages during 

asadha (June-Ju ly), though caste divisions during the pilgrimage are not 
entirely eradicated.28

T H E  S A N T  T R A D I T I O N  

W hile the Vaisnava Sant tradition developed in Maharashtra, focused on 

devotion to a saguna form  of Visnu or Krsna, further north, and especially 

in the Punjab, another Sant tradition developed which advocated devotion 
to a nirguna Lord  as the ineffable absolute without shape or form , the 

source and support o f the cosmos, by whose grace beings are liberated 
from  the cycle o f birth and death. This northern Sant tradition drew on 

Vaisnava bhakti, Sufism and Nath Yoga, w hose terminologies can be 
found within Sant literature, but rejected external ritual, emphasizing, 

rather, the personal experience of a transcendent Lord, beyond form. Like 

the Maharashtrian Sants, these northern Sants com posed devotional songs 

in vernacular languages, namely forms of H indi and Punjabi. A m ong the 

most famous Sants are Kabir, N anak, M irabai, Raidas and Dadu. M any of 

these were low-caste, such as Raidas who was an untouchable leather- 
w orker (chamar)29 and Kabir who was a weaver.30 H ow ever, not all wTere 

of low  status: N anak was a ‘w arrior’ (khatri) and M irabai a princess. Some 
of the Sants spawned traditions which continue to the present, most 

notable, o f course, being Sikhism from  G uru  N anak, but there are also 

Raidasis, Dadupanthis and Kabirpanthis.

The teachings o f the Sants are preserved in collections of poetry in their 

respective languages and in the sacred scripture of the Sikhs, the A d i  

Granth. The songs of these Sants w ould have circulated around north

An introduction to Hinduism

144



ihe love o f Visnu

India during the sixteenth century, being sung at various temples by wan- 
tl.itiin bards, as would probably have happened in the south with the
.... ... «>1 the Alvars and Nayanars. The most popular and influential of the
*mmI i was Kablr. Kablr (1398 -1448 ) was born into a weaver fam ily in 

Mi nates who had converted to Islam one or two generations prior to his 
I m 1111 Ti adition maintains that his guru was the Vaisnava Ramananda, w ho

* », mi 1 he Ramanuja lineage, though if Ramananda was born in 1299, as 

nite lext suggests, it is highly unlikely that Kablr, born almost 100 years 

I n» 1, eould have met him. He was influenced by N am dev and by the 
|ioeiry of the Saiva wom an saint, Lalla (fourteenth century). K abir’s 

(ineiry is quite distinctive. One of its striking features is his use of stark 

Images in ‘ upside-down language’ (ultavdm si), such as ‘the cow  is sucking 

it 1 lie calf’s teat’ , used to shock his audience out o f com placency and to 
1 mii vcy the idea that the Lord is ineffable and beyond everyday logic. H e is
• 111 ical of caste, maintaining that it is irrelevant to liberation, and highly 
11 1 11 i al o f Hindu and M uslim  religious practices and doctrines current at 

Iiis time. He writes: ‘The Hindu says Ram  is the beloved, the Turk says 

M alum. 'Then they kill each other.’31
While there are, o f course, individual differences between the northern 

'.amis, there are common themes in their teachings. The soul is trapped in 
l lie world governed by Death or Time (kal) and illusion (maya), and must 

i < 111111 to the Lord through the meditative devotion o f repeating his name 

(mm simran) and by the grace o f the guru. Through this repetition the 

.•nil will perceive the light of G od, hear the divine ‘unstruck sound’
(,inahata sab da) of the Lord, and rise up through the hierarchical cosmos, 

luck to its true abode (sach-khand). The names for the Lord used by the 
Sants are generally Vaisnava, such as Ram , Madhav, Krsna and H ari,

1 hough sometimes the more Saiva names o f N atha or Um apati might be 
used and even the term Allah is sometimes referred to.

T H E  C U L T  OF R A M A

While the term Ram  is used by the Sants to refer to the transcendent Lord, 

in the Rama cults the term refers to the Lord  as he was incarnated in King 

Kama, the hero of the Ramayana, king o f A yodhya. D evotion to Rama, as 
well as his m onkey commander Hanuman, became widespread in north­

ern India during the medieval period. Centres of Rama worship are found 
in Janakpur, the legendary birthplace o f Sita, and A yodhya in Andra 

Pradesh, Ram a’s legendary birthplace and capital o f his kingdom. Indeed
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the cult o f Ràma continues to have serious consequences in contemporary 
India as the demolition in 1992 o f the Babji Masjid in Ayodhya dem on­

strates. One sect o f Ràma worship predominates in Ayodhya, the 

Râmànandï order, w ho are also found in Nepal near the Bihar border.32

The Ràmànandis, whose main centre is at A yodhya, were founded by 
Ràmànanda (fifteenth century?), with possible connections with the Sri 
Vaisnava tradition. Their literature is expressed in the medium o f Hindi, 

though no w riting o f Ràmànanda himself is preserved. According to the 

tradition, he advocated devotion to Ràma and Sïtà, a devotion which, in 
contrast to G audïya Vaisnavism, is devoid of eroticism. In this style of 
bhakti the devotee’s attitude is as a servant to the master, rather than as a 

lover to the beloved, hence Hanumàn is hailed as the exemplum of devo­

tional service to his master Ràma. W hile there are no writings of 

Ràmànanda himself, the theology of the sect is based on the writings of 
Tulsidàs ( 15 3 2 -16 2 3 )  w ho composed the Râm acaritm ânasa (‘The Sacred 

Lake of Ram a’s D eeds’33), a version of a version of Vàlm ïki’s R âm âyana , 
com posed in H indi rather than the sacred language of Sanskrit. The 

Brahmans o f Varanasi, where the text was com posed, are said to have been 
shocked by the com position of such a text in a vernacular language. It was 

tested by being placed in the Siva temple for one night, with the Vedas and 
Purànas placed on top o f it. In the morning, Tulsidàs’ text was on top of 
them all, w hereby its authority was legitimized.34 In this text and other 

com positions by Tulsidàs, Ràma is the supreme Lord  and other deities, 
while being eulogized, are subordinated to him.

The Ràmànandï order is predom inantly ascetic and renunciatory. In the 
past, all castes, including Untouchables, were initiated into it and at initia­

tion all previous caste duties were abandoned and service to Ràm a insti­

tuted in their place. In contem porary practice, however, caste restrictions 
are imposed in Ràmànandï temples and only Brahmans can be priests. 

O riginally both sexes were initiated, though now  there are few nuns 
remaining in the order.

The most popular festival associated w ith Ràm a is Ràm lïlà which 
occurs throughout north India, particularly at Ram nagar near Varanasi. 

D uring this festival Tulsidàs’ Ram acaritm ânasa is recited by priests o f the 

Maharàja o f Varanasi, along with the recitation of dramatic dialogues. The 
story of Ràm a and Sïtà is enacted from  his birth, through the major events 

o f his life -  his marriage, banishment, w ar against Ràvana -  to his tri­
umphant return and the establishing of Ràm a’s kingdom .35
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Summary
In i Ins survey o f the Vaisnava and associated traditions we can see a 
jh • it ess m which an exuberant and emotional form o f devotionalism, orig­

inal mf, in the south, becomes associated with a more sober tradition of 
*. ,|M*t 11ul devotion, originating in the north. The patterns of bhakti that 

tt. ice here -  such as the association o f local or regional deities with the 

i* Hies of the great Sanskritic tradition, and the establishing o f orders by 

Mints are also follow ed by devotional movements within Saivism. 

All hough Saivism has tended more towards the ideals o f yoga and 
.1. Mi lied asceticism rather than towards em otional devotionalism, there 

I •»v < nevertheless been strong devotional tendencies within it, particularly 

in i hr south. To the development of this sim ilarly vast tradition we now 

mi n.
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7 Saiva and tantric religion

Within the developing H indu traditions we can see the process of 
Brahm anization or Sanskritization, w hereby the great brahmanical tradi­

tion of vedic social values, vedic ritual forms and Sanskrit learning absorbs 
local popular traditions o f ritual and ideology. We have seen this, for exam­

ple, in the cult o f Vithobâ w ho becomes identified with Visnu and o f 
M urukan who becomes identified with Skanda. Regional traditions 

expressed in vernacular languages, local deities, local m ythologies, ritual 

forms and possession cults become universalized through Sanskritization. 

The poetry and em otional devotion of the À lv lrs  becomes a pan-south- 

Asian phenom enon (i.e. the tradition becomes universalized) when their 

poetry is absorbed within the brahmanical ideology o f the Sri Vaisnavas (i.e. 
it becomes Sanskritized). Theology is thus built up from  a level o f regional 

ritual and possession cults and in turn influences those cults. Regional ritual 
and possession form  the basis or substratum of brahmanical theology.

A  second important process can also be identified, namely the transfor­
mations o f the ascetic ideal: on the one hand its assimilation into the 

higher-caste householder’s ideology, as in the B h a gavad  G ïtâ , on the other 
its assimilation into the low-caste possession cults o f the cremation 
ground. Between these extremes we have the highly revered, orthodox 

renouncers such as the Dasanâmis. These manifestations of the ascetic 
ideal may be linked to the historical question regarding the vedic or non- 

vedic origins o f renunciation, which we have discussed. Yet, whatever its 
origins, there have been, and still are, ambivalent attitudes towards 

renouncers amongst householders.1 A t the one extreme is the highly
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revered, orthodox renouncer, the ideal o f many high-caste male house­
holders, yet at the other extreme there is the feared unorthodox ascetic, 

openly courting pollution and living in the cremation ground. This 

ambivalent attitude is clearly demonstrated in the religions o f Siva who is 
himself a god o f paradox: both the ideal householder and the ideal ascetic.

Saivism refers to the traditions which fo llow  the teachings o f Siva 

(>/vasasana) and which focus on the deity Siva, or sometimes his consort 
and power, Sakti. Processes occur in Saivism which are also found in 

Vaisnavism: the absorption by brahmanical orthopraxy of non-vedic rit­
ual forms and ideas and the identification o f local deities with pan-H indu

< ines. In this chapter we w ill trace the rise o f Siva and the traditions centred 

oil his worship. Like Vaisnavism, Saivism has absorbed within it a variety 

ol ritual practices and theologies, though it has tended more towards 
asceticism or the ascetic ideal, even in its householder forms, than has 

Vaisnavism. Indeed, the genius o f Saivism, or its inspiration, is to be found 
m the renouncer traditions, in particular the renouncer traditions o f the 

i remation ground. The Saiva ideals o f asceticism contrast with those of 
Vaisnavism which is strongly associated with the householder, with life in

i lie world and with the ideology of kingship. In other words, Vaisnavism 

has tended to be more vedic and orthoprax than Saivism.
The picture is, o f course, more com plex than this and Saivism did have 

loyal patronage, but generally ascetic, and sometimes ecstatic, tendencies 

predominated. While one needs to be cautious o f generalizations, it might 
he argued that Ruth Benedict’s distinction, derived from  Nietzsche, 
between A pollonian cultures in which order, control and law are impor- 

l ant and D ionysian cultures which revere the ‘ecstasy of the dance’ , can be 

applied to Vaisnavism and Saivism at an ideological level.2 Although there 

are undoubtedly ecstatic and antinomian dimensions in devotion to 
Krsna, the ideologies o f Vaisnavism have tended towards vedic ortho­

praxy and the maintaining o f vedic values. Saivism, while also having some 
orthoprax tendencies, unreservedly accepted the non-vedic revelation of 

the Tantras and draws its inspiration from  the polluting cremation- 
ground asceticism. Some o f the ecstatic tendencies of Saivism are em bod­

ied in the m ythology o f the deity Siva himself.

The myth of Daksa
An important m yth in the corpus o f Saiva narratives is the myth o f Daksa. 

'This story is told in the M ahabharata  and there are a number of variants in
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the Puranas. D aksa, the son of Brahma (in the Veda his mother is Aditi), is 
the father o f Satl. Sati becomes the wile of Siva who is attracted to her 

because of the pow er o f her austerities as well as her beauty, but, during the 
wedding, tension builds up between Daksa and his unconventional son- 

in-law. Siva and Sati retire to M ount Kailasa and Daksa prepares a horse 
sacrifice to which he invites all the gods except Siva. While Siva is not 

bothered by the snub, Sati is distraught at the insult and goes in anger to 

her fathers sacrifice where she is rebuffed by Daksa. In her rage she com ­

mits suicide by burning herself through her yogic power. U pon hearing 

the news o f his w ife ’s death, Siva is enraged and attacks D aksa’s sacrifice in 

the terrifying form  of Virabhadra with his hordes o f demonic beings. A ll is 

destroyed and D aksa is killed, beheaded b y Siva, thereby himself becom ­

ing the sacrificial victim. Siva then resuscitates the sacrifice as well as 

Daksa, in some versions with a goat’s head, and the sacrifice proceeds 
sm oothly with Siva included.3 In some, possibly later, versions, Siva finds 

the body o f Sati and, in a state o f grief and frenzy, picks up her corpse and 

dances w ild ly w ith it across the universe (see p. 192 for what happens 
next).

W hile this m yth is multi-levelled and can be understood in a variety of 

w ays, perhaps an obvious reading is that Siva was originally excluded 
from  the vedic sacrifice; that he is a deity perhaps originally from  outside 
the vedic pantheon, but w ho came to be accepted as one o f the gods. 

Indeed, in destroying the sacrifice with fire, Siva is paradoxically fulfilling 

it and so ensuring that the sacrifice is his. We can, in fact, see in this m yth an 

analogue for the development of Saivism. A s Siva is outside the vedic fold, 

so are the traditions associated with him, and as Siva makes his presence 

known so forcefully and is, o f necessity, absorbed within the vedic 

pantheon, so Saiva traditions are incorporated into vedic ideology and 
practice.

The image of Siva
Siva is a god of am biguity and paradox. H e has been described by W endy 
D oniger O ’Flaherty as the ‘erotic ascetic’ , the ithyphallic and prom iscu­
ous god, who is also the celibate yogin, practising austerities in the 

H im alayas. H e is the three-eyed god w ho has burned D esire with his third 

eye, who dances in the cremation ground and yet w ho seduces the sages’ 
wives in the pine forest. H e is the wild matted-haired ascetic, yet he is also 
the ideal fam ily man and householder with a w ife, Parvati, and their tw o
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»mis ( lAncsa and Skanda. \ le contains all opposites wiihin him and is even 

.(• h libed as half male and half female (ardhanarisvara).4 Siva is som e­
thin s described as the god of destruction, part o f the ‘ 1 lindu trinity’ with 
Muhina as creator and Visnu as sustainer, but for his devotees he is the 

*ti|Herne Lord who creates, maintains and destroys the cosmos. H e con- 
m »I*, his true nature from humanity, yet, at the same time, can reveal his 

it.tmi e as an act of grace. While there is a very strong sense o f Siva’s tran-
ii • mlence in Saivism, he is nevertheless represented or installed in a num- 

l«« i ol forms in temples and shrines, which are also represented in 

lit vI lu»logy. H e is especially worshipped and iconographically depicted in 

tli. following forms:

as the Lord of Yoga meditating on Mount Kailasa or Kailash in the 
I limalayas. He is iconographically portrayed as covered in ashes, with 
a third eye with which he burned Desire (Kama), with his matted 
locks in a chignon, a crescent moon in his hair, the Ganges pouring 
from his locks, garlanded by a snake and sacred rudraksa beads, 
seated upon a tiger skin and holding a trident.

as the family man with his wife, the goddess Parvatl, and their two 
sons, Skanda and the elephant-headed Ganesa, with the sacred bull 
Nandi, standing nearby.

as Siva Nataraja, the Lord of the Dance, who, in his awe-inspiring 
dance which expresses his boundless energy, creates, maintains and 
destroys the cosmos. He is four-armed, dancing upon the dwarf of 
ignorance (Apasmara) within a circle of flames.

in his form as the Siva linga or ‘icon’ found in most Hindu temples.5 
The linga represents a phallus within a vulva, symbolic of the union of 
Siva with his dynamic energy or sakti.

Early worship of Rudra-Siva
Apart from  some speculation over an Indus valley seal as a representation 

ol Siva (see p. 29), the earliest references to the god are found in the R g  
Veda where three hymns are addressed to him as Rudra, ‘the roarer’ . 
Kudra is brown, with a black belly and red back, clothed in a skin. H e is 

ferocious and destructive, the Lord o f the storm gods, the M aruts, w ho 

ait acks ‘like a ferocious wild beast’ , yet he is also the benevolent healer and 

1 ooler o f disease. These hymns, R g  Veda 2 .33 ,1.4 3  and 1 . 1 14 ,  praise Rudra 
and ask him to leave their communities alone, not to take their children 
and grandchildren, not to kill their horses and cattle, and, having been
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Figure 6 The development of the Saiva traditions

praised, to go away and strike down someone else instead! In the Taittiriya 
Samhitd of the black Yajur Veda and in the Vdjasaneyi Samhitd o f the 

white,6 is a hymn to the ‘hundred names of R udra’ (satarudriya) which 
further develops the ambiguous nature o f the god, speaking of his auspi­
cious form in contrast to his malignant form. H e is the god o f wild, 

haunted places, who lives apart from  human communities who are terri­
fied by his feral habitations. Yet, as in the R g  Veda, he is also the healer, the 

Lord o f medicinal herbs, and Pasupati, the Lord  o f cattle. This hym n is an 

early example of enumerating the divine names o f a deity in order to make 

contact with him/her. B y  the first few  centuries c e ,  the recitation o f the 

Satarudriya is claimed, in the Jabala Upanisad, for instance, to lead to 

immortality,7 and the Satarudriya is often referred to in the Siva Purdna. 
The hymn is still recited in Saiva temples today.8

Rudra is a peripheral deity in the vedic pantheon and the descriptions o f 
him as living away from  the A ryan  communities m ay indicate that his ori­

gins are non-vedic, yet, nevertheless, the fact that he is included in these 
hymns shows that he is still, however peripherally, part o f the vedic pan-
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ihron. Ily the fifth or fourth centuries H er, however, Rudra-Siva has risen 
mi a more prominent position and in the Svetasvatara Upanisad has 

become identified with the supreme absolute, the efficient and material

• iui.se of the cosmos.

The Svetasvatara Upanisad
I he Svetasvatara Upanisad, the teachings o f the sage with the white mule 

(M'chisvatara), was composed around the fifth or fourth centuries b c e , 

. hm nologically after the Brhadaranyaka and Chandogya Upanisads, but 

lief ore the Bhagavad Gita. This text is very  important for understanding 

ilie development of Hindu religious thought, for it marks a transition 

I »ei ween the simpler monism of the earlier Upanisads and the theism o f the 

I nci Saiva and Vaisnava traditions. The text begins by asking a series o f 

»juestions about the origin of the universe and the origin of humanity: 

w hat is the cause o f all this? W ho rules over our various conditions of plea- 

ui e and pain? The text then attempts to answer these queries by propos­
ing a theology which elevates Rudra to the status o f supreme being, the 

Lord (Isa) w ho is transcendent yet also has cosmological functions, as 
docs Siva in later traditions. For the Svetasvatara:

-  the Lord is the cause of the cosmos.

the Lord is a ‘magician’ (mdyin) who produces the world through his 
power (sakti) and sustains it.

-  the Lord is transcendent, dwelling beyond the cosmos, yet also 
immanent, dwelling in the hearts of all beings.

There are parallels here with the slightly later Vaisnava theologies o f the 

Mabdnarayana Upanisad and the Bhagavad Gita , and like those texts 
i here seems to be some distinction between the Lord and the individual 

soul and, although the term bhedabheda is not used, the Svetasvatara pre­

sents a difference-in-identity theology. The soul, which is without gender, 

journeys from  body to body according to its karma until liberated 

through the efforts o f yoga and by the grace (prasada) o f the Lord  with 
whom it is united. Indeed the term bhakti in the context o f one having 

highest devotion for G od and for one’s guru as G od, occurs here for the 

first time.9 H ow ever, as this is the last stanza o f the text it is probably a 
later interpolation, for, while the seeds o f bhakti are here, they have not 
yet developed.

Satva and tantric religion
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The formation of Saivism
W hile Rudra-Siva is eulogized in the Rg Veda and identified with a theistic 

absolute in the Évetâs'vatara Upanisad, there are other early references to 

Siva and Saiva worship. In the grammarian Patanjali’s ‘Great C o m ­
m entary’ (Mahäbhäsya) on Pânini’s famous Sanskrit grammar (second 
century b c e ) ,  he describes a devotee o f Siva, a Siva-bhägavata , as clad in 

animal skins and carrying an iron lance as the sym bol of his god, perhaps a 
precursor o f Siva’s trident. Coins of Greek, Säka and Parthian kings w ho 

ruled north India ( 2 00  b c e - i o o c e )  have been found bearing a bull, a 

sym bol o f Siva, and there are references to early Saiva ascetics in the 

M ahäbhärata.10 H ow ever, it is with the Puränas that we see Saivism 
develop as a m ajor strand o f Hindu religiosity.

P U R A N I C  SAIVI S M  

D uring the Gupta dynasty (c. 320-500 c e ) puranic religion developed and 
expanded, and the stories o f the Puränas spread rapidly, eventually 

throughout the subcontinent, through the singers or reciters, and indeed 

com posers, o f the narratives. This expansion was accompanied by the 
development of brahmanical forms of worship, the Smärta or paurdnika, 
based on those texts. With the decline o f the Guptas, while this Smärta 

worship is well established, there occurs an increase of esoteric cults, 
m any of which, or elements o f which, become absorbed into brahmanical 
form s of worship.

The Saiva Puränas, the most important o f which are the Linga, and the 

Siva Puränas, contain the usual puranic subjects o f genealogies, the duties 

o f different castes, Dharm a Sästra material and astrology, as well as exclu­

sively Saiva elements such as the installing o f lingas in temples, descrip­
tions of the various form s o f Siva, and the nature o f Siva, whose body is the 

cosmos, as transcendent and immanent. A part from  material on the formal 
worship o f Siva, Puränas such as the Linga also contain information on 

asceticism and yoga, particularly the yoga of the Päsupatas, the earliest 
Saiva sect o f which we know. The Puränas classify Saivas into four groups, 

namely the Päsupata, Läkullsa, Saiva and Käpälika, while Rämänuja in his 
com mentary on the Brahma-Sütra lists the Saivas, Päsupatas, Käpälins and 

Käläm ukhas.1 1 A ll these groups are generally outside the vedic or puranic 
system. Indeed all the Puränas were com posed within the sphere o f vedic 
or Smärta orthodoxy and texts such as the Kürma-Puràna condemn the
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lVmip.ua system,1 - favouring instead the authority of theSatarudriya  and 
i late Upanisad containing Saiva material, the Atharvasiras Upanisad. 

Although the Puränas are pervaded by non-orthodox Saiva material, they 
nevertheless distance themselves from these non-orthodox or tantric sys­
tems which posed a threat to vedic purity and dharm a.

A Brahman householder who worshipped Siva by perform ing a 

pm .mic pujd, making offerings by using vedic mantras to orthodox forms 

nt Siva, was not an initiate into a specific Saiva sect, but worshipped Siva 
within the general context o f vedic domestic rites and Smärta adherence to 

varnasram a-dharm a. In his com mentary on the Brahm a Sutra (the same 
\ ri se as commented on by Rämänuja) Sankara refers to Mahesvaras w ho 

w< >i ship Siva, probably meaning those w ho fo llow  thzpaurdnika  form  of 
worship. A s Alexis Sanderson has described, such a brahmanical Saiva 
within the Smärta domain, a Mahesvara, can be contrasted with an initiate, 

technically know n as a Saiva, w ho has undergone an initiation (diksd) and 

who follow s the teachings of Siva (sivasdsana) contained in Saiva scrip­

tures (sd stra)P  While the Saiva initiate hoped for liberation (m oksa), the 

Saiva householder or Mahesvara w ould at death be taken to Siva’s heaven 

(Siva-loka) at the top o f the w orld egg (where vaikuntha  w ould be for the 

pu ränic Vaisnava).
The Saiva initiates (as opposed to the lay, paurdnika  devotees) can be 

lurther classified within a more general distinction, again clearly expli­
cated by A lexis Sanderson, between on the one hand the ‘O uter Path’ 

(atimdrga) and on the other the ‘Path of M antras’ (m antram drga)}A These 
are two main branches described in Saiva texts, the Ägamas or Tantras. 

The former, open to ascetics only, is a path exclusively for the purpose of 
salvation from  samsdra, while the latter, open to ascetics and household­

ers, is a path which leads to eventual salvation, but also to the attainment of 
supernatural or magical powers (siddhi) and pleasure (bhoga) in higher 
worlds along the way. The path o f the atim drga might also be rendered as 

the ‘higher path’ -  the path which has transcended the orthodox system of 
four stages o f life (<äsram a), going even higher than the orthodox stage of 

renunciation according to the Atim ärgins.

P ÄS U P AT A SAIVI S M

Within the higher path (atimdrga) tw o important orders existed, the 

Päsupata and a sub-branch, the Läkula, part o f which was the Käläm ukha 
order. The Päsupatas are the oldest Saiva sect, probably from  the second

tittiva and tantric religion
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century c e , referred to in the N iraniya  section o f the Mahâbhârata,15 
though no ancient texts belonging to them have survived. The only 

Pasupata scripture which we have is the com paratively late, though pre- 
tenth-century, Pasupata Sütra with a com mentary by K aundinya.16 
A ccording to tradition, this text is the revelation o f Rudra who became the 

possibly historical sage, Lakulïsa, by entering and reanimating the corpse 

o f a Brahman in a cremation ground. This form  is also regarded as the last 

o f Siva’s incarnations {avatara) mentioned in the Kürma P u rân a}7 In this 
form  he gave out the teachings contained in the Pasupata Sütra.

The Pasupata ascetic had to be a Brahman male, w ho had undergone the 
high-caste initiation ceremony. Although he could become a Pasupata 

from  any stage o f life, his high-caste status was still important in his reli­

gious practice in so far as he should not speak with low  castes nor with 

wom en. Indeed one passage of Kaundinya’s com m entary on the Pasupata 
Sütra18 speaks in m isogynistic terms o f wom en as the temptresses o f the 

ascetic, w ho creates madness in him, and whose sexuality cannot be con­
trolled by scripture. The Pasupata ascetic had to be a Brahman and had to 

be celibate (brahmacârya), though he was nevertheless disapproved of and 
rebuked by some vedic, Smârta texts such as the Kürma-Puràna.19 The 

Pâsupatas seem to have been very much on the edges o f orthodox house­
holder society, going beyond the four stages (âsrama) to a fifth, ‘perfected 

stage’ (siddha âsrama) and spurning vedic householder injunctions on 

purity and fam ily life. Yet, unlike many other Saiva groups, the Pasupata 

never com pletely abandoned or explicitly rejected vedic values, wishing to 

see his tradition as in some sense the culmination and fulfilment o f vedic 

life rather than its rejection. Liberation from  karma and rebirth occurred 

at death: a liberation which was conceptualized as acquiring the qualities 

o f omniscience and omnipotence. Although ultim ately this liberation was 

through the grace o f Rudra, some effort on the part o f the Pasupata was 

needed. This took the form  of a vow  or observance (vrata) which involved 

a spiritual practice (sâdhana) in three developmental stages.

The first involved the ascetic living by a Saiva temple, covering himself 
in ashes while avoiding bathing in water, and worshipping the deity 

through dancing and singing, meditation on five mantras sacred to Siva, 
laughter and temple circumambulation. The second stage was to leave the 

temple, remove external signs of his cultic affiliation, and behave in public 
places in anti-social w ays such as acting as if deranged, making lewd ges­
tures to young wom en, snoring loudly while not being asleep, and even
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u imp, as il crippled. This behaviour was to invite the abuse of passers-by 
in older that their merit or good karma would be transferred to the ascetic, 
ss 1111c* his bad karma would be transferred to those who had abused him. 

I In* third and final stage was to withdraw to a remote place, such as a cave 
ni deserted house, in order to meditate upon the five sacred mantras and 
out he syllable om. When this meditation could be achieved effortlessly, he 

finally withdrew to a cremation ground where he lived from  whatever he

• imid find and ultimately died gaining union with Rudra (rudrasayu- 

I yam).20

S U B - DI V IS I ON S  OF T H E  PASUPATAS

Chore were various sub-divisions among the Pasupatas, the most im por­
tant of which was the Lakula. These were ascetics who accepted the doc- 
Ilines of the Pasupata Sutra , though they were more extreme in their 

ascetic practices and rejection or transcendence of vedic injunctions than 

i lie other Pasupatas. Sanderson quotes one surviving manuscript o f the 
.ci t which describes them as wandering, carrying a skull-topped staff 

(k'hatvanga), w ith a skull begging bowl, a garland of human bone, and 

t overed in ashes, with matted hair or shaven head in imitation of their 

l ord Rudra.21 H ere the ascetic takes his imitation of Rudra to the 
extreme, as one who has taken the ‘great v o w ’ (m ahavrata) required o f 

someone for killing a Brahman. The Dharm a Sastras state that one who 

lias killed a Brahman should perform  penance by living outside vedic soci­

ety, in a hut in a forest, carrying the skull o f the person slain like a flag, for a 
t welve-year period, in order to expiate the crime.22

'This idea is further reinforced by a m yth told in a number o f variants in 

t he Puranas. The essential story is that the god Brahma feels passion for his 
daughter and attempts to sleep with her. A s a consequence, Siva, in the 

lorm of the terrible Bhairava, cuts o ff Brahm a’s fifth head with his thumb 

nail. The head does not leave Bhairava’s hand, so he wanders around vari­

ous pilgrimage sites (tirtha) until he reaches Varanasi where the skull falls 

at the Kapalamocana (‘ freeing the skull’ ) tirtha; Siva is then freed from  the 
sin of Brahmanicide. A s the wanderer w ith the Brahm an’s (i.e. Brahm a’s) 

skull, Siva is also known as the beggar Bhiksayatana and the skull-bearer 

Kapalin. There are a number of versions o f this m yth,23 but the main point 
here is that the narrative serves to reinforce the identification o f the Lakula 

ascetic w ith the skull-carrying form  of Siva.
Part o f the Lakula order were the Kalam ukhas who flourished from  the
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ninth to thirteenth centurics and about whom we gain information mainly 

from  south Indian epigraphic evidence. They were prevalent in Karnataka 

where they were superseded by the Lirigayat sect in the thirteenth century. 

The Kalam ukhas had their own temples and, in spite of strongly hetero­
dox elements in their practices, such as w orshipping Rudra in a pot filled 
with alchohol and covering themselves in the ashes of corpses rather than 

cow -dung, they regarded themselves as being within the vedic fold.
In contrast to the higher path (atimdrga) which was thought to lead 

straight to liberation, the path of mantras (m antram drga) leads to libera­
tion via the acquisition o f magical powers and experiencing pleasure in 

higher w orlds for initiates. Within this general category are a number of 
traditions and ritual systems which, Sanderson has shown, can be divided 

into two broad categories, the Saiva Siddhanta and non-Siddhanta systems 
which incorporate a number of other groups and texts.24 A ll o f these tra­

ditions within the path o f mantras revered as authoritative revelation a 
vast body of texts known as the Agamas and Tantras, texts which were 
regarded as heterodox by the strictly orthodox vedic tradition. Even so, 

m any o f these texts came to infiltrate orthodoxy and came to be revered as 

authoritative even within Smarta circles. The traditions of the path of 
mantras are know n as the ‘ tantric traditions’ , for their revelation com ­

prises the Saiva tantric texts. Before going on to examine the traditions o f 
the m antram drga, we need first to make some general points about the 
tantric revelation, the Agamas and Tantras.

The tantric revelation
The Tantras cannot be dated before 600 c e  at the very earliest, most were 
probably com posed from  the eighth century onwards and by the tenth 

century a vast body o f Sanskrit texts had developed, generally called 
‘Tantra’ , though the term ‘A gam a’ is also used and ‘Samhita’ for Vaisnava 

texts of the Pancaratra (see p. 122). There is a large corpus of Buddhist 
Tantras which form  the textual basis of the Vajrayana which, though little 

remains in Sanskrit, are preserved in Tibetan translations. The religious 
culture of the Tantras is essentially Hindu and the Buddhist tantric mater­

ial can be shown to have been derived from  Saiva sources.25 There is a sub­
stantial body of Ja in  Tantras and there was a corpus o f Tantras to the Sun 

(Surya) in the Saura tradition, none o f which have survived. The tantric 
texts are regarded as revelation, superior to the Veda, by the traditions 

which revere them: the Saiva Tantras are thought to have been revealed by
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Siva, the Vaisnava Tantras by Visnu and the Salua Tantras by the Goddess, 
and transmitted to the human world via a series of intermediate sages. 

While being rejected by vedic orthodoxy, the followers of the Tantras, the 
itintrikas, included the orthodox system within their own as a low er level 

« *1 attainment and understanding. Revelation was, in some sense, progres­
sive, the Tântrikas placing their own systems at the top of a hierarchy. 

I a ill ric Saiva groups would regard their revelations as the esoteric culm i­
nation of Vedic orthodoxy, while Buddhist Vajrayânists would sim ilarly 

i ej;ard their Tantras as the culmination o f M ahâyana Buddhism.
'The main geographical areas for the early medieval explosion of tantric 

ieligion were Kashm ir and N epal, areas in which important manuscripts 

have been preserved. Bengal and Assam  were also important and the 

Tantras penetrated to the far south. Indeed, the tantric orders and practices
< >1 w hich the texts speak were probably pan-Indian by the tenth or eleventh 
i cnturies. M any Tantras have been translated into Tamil and are used as the 

I usis for liturgies in south Indian temples. Tantrism has been so pervasive 
i hat all o f Hinduism  after the eleventh century, perhaps with the exception 

of the vedic Srauta tradition, is influenced by it. A 1J forms of Saiva, 

Vaisnava and Smârta religion, even those forms which wanted to distance 
t hemselves from  Tantrism, absorbed elements derived from  the Tantras.

The Tantras generally take the form  of a dialogue between Siva and the 

Goddess (Devi, Pàrvatï, Umà). The Goddess, as the disciple, asks the 
questions and Siva, as the master, answers. In the Vaisnava Tantras (i.e. 

Pàncaràtra Samhitâs) the dialogue is between the Lord (Bhagavân) and the 
Goddess Sri or Laksm l. In some Tantras focused on the Goddess -  those o f 

the Sâkta tradition -  it is Siva w ho does the asking and the Goddess who 
replies. This narrative structure reflects the importance and centrality of 

the guru in Tantrism. A s the Goddess receives wisdom  from  Siva, or in 
some cases vice versa, so the disciple receives wisdom  from  his or her mas­

ter. The meanings o f the Tantras are often obscure and it must be remem­

bered that they were compiled within the context o f a living, oral tradition 
and teachings given by the guru. The Tantras often regard themselves as 
secret, to be revealed by the guru only with the appropriate initiation 

which wipes away the pow er o f past actions.26
W hile the Tantras are notorious for their erotic and antinomian 

elements -  ritual sex and the consumption o f alcohol and meat offered to 
ferocious deities -  most o f their contents are of a more sober nature 
and they contain material on a wide range of topics. Although they are
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prim arily ritual texts, the Tantras also explain the formation of mantras, 
hierarchical cosm ologies, initiations, the evolution o f sound from subtle 

to gross levels, yoga, doctrine, appropriate behaviour and temple architec­
ture. Traditionally the Tantras should cover four topics or stand on four 

‘feet’ or ‘ supports’ (pada), namely doctrine (v id y a - or jnana-pada), ritual 
(ikriya-pada), yoga (yoga-pada) and discipline or correct behaviour 

(carya-pada), though only exceptionally do the texts follow  this scheme.27 

W hile there is divergence over doctrine and each tantric system regards 
itself as superior to the others, there are nevertheless com mon elements, 

particularly in respect o f spiritual practice (sadhana) and ritual: practice 

cuts across doctrinal distinctions.28 The most com mon features contained 

in the Tantras are the follow ing, though some o f these are not unique to the 
Tantras and not all Tantras contain all these elements:

-  the Tantras are concerned with practice or sadhana, which involves 
initiation (diksa), ritual and yoga.

-  there is a common ritual structure in the Tantras, though variation 
with regard to deities and mantras. This structure can be summarized 
as the purification of the body through its symbolic destruction; the 
creation of a divine body/self through mantra; internal worship or 
visualization; followed by external worship or puja. This process 
involves the use of hand gestures (mudra), mantra repetition and the 
construction of sacred diagrams (yantra, mandala).

-  the Tantras present elaborate hierarchical cosmologies which absorb 
the cosmic hierarchies of earlier traditions. For example the highest 
world of the Saiva Siddhanta is transcended by further worlds within 
Kashmir Saiva traditions.

-  the body is divine and contains the cosmic hierarchy within it, and the 
cosmic polarity of the male deity and his consort, the female energy. 
The male deity is often Siva and his Sakti is the Goddess Kundalinl. 
Their union within the body is the symbolic expression of liberation.

-  the Tantras are concerned with the attaining of magical powers 
(siddhi) and the experience of bliss in higher worlds (bhoga) as part of 
the practitioner’s spiritual journey, which is also conceptualized, and 
experienced, as a journey of the Kundalinl through the body.

-  the Tantras are concerned with possession (dves'a) and exorcism.

Although these are common features, the tantric orders tended to be 
sectarian, regarding their own revelations as going beyond those o f other
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ii'ftditions. TheTantras thereby recapitulate a general feature of Hindu tra-
• In ions: they incorporate previous religious lorms and texts within them 
.ii a lower level.

The social basis of the Tantras
I here is very little known about the social status of the Tantrikas. The 

I .ultras seem to have originated among ascetic groups living in cremation 

grounds, who were probably not o f brahmanical origin, but who were 
above low-caste groups. Such crem ation-ground asceticism goes back a 
long way in Indian religion and the Pali canon o f Theravada Buddhism  

hears witness to it.29 These ascetics are beyond the pale of vedic ortho­

doxy: the ascetic ideal is here expressed at a low er social level. B y  the early 
medieval period, groups of ecstatic ascetics w ould imitate their terrible 

deities such as Bhairava and the goddess Kali, w hom  they w ould appease 
with non-vegetarian offerings, alcohol and sexual substances. Controlled 

Ih>ssession would have been a feature o f their practice, in which the practi- 
lioner would invite the deity to possess him (avesa m am , ‘ enter m e’) but 
would attempt to control the deity and so gain power. Texts such as the 

Netra Tantra bear witness to cults o f possession and exorcism .30 These 

ascetic groups w ould have been supported b y low  castes who lived by the 

cremation grounds.
The ideologies of these groups began to influence not only popular reli­

gion, but also brahmanical circles, as we see in eleventh-century Kashmir. 

I lere the popular cult o f the deity Svacchanda-Bhairava, a form  of Siva, is 
influenced by tantric asceticism, but more significantly so are the higher 

social levels o f the Brahmans and the court. Indeed the learned Brahman 

elite, o f w hom  the Saiva theologian Abhinavagupta was a part, began to 
transform extreme tantric ideology into a more respectable religion o f the 
higher castes. Tantric influence was a real social concern and its infiltration 

into courtly circles in Kashm ir was caricatured by dramatists such as 

Ksem endra.31 H owever, after the twelfth century, Tantrism rapidly 

declined in northern and central India, largely due to M uslim  onslaughts 
and the establishing of the Delhi Sultanate (120 6 -1526 ). Kashm ir was 

plundered by Mahmud of Ghazni in 10 14 , though remained free from  

M uslim  domination until the twelfth century. In the south, beyond the 
region o f M uslim  domination, Tantrism has survived and been absorbed 

into the social matrix. The Tantras are used as temple texts and are quite 
respectable in Tamilnadu and Kerala where ‘Tantris’ are high-caste
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Nambudri Brahmans who install icons in temples; a long way from 
Tantrism’s cremation-ground origins.

The path of mantras
Although the outer or higher path (atimärga) does have the Pdsupata 
Sutra, it m ay be the case that it did not have its own distinctive revelation, 
relying, rather, on the scriptures of other traditions while regarding itself 

as transcending all scriptures.32 The revelation of the path of mantras 

(;mantramärga), on the other hand, comprises all the Saiva Tantras; a vast 

body o f texts belonging to a number of groups. The most important dis­
tinction with the path o f mantras is between the tradition known as the 

Saiva Siddhänta on the one hand, and non-Siddhänta groups, or the teach­
ings o f Bhairava (Bhairava-sästra), on the other. These are themselves 
subdivided into a number o f traditions. There are twenty-eight Tantras of 

the Saiva Siddhänta (divided into ten Siva Ägamas and eighteen Rudra 
Ägamas) and numerous Bhairava Tantras.33 It is to the Saiva Siddhänta 
that we turn first.

T H E  SAIVA S I D D H Ä N T A

The Saiva Siddhänta provides the basic ritual and doctrinal system o f the 

Path of Mantras, which is presupposed by all the non-Siddhänta tradi­

tions. While the Saiva Siddhänta is the most important, normative form  of 

Saivism in south India, using Tamil scriptures, it originally developed in 

the north, particularly in Kashmir. In Tamilnadu the tradition comes to 

incorporate an emotional devotion (bhakti) expressed in the hymns o f the 
Tamil saints, as did the parallel Sri Vaisnava tradition. O riginally it was not 

concerned with bhakti but with ritual. The Saiva Siddhänta is a ‘dualist’ 

system, maintaining that there is an eternal distinction between the Lord 
and the soul, in contrast to the monistic ‘ K ashm ir’ Saivism which viewed 

the Lord and the soul as one. M onistic Saivism replaced the £aiva 

Siddhänta in Kashmir, which then established itself after the eleventh or 

twelfth century in the south. There were a number o f eminent Saiva 

Siddhänta theologians w ho wrote commentaries on tantric texts and com ­

posed independent w orks on ritual and theology, the most significant 

amongst them being Sadyojoti (eighth century) in Kashmir, and 

Bhojadeva (eleventh century) and Aghorasiva (twelfth century) in the 
south.

According to Saiva Siddhänta theology there are three distinct cate-
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juries o f existence: the Lord (j)ati), souls (j>asn)% and the mental and mater­
ial universe which binds them (pasa). The Lord, in an aspect called 

Sadasiva, perform s five actions: the emission o f the cosmos, its mainte­
nance, its re-absorption, the concealing o f himself, and the revealing of 

himself through grace. H e is w holly transcendent and distinct from  the 
eternal substance o f m aya , from  which the material and mental universe is 

generated. The Lord is the efficient cause o f the cosmos, creating it via a 
regent, the Lord Ananta, who activates m aya , the material cause and sub­

stance o f which the universe is a transformation. H aving been manifested, 
the cosmos eventually dissolves back again into m aya in an endless 
process of emanation and re-absorption. Bound souls are beings with con­

sciousness who are entangled in the unconscious material universe, by 

impurity (mala), by action and its consequences (karma), by m aya, and by 
the L ord ’s pow er of will. The soul is eventually liberated from  this entan­

glement by ritual action and by Siva’s grace. The three ontological cate­

gories can be summarized as follows:

Pati (‘Lord’) Siva, efficient cause of the cosmos. As
Sadasiva, he performs the five acts of 
emission, maintenance, re-absorption, 
concealment and bestowing grace.

pasu (‘Soul’, lit. ‘beast’) The individual soul, distinct from £iva,
bound in the cosmos because of impurity, 
action, the material substratum (maya) and 
Siva’s will.

pasa (‘bond’) The universe which comprises all mental and
material phenomena. The universe, 
comprising many different worlds, is 
manifested from maya, its material 
substratum.

The soteriological goal o f the Saiva Siddhanta, as o f most other Indian 

religions, is liberation from  the cycle o f reincarnation, conceived as 

becoming equal to Siva. Liberation is thought to occur for the initiated 
Saiva Siddhantin at death, which means that he becomes omniscient and 

omnipotent, like Siva, but ontologically distinct from  him. The soul could 

never become one with Siva, but could become a Siva. To achieve this end 
the practitioner (sadloaka) undergoes initiation by a consecrated teacher 

(acarya) and undertakes a process o f daily and occasional rituals which

163



An introduction to Hinduism

gradually rem ove impurity from tlu* soul. There are two initiations which 
he must undertake?the lesser initiation into the shared scriptures and ritu­

als o f the cult (the sam aya-diksa) and the liberating initiation (nirvan a- 

diksa) which ensures the soul’s final release. F or the Saiva Siddhanta, the 
soul’s freedom  could only be attained by ritual after initiation, because the 
soul’s bondage is ultim ately caused by im purity (mala) which is a sub­

stance. A  substance cannot be removed by thought or cognition, but only 

through action: thought cannot affect the world , but action can. The logic 

o f this effort-oriented doctrine is, however, counterbalanced by a doctrine 
o f grace, in that liberation is not a mechanical process, but is finally 
attained only due to the pow er of the Lord.

W hile this path o f ritual is open to all classes, it is not open to wom en, 
w ho are categorized as ineligible for the com mon initiation, along with 

children, the old, the mad and the disabled. Women can participate in the 

w orship of Siva but only vicariously through their husbands who perform  

the Saiva liturgies. H ow ever, a wom an can rise up to Siva’s abode through 
the merit o f her husband’s practice.

The dualist Agam as and Tantras contain details o f the domestic and 

temple worship necessary for salvation. These texts are still used today in 

the south, and there are ritual manuals (paddhati) com posed summarizing 
the procedures, such as that by Somasambhu (twelfth century) describing 

a ritual structure, the basics o f which are found in all tantric traditions.34 
Essentially Siva is treated as an honoured guest, and after a process of 
purification is invited or brought dow n into the icon or lihga before which 

the devotee worships and offers his services to the god. Siva then leaves the 
linga concluding the daily ritual. One o f the essential practices within this 
and all tantric ritual is the divinization o f the worshipper, for according to 

the Tantras only a god can worship a god: ‘having become Siva one should 
worship Siva’ .35 This practice of identification with the deity could be 
seen as the ritual expression o f a monistic metaphysics, in which the soul 

and the absolute are ultimately one. This w ould certainly be true o f m any 

tantric systems, but not so with the Saiva Siddhanta. Rather it means that 
the practitioner (sadhaka) becomes equal to Siva while remaining onto- 
logically distinct.

K A P A L I K A  SAIVI S M  

The Saiva Siddhanta forms the basic ritual and theological system o f the 

Path o f Mantras. The other main branch within this division comprises the
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non Siddhánta systems. The classification ol Tan tras and groups within 
iliis category is highly complex. These Tantras, distinct from the twenty- 
ri|»ht Agamas o f Saiva Siddhánta, are called the Bhairava Tantras. This cat- 

|,K°ry includes a number o f sub-divisions, but they are all characterized by 
mi emphasis on the worship o f ferocious forms o f Siva, such as the god 
Bhairava, and the ferocious Goddess K ali.36 The practitioners who com ­

posed these texts and who practised asceticism in the cremation ground 

where they originated, were called Kápálikas, the ‘ skull-m en5, so called 

because, like the Lákula ascetic o f the higher path, they carried a skull- 

lopped staff (khatvariga) and carried a cranium begging bowl; that is, they 

had undertaken the ‘ great vo w ’ (m ahdvrata), the penance for 

Bi ahmanicide.
The Kápálika ascetic was quite the opposite of the respectable Smárta 

Brahman householder or even Saiva Siddhántin. Yet his doctrines and 

practices were developed on the basis o f Saiva Siddhánta ideology which 

lie radically reinterpreted. The Kápálika ascetic lived in the cremation 
\\rounds, imitating his fierce deities and appeasing these deities with offer­
ings of blood, meat, alcohol and sexual fluids from  ritual intercourse 

unconstrained by caste restrictions. These were highly polluting activities 
lor an orthodox Brahman and even the sight o f such an ascetic w ould po l­

lute him. W hile meat and wine were com m on enough among the low er 

castes, they were impure for a Brahman. A n  orthodox Brahman w ould 

make only pure, vegetarian offerings to his gods and sexual activity w ould 
be constrained by the code of varndsram a-dharm a , and excluded from  the 

world o f puja. In place of vegetarian food the Kápálika offered meat, in 

place o f m ilk the Kápálika offered wine. The goal o f the Kápálika was 

power (.siddhi) which he thought he could achieve through breaking social 

taboos, appeasing his deities with offerings which would be anathema to 
the vedic practitioner, and harnessing the pow er o f his deities through 

controlled possession.
Within the Bhairava Tantras, there is further division into texts belong­

ing to the ‘Seat o f M antras’ (mantrapitha) and those belonging to the ‘Seat 

of V idyás’ (vidyápith a). Within the Seat o f Mantras were texts belonging 

to the cult o f Siva in the form  o f Svacchanda, such as the 

Svacchandabhairava-Tantra , very popular in the Kashm ir valley, while 

the Seat o f Vidyás contained texts belonging to extreme cults o f the 
Goddess, the pow er (sakti) o f Siva, the most important of which are the 

Kaula or Kula, a name which comes to refer to a number o f groups as well
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as a general orientation towards tannic worship of female deities. 
Kapalika asceticism has all but died out in I ndia, with the exception o f the 
Aghoris particularly in Varanasi, who preserve the Kapalika ethos, eating 

from  skulls, meditating in the cremation grounds, using bodily products 

to appease their god and, in theory if not practice, perform ing a corpse- 
eating ritual.37

T H E  K A U L A  T R A D I T I O N  

The Kaula or Kula tradition developed within the context of the Kapalika 
crem ation-ground asceticism. The term ku la , meaning ‘ fam ily’ , refers to 

the families o f goddesses (yogini) who are the retinues of a number of 

tantric deities and their consorts. The Kaula divides itself into four trans­
missions named after the directions, though it is unclear precisely how  this 
self-classification relates to the sociohistorical reality o f these groups. The 

eastern transmission in this model worships Siva and Sakti as Kulesvara 

and Kulesvari, surrounded by their retinue o f goddesses. The Trika o f 
Kashm ir Saivism develops from  this transmission. The northern transmis­

sion worships the terrible Goddess G uhyakali and form s the basis o f the 

Kram a system which worships a series o f ferocious deities in a sequence 

(kram a). The western transmission focuses on the hunch-backed crone 

Kubjika and the southern transmission worships the beautiful, erotic, 

Kam esvari or Tripurasundarl. This forms the basis o f the Sri V idya tradi­
tion in the south (see pp. i

Although the development of these tantric groups and their texts is 
complex, a clear picture emerges o f mild cults on the one hand, particu­
larly Saiva Siddhanta, worshipping Siva as Sadasiva, and extreme, 

Goddess-oriented cults on the other, w ho worshipped ferocious deities 

(particularly the goddesses) w ho demand appeasement with blood, alco­
hol and erotic offerings. The Saiva Siddhanta, as the normative system, 
established itself as a householder’s religion, which it remains in the south 

to this day. The ideology and some o f the practices o f the extreme Kaula 

cults were adapted to be palatable to a wider audience. This development 
has come to be known as ‘Kashm ir’ Saivism.

K A S H M IR  SAIVI S M

Kashm ir Saivism refers to the development o f the eastern Kaula transmis­
sion known as the Trika (‘Threefold’) into a householder religion akin to 

the Saiva Siddhanta. U nlike the Saiva Siddhanta, however, the Trika was
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monistic, maintaining a theology of the identity ol the Lord, the individ­
ual soul and the universe or bond. These arc not separate ontologies but 

i v.m tially a single reality whose nature is consciousness (sam vit, cit). The 
n »Ninos is an emanation or vibration o f consciousness and individual 

In mgs are but manifestations o f the absolute ‘G reat Siva’ (Mahesvara or 
1*41 amesvara) whose nature is pure consciousness. The soteriological goal 

nj the Trika initiate is to merge his individual consciousness back into a 

lusher, universal consciousness, manifested at a cult level in the forms of 

Siva and also the Goddess Kali. While the Trika originated as a cremation- 
i.mund cult, the monistic ideology and practice came to influence and 

appeal to Brahman householders w ho appropriated Trika teachings, 
absorbing them more into the mainstream o f H indu traditions and articu- 

lai ing a theology distinct from  the Saiva dualists.
Alongside the tantric revelation, a sage called Vasugupta (c. 875-925) 

bad a dream in which Siva told him to go to the Mahadeva mountain in 

k ashmir. O n this mountain he is said to have found verses inscribed upon 
a rock, the Siva Sutras, which outline the teaching o f Saiva monism: a text 

which forms one o f the key sources o f the tradition. Apart from  this divine 

1 evelation, there were authors who gave theological articulation to monis- 

1 ic Saiva texts o f human authorship, particularly Somananda (c. 900-50), 
who first gave theological articulation to monistic Saivism in his ‘Vision of 

Siva’ (Sivadrsti), and his disciple Utpaladeva (c. 925-75), w ho was the 
grand-teacher o f the greatest Saiva theologian Abhinavagupta (c. 

975-1025). W hile the ritual system or basis o f Kashm ir Saivism is the
I rika, its theological articulation in the w orks o f these authors is called the 

‘ Recognition’ school (Pratyabhijna). The aim o f life is to recognize one’s 

identity with the absolute consciousness o f Siva w ho, however, becomes 

Kali at the Trika’s esoteric heart.
Trika practice (.sadhana), described in Abhinavagupta’s compendium 

the ‘ Light on the Tantra’ (Tantraloka), involved a daily, time-consuming 

ritual which follow ed the pattern o f Saiva Siddhanta, as well as form s o f 

yogic practice called the ‘methods’ (upaya) which included the practice o f 
Kundalini yoga (see p. 99). The initiate w ould purify  his body through its 

sym bolic destruction, re-create it w ith the im position of mantras (nyasa), 
perform  mental or inner worship which involved the visualization o f the 

sym bol of Siva’s trident pervading the body, and finally perform  an exter­
nal worship with an external sym bolic diagram (mandala). The visualized 

trident is significant for Trika theology in that each prong represents one
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o f three goddesses, from  which the name 'Trika’ is derived, namely Para 
(‘ the Suprem e’), Prvrapara (‘ the Supreme Non Suprem e’) and Apara (the 

N on-Suprem e). These in turn represent manifestations o f pure conscious­
ness expressed as the goddess Kalasamkarsini. At a deeper layer of Trika 

liturgy, for the spiritually elect, lies the ‘ secret ritual’ (the kulayaga) which 
involves offering the Goddess meat and alcohol, and ritual sex between 

the practitioner and his female partner. This ritual act recapitulates the 

union (yam ala) o f Siva and his energy, Sakti, and the aesthetic pleasure 

(rasa) arising from  this ritualized sexual congress recapitulates the jo y  
(ananda) and wonder (camatkara) o f pure consciousness.39

The Trika theologians, particularly Abhinavagupta and his disciple 

Ksem araja (c. 1000-50), successfully defeated the dualist interpretation of 

scripture in Kashmir. The dualist doctrine, however, while vanishing from  
Kashmir, took root in the south where it fused with Tamil devotionalism. 

Though probably never popular among low er strata o f society, Trika ide­
ology was very influential at a courtly level and m any o f its ideas and prac­

tices were absorbed into orthodox Smarta Brahmanism. With the 
subjugation o f Kashm ir by the Muslims in the eleventh century, Kashm ir 
Saivism all but died out, leaving only an echo of the tradition in modern 

times.40 With the Saiva Siddhanta the story is different, for with its move 

to the south aw ay from  direct M uslim rule, it established thriving temple 

cultures, sometimes with royal patronage, which still survive today.

T H E  S O U T H E R N  SAIVA S I D D H A N T A

A s Saiva Siddhanta faded in Kashm ir it developed in Tamilnadu. The the­
ology of the tradition maintained the three categories o f the Lord, the soul 

and the bond, and the liturgy maintained the pattern of the dualist A ga- 
mas. H owever, the significant feature which profoundly affected the tra­
dition in the south was that it merged with the Tamil Saiva cult expressed 
in the Tamil bhakti poetry of the sixty-three Tamil Saiva saints, the 

N ayanars, the Saiva equivalent o f the A lvars. The Saiva Siddhanta 
absorbed bhakti and became a Tamil religion, pervaded by Tamil cultural 
values and form s, as occurred to Vaisnavism in the south. The cultural 

context o f the Tamil love o f poetry, love of the land, and love o f life gener­

ally, expressed in the early Cankam  literature o f the classical Tamil age 

prior to the third century c e , transformed the Saiva Siddhanta into a 
Tamil, devotional religion. The Saiva Siddhanta remains strong in 

Tamilnadu today, and a group of ‘original Saiva’ priests, the Adisaivas,
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Irom five Brahman families, arc still qualified to perform worship in Saiva 
Siddhanta temples.

As with Vaisnava bhakti, Saiva bhakti stresses the loss of the limited self 

and ephemeral w orld ly interests, in favour of an emotional, outpouring 

1«>ve for an eternal transcendent Lord. Bhakti tends to reject caste and gen­
der restrictions as having any consequence for salvation; all that is needed 

is love and the grace of the Lord. The devotional traditions o f Saiva 
Siddhanta and the Lingayats (see pp. 17 1 - 2 )  have expressed, though not 

exclusively, the needs of non-brahmanical social groups. Yet devotional- 
ism within these traditions has in turn been absorbed into more form al 

structures which the founders o f bhakti movements m ay have originally 

been against.
In the vision of bhakti presented in the Tamil sources, what is forem ost 

is the direct relationship between the devotee and the Lord. There is 
almost a sense o f anti-structure in these hym ns and a reversal o f received 

social norms: in M anikkavacakar’s Tiruvacakam  (‘Sacred Verses’), for 
example, we read of devotees as being ‘m ad’ (piccu, unmatta) with the love 

of G od  and straying from  accepted social and personal behaviour. Yet, 

perhaps ironically, bhakti and the hym ns o f the Tamil saints became part 

of the Saiva canon and an integral part o f structured temple w orship, 
which had the blessing o f the Chola kings. H indu orthodoxy, that is the 

Brahmans with royal support, did not generally actively repress m ove­
ments which could be seen as antithetical to orthodox interests, but rather 

encompassed them within their ideological structures. Indeed, devotion 
to a temple deity might be seen as an analogue of the subject’s devotion to 
the king, though, unlike a subject’s devotion, there is always the possibil­

ity that bhakti could be wild, uncontrolled and ecstatic.

The texts revered by the southern Saiva Siddhanta are the Vedas; the 
twenty-eight dualist Agam as which form  the ritual basis o f the tradition; 

the twelve books o f the Tamil Saiva canon called the Tirumurai, which con­
tains the poetry of the N ayanars; and the Saiva Siddhanta Sastras. The 

Tirumurai contains a vast body o f material whose dates span a 600-year 
period from  about the sixth to the twelfth centuries. A m ong the poets 

whose w ork  appears in the Saiva canon are Appar, Cam pantar and 

Cuntarar (sixth-eighth centuries c e )  whose poetry forms the Tevaram , a 
collection compiled and classified on the basis o f music in the tenth century 
by N am pi A ntar N am pi. These three poets, along with the later ninth-cen­

tury saint, M anikkavacakar, the author o f the Tiruvacakam , are regarded as
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the founding fathers o f the Saiva Siddhania in the south. These poets praise 
Siva and the temples o f south India where he lives, form ing a network ol 
pilgrimage sites and creating a sacred geography which also became a 

sacred political geography with the dynasty o f the Chola kings (c. 870- 
1 280).41 U nder the Cholas, Saivism enjoyed patronage with the great tem­

ple at Cidam baram  becoming an important political and religious centre.

D uring the period from  600 c e  to the rise o f the Cholas, the period du r- 

ing which the N ayanars were com posing their hym ns, the Pallavas who 

ruled northern Tamilnadu and the Pandeyas w ho ruled the south, devel­

oped a strong social structure akin to feudalism -  an embedded hierarchy 

o f patronage which w ould have involved a sophisticated bureaucracy.42 

There was constant political and m ilitary conflict between these king­

doms, as well as with the C halukya kingdom  to the north, as they jostled 

for territory and power. The bhakti movement, both Saiva and Vaisnava, 
which stressed the equality o f devotees, can be seen in part as a reaction 

against a system  which oppressed the low er social strata and imposed 
heavy tax burdens in order to finance m ilitary struggles. While the bhakti 
movement should not be exaggerated as an articulation o f a ‘class strug­
gle’ , there is nevertheless a strong sense in which bhakti is opposed to rigid 

structures and rationalized systems: all devotees o f Siva are his slaves 
(atiyar) and each has a personal relationship with him outside any institu­
tionalized religion.43 Writings against caste can also be found amongst the 

‘ adepts’ (Tamil cittar, Sanskrit siddha), Tamil yogis whose ideas are 
expressed in Tirum ular’s Tirumantiram.

Another important factor which led to the development o f bhakti was 
popular reaction against Buddhism  and Jainism , both ascetic and renunci­

atory traditions, which were well established in the south until about 1200 
c e . The Jains particularly bore the brunt o f the devotees’ invective, being 

accused o f knowing no Tamil or Sanskrit (but only Prakrit), and o f being 

filthy and generally anti-social. The doctrines o f renunciation and the 

‘ atheism’ of these religions had little appeal to Tamil culture in the 

medieval period and so they died out, devotion becoming the predom i­

nant ideology, andpuja to perceptible deities the practice.

Tamil Saiva Siddhanta is therefore a fusion o f a number of elements. 

There is brahmanical adherence to the Veda, though practically it is 

neglected in favour of the Agamas; a strong cult o f temple ritual, based on 

the Agamas and focused on Siva’s forms located in temples throughout the 

sacred Tamil land; and an emotional bhakti cult based on the hymns o f the
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NityauSirs. This emotional bhakli, while originating in the south with the 
l*i m*i ry of the Nayanars and Alvars, rapidly spread north and the Lingayat 
ti.idition in neighbouring Karnataka soon became infected by Tamil 
ilrvolionalism.

T A N T R I S M  IN K E R A L A

l.mtrism also took root in Kerala, the extreme south-west o f India, where
11 has become one o f the predominant traditions of the N am budri 

lit ¿limans. In Kerala, as indeed inTam ilnadu, we can see the importance of 
I i ntrism in the general temple culture and the w ay  in which tantric forms 

»>1 worship are integral to daily ritual practices. Yet, whereas in Tamilnadu 

i an trie traditions are clearly either Saiva or Vaisnava, in Kerala these dis- 
linctions are not maintained and Kerala Tantrism cannot be classified in 
l his way, incorporating in its worship a number o f brahmanical Saiva and 

Vaisnava deities, such as Siva, Visnu, Ganesa, and low-caste regional 
deities, particularly goddesses. The Tantrism o f Kerala appears to be far 
Irom the cremation-ground traditions o f northern Tantrism and has 

become com pletely embedded within orthoprax vaidika traditions. In 
Kerala a Tantri is a N am budri Brahman belonging to one of a group of 

families ranked in a status hierarchy. The main function o f these Tantris is 
to install icons in temples, while the daily ritual observances are per­

formed by piijdr is of different families. There is a, generally low-caste, 
tradition of ritual magic to cure sickness and ward o ff misfortune, the 

mantravadam , and a Tantri might well perform  the functions of both tem­
ple priest and ‘magician’ (mantravadin).

The precise origins of Tantrism in Kerala are unclear, though the tradi­

tion may have come from  Kashmir. The tw o key texts used in temple ritual 

are the Tantrasamuccaya by Cenasnam budri (fifteenth century c e ) and 
the Isanasivagurudeva-paddhati which dates back to the twelfth 

century.44 W hile these texts are used in the temple tantric cults o f the 
respectable householder religion, they still reflect an archaic tantric 

w orldview  and reflect the roots o f Tantrism in cremation-ground asceti­
cism. Another important regional tradition, a fusion o f bloakti with 

Tantrism, which developed in Andhra Pradesh, was that of the Lingayats.

T H E  LI NGA YA T S

The Lingayats, ‘wearers o f the linga\ or Virasaivas, ‘heroes for Siva’ , were 

founded by Basava (twelfth century c e ) , though seem to have had some
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connections with the Kalamukha order. Unlike the Kalamukhas, how ­
ever, they lay emphasis on devotion rather than asceticism and reject tem­

ple w orship and icon worship, except for a liriga worn around the neck, 

which is worshipped daily. The Lirigayat devotee believes that upon death 

he w ill go straight to union with Siva and that there will be no return to the 
w orld. The Lingayats therefore need no orthoprax funereal rites and bury 

their dead, as is done w ith holy men. There is still a large Lirigayat com m u­
nity in Karnataka.

Basava (c. 110 6 -6 7) was a Saiva Brahman at the court o f K ing Bijjala, 
the king of Kalyana. H e was a social and religious reformer, a devotee of 

Siva as the ‘Lord  o f the Meeting of R ivers’ , w ho expressed his devotion 
in poetry and founded a new community. Another notable poet among 

the Lingayat com m unity was a younger contem porary o f Basava, 
M ahadevyakka. She became a wandering, naked ascetic and is icono- 
graphically depicted clothed only in her hair. In her poetry she writes o f 

her longing for Siva and she scorns w orld ly  love as impermanent and 
unsatisfactory:

I love the Beautiful One 
with no bond nor fear 
no clan no land 
no landmarks 
for his beauty.. .

Take these husbands who die, 
decay, and feed them 
to your kitchen fires!45

Basava was vehem ently against the caste system  and ritualistic religion. 
H e began a com m unity at Kalyana which emphasized egalitarianism, 

including caste-free marriage, and developed an ethos of what Victor 
Turner has called communitas or ‘com m union’ .46 Indeed, according to 

Basava’s biographer, a wedding occurred between the son o f an outcaste 
and the daughter o f a Brahman. This flouting of social convention led to 

King Bijjala condemning the couples’ fathers to death, an act which, rather 
than repressing the community, caused a riot against the king w ho was 

assassinated. This in turn led to repression o f the Lirigayat community, 

which nevertheless survived. Basava, w ho was opposed to the com m u­

nity ’s violence against the king, lived out his days aw ay from  the com ­
m unity he founded.47
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Summary
As with Vaisnavism, Saivism is a com plex and rich tradition, reaching a
* Ic.ir articulation in the post-Gupta period, though its roots stretch back a 

long way, perhaps as far as the Indus valley civilization. Saivism has been 
generally less orthoprax than Vaisnavism, less concerned with locating

11 self in the tradition stemming from  the vedic revelation. It has provided 

its own revelation in the Saiva Tantras, and incorporated the vedic revela- 
I ion within it at a lower level. A s with Vaisnavism, there is a wide diversity 

of religious form s, ranging from  the orthoprax Smarta or pauranika w o r­

ship o f Siva, to ecstatic bhakti, and to highly esoteric and antinomian 

lorms o f worship in its tantric extreme. Within the tantric realm, among 
the Tantras where the Goddess predominates, it is difficult to distinguish 

between Saiva and Sakta orientations. It is this more exclusive Sakta w ing 

of the tantric material and the religion o f the Goddess generally to which 

we now turn.
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The traditions o f Siva and Visnu have dominated Hindu literature and 
have been the major focus o f devotional attention. Yet there is nevertheless 

a vital H indu Goddess tradition and m any goddesses are worshipped 
daily throughout south Asia. The innumerable goddesses of local tradi­

tions are generally regarded by Hindus as manifestations or aspects o f a 
single Great Goddess or Maha Devi, whose worship may go back to pre­

historic times if sixth- or fifth-millennia terracotta figurines are taken to 
be Goddess images. Worship of the H indu Goddess is also important 

beyond the bounds o f Hinduism  in contem porary western revivals o f 
Goddess w orsh ip .1

The Goddess is a contradictory and ambivalent figure in Hinduism . O n 

the one hand she is the source of life, the benevolent mother who is giving 

and overflowing, yet on the other she is a terrible malevolent force w ho 

demands offerings of blood, meat and alcohol to placate her wrath. W endy 
O ’Flaherty has referred to two distinct categories o f Indian goddesses 

which reflect these two natures: on the one hand are ‘ goddesses of tooth ’ 

w ho are erotic, ferocious and dangerous, on the other are ‘goddesses o f 

breast’ who are auspicious, bountiful and fertile.2 The goddesses o f breast 

are generally role models o f Hindu wom en w ho em body maternal quali­

ties o f generosity and graciousness, subservient to their divine husbands, 

while the goddesses of tooth are independent, low-ranking and dominate 

their consorts if they have any. The high-ranking goddesses of breast are 
sexually controlled within a brahmanical fram ework, the low-ranking 

goddesses of tooth are free, as W endy O ’Flaherty observes, to attack
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Mini ' There are some exceptions to this distinction and some goddesses, 
«in h as Tripurasundari, are both beautiful and independent. Devi, the 
I ii cAt (ioddess, embraces both of these images and her cults express this 
ambivalence.

I >evotees of the Goddess are generally called Säktas: the followers of 

*. ilui, a name for the Goddess denoting the female ‘pow er’ or ‘energy5 of 
ihe universe. The Säkta tradition is, however, less clearly defined than 

V iivism or Vaisnavism. Indeed it w ould be greatly misleading to assume 

ili.it only Säktas worship the Goddess. A lm ost all Hindus w ill revere her 
in some capacity, particularly at village level where her demands are very 

immediate as are her boons. Both Vaisnavism and Saivism have incorpo- 

14led the Goddess within them as the consorts or energies (sakti) o f their 
in.ile deities. Yet, as we have seen, at its tantric heart Saivism is pervaded by 
feminized images of divinity and practice. With Säkta texts this feminized 

irligion becomes overt in both puranic and tantric manifestations. The

< ioddess, on the edges o f the brahmanical w orld , is incorporated into 
m thoprax, puranic worship and her tantric worship becomes brahman- 

j/.ed in the later medieval tradition o f the Sri V idyä. Hindu orthopraxy 

contains the Goddess within a brahmanical structure. However, on the 

edges o f brahmanical authority amongst the low er castes, the tribals, and 
m the tantric middle ground between the high and low  castes, she main- 

i.iins a w ild independence as a sym bol o f the reversal of brahmanical 

values.
In this chapter I w ill first describe images o f the Goddess in m yth and 

iconography which developed during the first millennium c e , and which 

.ire still important in contem porary Hinduism . We will then go on to trace 

developments in the history of Goddess worship among the orthoprax 

Brahmans, among the tantric traditions, and at village level.

The myth of Devi
There are a number o f narrative traditions about the Goddess and minor 

goddesses in the Puränas and Tantras. The most important manifestation 

of D evi is D urgä, the warrior goddess w ho slays the buffalo demon 
Mahisa. This m yth is central to the cult o f D evi and provides the inspira­

tion for her main iconographic representation which shows her as Mahisa- 
mardinl, the slayer o f the buffalo demon. The m yth is told in a number of 

variants in the Puränas, especially the D evibh ägavata  Puräna  and the 

D evim ähätm ya , a part o f the M ärkandeya Puräna. The latter text, the
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earliest w ork glorifying the ( foddcss, elates Irom the fifth to seventh ceil* 
turies c e . This version in the D evim ahdtm ya  is the simplest and the fol­
low ing account is based on that earlier version.

The buffalo demon, Mahisasura or sim ply Mahisa (‘buffalo ’), had 
obtained a boon from  Brahma that he could not be killed by any male. 
With the confidence o f his invincibility, he firstly conquers the w orld aiul 

then, w ishing to conquer heaven as well, sends an ultimatum to Indra, the 

king o f the gods. Indra scorns Mahisa and a terrible battle ensues in which 

Indra is defeated and flees to Brahma for shelter, then to Siva and finally to 
Visnu. From  the bodies and angered faces o f the gods, great energy masses 

emerge which form  into the shape of a beautiful wom an, who is, o f course, 
Devi. The gods manifest replicas of their weapons and give them to her, 

requesting her to defeat the demon Mahisa. H er lion mount she receives 
from  the mountain god Himavat and her cup of wine from  Kubera, the 

god of wealth in the north. She gives out a terrible laugh and the gods shout 

‘v ictory ’ . U pon hearing the laughter and the shouting of the gods, Mahisa 

is angered and sends his troops to find out what is going on. They return, 

telling him of the beauty of the Goddess w ho is unmarried and w ho pos­

sesses all the qualities of love, heroism, laughter, terror and wonder. 

Through his envoys, Mahisa proposes marriage to D evi who refuses him, 

and he and his councillors are confused by her amorous demeanour yet 

her warlike talk. Th e envoys attack the Goddess when they are rebuked by 

her and are slain. M ahisa himself in a handsome human form  goes to D evi 

and again proposes marriage, but she tells him that she has been born to 

protect the righteous and that he must flee to hell or fight. He attacks the 
Goddess, assuming the forms of different animals, but D evi drinks wine, 

pursues M ahisa on her lion, and defeats him, kicking him with her foot, 

piercing his chest w ith  her trident and decapitating him with her discus as 

he emerges in hum an form from the buffalo ’s body. The remaining 

demons flee to hell and D evi is praised by the gods whom  she promises to 

help whenever necessary.4
A  number of themes and attitudes are expressed in this myth. The myth 

directly confronts brahmanical models o f w om anhood expressed in the 

Dharm a Sastras w here the nature of wom an (strisvabhava) is passive, 

unwarlike and w here a wom an’s role is defined in terms o f male authority 
on which a w om an should always be dependent as daughter, wife, or 
mother. Mahisa cannot be killed by any male, and a wom an, so he thinks, 

could not possibly be strong enough to defeat him. M ahisa’s initial reac-
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Ihiti is to want to marry the beautiful Devi and thereby contain and con- 
mil her, and he is confused by her attractiveness which contrasts with her 

like speech, for the Goddess embodies the traditional aesthetic quali­
ties (rasa) found in Sanskrit poetics o f both heroism (virya) and eroticism 

(0 flgdra). When Mahisa does attack, she drinks wine before going into 
(•»title, an act indicative o f her origins as a Goddess to whom  offerings of 

il< ohol and blood were made. She is far more pow erful than the gods, for 

«mly she can defeat the all-conquering demon.

Images of the Goddess
1‘he name D evi is interchangeable with D urga, though D evi incorporates a 

wider conception o f deity. A  com mon term for the Goddess is sim ply 

’ Mother’ . Throughout south Asia the G oddess is referred to as ‘M other’ : 
Mata, Mataji or M a in the H indi-speaking north, Am m a in the D ravidian 

I ,inguages of the south. Like Siva, the Goddess embodies paradox and ambi- 

juity: she is erotic yet detached: gentle yet heroic; beautiful yet terrible. 

These aspects are expressed in a variety o f different goddesses at local and 
I mu-1ndian levels. Indeed, there is a tendency for local goddesses to become 

identified with the Great Goddess through the process o f Sanskritization, 

.md sometimes for local goddesses to become universalized, as with the 
local goddess Santosi M a w ho became a pan-H indu deity due to a film 

idling her story. F or her devotees, the Goddess is the ultimate reality, 

knowledge of w hom  liberates from  the cycle o f birth and death, yet she is 

.i I so the ensnaring veil o f the ‘great illusion’ (m ahdm aya) binding all beings. 
As the pow er which both enslaves and liberates, she is Sakti, the energy or 

power o f Siva. The Goddess generates all form s and so is identified with 

Visnu’s second wife, the Earth (Bhu), and with nature or matter (prakrti). 
Vet she also destroys the cosmos and the human communities who inhabit 
it with terrible violence. She can be approached and worshipped in many 

forms, in natural phenomena, or in human form s as a mother, a wife, an old 

woman, or a young girl. H er main representations are:

-  as Durga, slayer of the buffalo-demon (Mahisasura), seated on or 
attended by a lion or tiger (when she is called Ambika). Durga, the 
‘difficult to access’ , has ten arms and weapons, kicks and pierces 
Mahisa with her trident and beheads him, while yet maintaining a 
calm and detached demeanour.

-  as Kali and other terrible manifestations, such as Camunda. They are 
emaciated, blood-drinking and violent forms who haunt the
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cremation grounds. Kali is ‘hl.u k ’ or 'blue’, garlanded with severed 
heads, girdled with severed arms, with rolling, intoxicated eyes and .t 
lolling tongue. She dances on the corpse of her husband Siva.

-  as consorts or energies (s'akti) of the gods, particularly Sarasvatl, 
Parvatl and LaksmI, the consorts of Brahma, Siva and Visnu, who arc 
beautiful models of wifely and maternal devotion (though not devoid 
of righteous anger). In this category we can also include Radha, the 
consort of Krsna, and Slta, the wife of Rama.

-  as groups of generally ferocious female deities, notably the ‘seven 
mothers’ (Saptamatrkas) whose natures are ambiguous, preying on 
children yet also destroying demons. In esoteric tantric literature they 
are associated with letters of the Sanskrit alphabet and the Goddess 
Matrka is the deity of the complete alphabet.

-  as local or regional icons in village or family shrines and temples.
Local goddesses are often goddesses of smallpox and other pustular 
diseases, such as Sltala in the north and Mariyamman in the south.

-  as ‘aniconic’ forms such as stones, poles, weapons, magical diagrams 
(yantra) and stylized female genitals (yoni).

-  as natural phenomena, particularly rivers (such as the rivers Gariga, 
the sacred Ganges and the Kaveri), lakes, trees and groves.

-  as male and female ‘mediums’ possessed by a goddess, particularly 
during festivals.

Early worship of the Goddess
W orship o f goddesses m ay be extremely ancient in south Asia. Female fig­

urines o f baked clay have been found in the north-west at M ergarh and 

Sheri Khan Tarakai, dated to the sixth or fifth millennium, and terracotta 

figurines have been found at M ohenjo-D aro (c. 2500-2000 b c e ), the 

major city o f the Indus valley civilization. We do not know  the purpose of 

these figures. It is possible that they served a ritual function, perhaps as 

offerings or talismans, or sim ply as gifts. U nfortunately the archaeological 

record is incomplete, though figurines from  the north-west region have 
been dated to the third and fourth centuries b c e  which may represent a 

continuity of tradition from  ancient times, after the collapse of the Indus 
valley cities.

In early vedic religion, goddesses (d e v i) are insignificant in that they 
play no role in the sacrifice at this early date, though several are mentioned 

in the R g Veda, the earliest textual record we have. M ost notable amongst
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♦ lit hi arc Prthivi (the Earth), Aditi (the ‘unbound*), Usas (the dawn), 
Nil 11i (destruction) and Vac (speech). Prthivi is Mother Earth whose con- 

iiii i is Dyaus, Father Sky. Aditi is a goddess o f some significance as the 

Mini her o f the Adityas, a group of seven or eight deities including Daksa,
,i s later father-in-law.5 She provides safety and wealth and is associated 

H ith the cow whose milk nourishes humanity. In the Brahmanas she is 
identified with the Earth, Prthivi.6 Usas is a young girl who brings light to 

ill«' world each morning by going before the Sun (Surya). She is bestower 

mI prosperity and long life, yet conversely, because she announces the 

p.rising of the days, she also wears aw ay people’s lives. N irrti is a goddess 
i *1 destruction; an early representation of destructive female pow er found 

hi Liter Hinduism  in local and pan-H indu goddesses such as Kali. The 

11V m ns of the R g Veda implore her to go aw ay and ask the gods for protec- 
i ion from her.7 In the Brahmanas she is described as dark and living in the 

MUIth, the direction o f death.8 In contrast Vac (speech) is a creative pow er 
who inspires the sages, reveals the meaning o f language and is identified 

with truth. Speech plays an important part in later Hindu philosophy and 

hi yogic and tantric traditions as the pow er behind words, particularly 

mantras. O ther goddesses are mentioned in early vedic literature, such as 

i lie river Sarasvatl, N ight, the Forest, and D iti, the mother of the demons, 
I mi their role is subordinated to that o f the gods.

As the early texts are all the evidence w e have regarding vedic religion, 

we can conclude from  this evidence the follow ing points:

-  goddesses have a subordinate position in early vedic religion, male 
deities being predominant.

-  there is no evidence of a ‘Great Goddess’ in the Vedas, an idea for 
which there is textual evidence only from the medieval period.

-  some of the goddesses in the Veda, notably Prthivi and Sarasvatl, 
survived into later Hindu times. Sarasvatl becomes the Goddess of 
learning and music and wife of Brahma; Prthivi or Bhu (the Earth) 
becomes the second wife of Visnu.

-  the evidence of goddess worship from the archaeological record and 
from references in the Veda, suggests that worship of goddesses has 
non-vedic, and probably non-Aryan, origins.

The formation of Goddess worship
Between the com position o f the Vedas and the Puranas there is little liter­

ary evidence of Goddess worship, though there are Jain  and Buddhist
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Worship of the Goddess in the Veda (Indus Valley ?) 
(Dravidian worship)
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Figure 7 The development of traditions of Goddess worship

sculptures depicting divine female beings, such as on the first-century b c e  

Buddhist monument (stupa) at Sanchi. A  general picture is suggested of 

low-caste, local goddesses becoming absorbed into, and resisted by, brah­

manical tradition. Some o f these goddesses were o f Dravidian, rather than 

A ryan , origin. The M ahabharata , com posed by Brahmans, presents vari­

ous images of female destructive pow er in the form  o f the seven or eight 

M atrkas, the ‘M others’ and a number o f other demonesses. The Matrkas 

are described as dark, living on the periphery o f society, and bringing m is­

fortune, particularly upon children w ho must be protected from  their 

unwanted attentions. The ferocious K ali is mentioned in the Epic as being 

generated from  the anger of Siva’s consort, the Goddess Um a or Parvati, 

and D urga is praised in two laudations by A rjuna in order to defeat his 

enemies.9 In south India there is evidence o f early w orship of goddesses. 
The Virgin Goddess K anya Kum ari, whose temple is situated at the tip of 
India, existed in the early centuries o f the com m on era, and the Tamil 

Cankam  literature mentions Korravai, goddess o f victory, to whom  buffa­

los were sacrificed and for whom  forest w arriors, the M arvars, were 
exhorted to ritual suicide.10 However, it is not until the Puranas that we 
find a more developed Sakta theology and m ythology, and the idea o f a 

single, all-embracing ‘ Great G oddess’ (Mahadevi) w ho encompasses all 
other deities.

A  picture emerges therefore of the gradual incorporation o f the 

Goddess into the brahmanical sphere. This process o f assimilation might
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In* mtii as the ‘upwards* movement of local goddesses; the transformation 
h! probably aniconic entities (that is, deities represented by stones, 

h i ipons, poles and natural phenomena) into iconic representations which 

DM* eventually assimilated into the brahmanical pantheon as the wives of 

■ i hr Kods. The solitary Goddess is herself incorporated into Smarta w or- 
I ihip as one of the five deities of thepancayatana puja  and universalized in 

I  pin inic mythology.

T H E  G O D D E S S  IN  T H E  P U R A N A S

t he earliest w ork glorifying the Goddess in India is the D evim ahatm ya  

(‘The G lo ry  of the G oddess’), part o f the M arkandeya Purana , an early 

I'urana which is dated to between the fifth and seventh centuries c e . This 
I ext is extremely popular and is still recited in D urga temples and through­

out I ndia during the D urga Puja, the great autumn festival to the Goddess. 

The text presents a picture of the ultimate reality as the Goddess, w ho is 

id ho Mahamaya, the great illusion. The text demonstrates her salvific 
power by recounting three myths o f how  she defeated a number of 

demons, namely Madhu, and Kaitabha, M ahisasura, and Sumbha and 

Nisumbha. In Vaisnava m ythology, M adhu and Kaitabha were tw o 

demons who attacked Brahma whilst Visnu slept. Brahma managed to 
wake Visnu and he destroyed the demons. This story is retold in the 

D evim ahatm ya , but here the Goddess is made superior to Visnu by being 

identified with his yogic sleep (yoganidra). Visnu 5s sleep becomes a mani- 

I estation o f the Goddess who thereby has him under her spell and is made 
superior to him. Brahma implores her to release Visnu from  sleep and she 
does. H e then defeats the demons as in the Vaisnava versions o f the myth.

I 'he account o f the defeat o f Mahisasura follow s and the third m yth relates 

how Kali sprang from  D urga’s forehead, personifying her anger, and 
defeated the demons Sumbha and Nisum bha.

The later D evibh agavata  Purana continues the vision of the 

D evim ahatm ya  in placing the Goddess as the absolute source o f the cos­

mos. This text is related to the Bhagavata P urana , though, whereas in that 
i ext Krsna is presented as the highest manifestation o f the divine, here it is 

Devi, w ho, as it were, retrieves female pow er (sakti) from  male authority 

and makes it her own. The Goddess is not subject to the authority o f the 
gods and, indeed, is superior to them, controlling Visnu through her 
power of sleep and not wishing to be married to any o f them. The Goddess 

is her ow n ‘master5.1 1
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P A N -H IN D U «  G O D DESSKS 

Puranic, Smarta ideology dominated the early medieval period and 

became pan-Indian. With the Puranas the Goddess was assimilated by 

brahmanical religion and a theology of the Goddess was articulated in 

puranic narrative traditions. These traditions spread, and archaeological 
evidence attests to the worship of the Goddess throughout the subconti­
nent. A t Mam malapuram (also known as Mahabalipuram) on the south 

east Tamilnadu coast, a seventh-century temple depicts D urga slaying the 

buffalo demon and she is also depicted in the cave sculptures at Ellora 
(sixth-eighth century). The cult o f Durga was therefore very widespread 

by the early medieval period and the standard m yth and icon o f her slaying 
the buffalo demon was well established.

N o t only w orship o f Durga, but also of Kali, the personified anger of 

Durga, became widespread with the development o f puranic Hinduism. 

A lthough always on the edges o f the controlled, respectable brahmanical 
world , K ali nevertheless enjoyed, and still enjoys, great popularity. She is 
treated with ambivalence by brahmanical orthopraxy, as she dwells on the 

social periphery, haunting polluting cremation grounds and appealing to 

untouchable castes and tribals. She has nevertheless attracted brahmanical 
attention and devotion, particularly in Bengal. Both  Ramprasad Sen, a 

nineteenth-century Bengali poet who w rote devotional verses to her as the 

‘M other5, and the famous saint Ram akrishna had visions o f her. Kali 

demands blood sacrifice and goats are sacrificed to her daily at the famous 
Kalighat temple in Calcutta.

A nother popular ferocious Goddess is Cam unda who in the 

M arkandeya Purana  sprang from  the furrow ed brow  o f Durga. In one 

m yth in the D evim dhatm ya , the little M others (Matrkas) manifest from  
the Goddess, upon which the demon Raktabija (‘B loody-Seed5) appears 

to challenge them. Th ey attack him, but each drop o f blood which falls to 

the ground gives birth to a replica demon, whose fallen blood in turn gives 

rise to further demons. The day is saved by Cam unda w ho drinks up the 

blood of the demon before it touches the ground and so he is eventually 
defeated.

Other goddesses which have independent cults are less violent than 

Durga, Kali and Cam unda. Sarasvati, the ancient Goddess of the Sarasvati 
river in the Veda, is benign. She is identified with the goddess o f speech 

(Vac) and is, like the muse, the inspirer o f poetry, music and learning.
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Although she is married to Brahma, he docs not play an important role in 

Itrr worship and she is iconographically depicted independently o f him, 

«rated upon a lotus and playing a musical instrument, the vina. M any 

i lassrooms in Indian schools bear her image upon the wall. Sri or Laksm i, 
i Ik* spouse of Visnu also has an independent cult which had developed by 
i he time of the Puranas. She is the goddess o f financial reward and good 

lortune, associated with royal pow er and iconographically depicted 

.r.ited upon a lotus and being sprinkled with water by elephants -  an act 
i cminiscent of royal consecration. A long w ith D urga she is strongly asso- 
11.1ted with royal power, as can be seen b y the Vijayanagara king’s ritual 

identification with the Goddess. A part from  the pan-H indu goddesses 

such as these, there are innumerable village or local goddesses, such as the 
northern and eastern snake goddess Manasa, some without iconographic 

i epresentation.

Sacrifice and the Goddess
( )ne of the most striking things about the independent Goddess is that she 
accepts, and demands, blood sacrifice. Sacrifice is part of her cult and cen- 
tral to her m ythology in which the slaying of the buffalo demon can be 

read as the sacrifice of the buffalo. The Goddess drinks wine from  a cup as 

she slays the buffalo demon, which reflects in m ythology the idea of her 
thinking the blood of the sacrificed victim  in ritual. Indeed drinking the 

blood of the victim has been a feature o f Goddess worship, particularly in 
its medieval tantric manifestation. The drinking of blood is an important 

symbolic element in the m ythology o f the Goddess; present with the high 

Hindu deity Durga, with tantric manifestations o f the Goddess, and at 

local level among the village goddesses. W hile in the ‘purified’ brahmani- 
cal forms o f Hinduism  the idea o f sacrifice is extracted out o f ritual and 
confined to sym bolism  or the realms o f m ythology, in the popular religion 

of the villages, b loody sacrifice is an integral element in the worship of 

local goddesses. For example, the N am budri Brahmans of Kerala w ould 

not practise bloody sacrifice as this w ould be too polluting, yet they make 

offerings o f blood substitute to local or fam ily Goddesses such as 

Raktesvari, the ‘ Goddess of B lood ’ (see pp. 2 1 0 - 1 1 ) .

N on-violence (ahimsa) is an important element in Hinduism , particu­

larly among Brahmans and renouncers, yet this ideal contrasts starkly 

with the eruptive and bloody violence of the goddess. Because the 

G oddess is all-giving and fecund, she must also be renewed with blood,

The Goddess andSakta traditions
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the pow er o f life, if her bounty is to continue. This renewing blood can be 

related to the G odd ess’ menstrual cycles, but is particularly the blood of 
sacrificial victims which can be seen as substituting for the devotee him or 

herself. Indeed, if non-violence is an essential element in the Brahm an’s 
w orld in order to maintain ritual purity, then violence might be seen as an 

essential element in the w orld of the Ksatriya. The connection between the 

Goddess and royal pow er can be related to sacrifice in so far as one o f the 

ideals o f kingship was to wage war upon neighbouring kingdoms. The 

battlefield thereby can be read as a sacrifice, the killing o f the enemies, the 
killing of sacrificial victims. Indeed the human sacrifice, the sacrifice o f the 

‘great beast’ (mahapasu), is regarded in the Veda as the highest sacrifice, 

even though human sacrifices may never have actually taken place. There 

is, then, a correspondence between the king w ho accepts the ‘ sacrifice’ of 
both the enemy and his own army, and the Goddess w ho accepts the sacri­
fice o f animals.

This idea o f sacrifice becomes filtered through the layers o f Hindu cul­
ture in a number o f w ays. A t the level o f village goddesses, generally asso­
ciated with low er castes, the actual sacrifice o f animals is commonplace. 

Am ongst Brahman communities the sacrifice o f animals and offering of 

blood w ill not actually be practised, but w ill remain present as a sym bolic 

element, while at the level o f pan-H indu m ythology, the sacrificial victim 

becomes a demon. A t this level, the ritual practice o f sacrifice becomes 
ethicized: the destruction of the victim becom ing the destruction o f evil, 

the destruction of the buffalo becoming the destruction of the buffalo 
demon, the appeasing o f a wrathful deity becoming the stabilizing or re­

balancing o f the cosmos. The idea o f sacrifice to the Goddess is also given 

esoteric interpretation, as is the idea o f vedic sacrifice in the Upanisads, by 

some Tantras in which the sacrifice becomes the sacrifice of the limited, 

particularized self into the all-pervading K ali self: the Goddess as 
absolute, uncontaminated consciousness.

Tantric worship of the Goddess
W hile the Goddess tradition developing from  the Puranas was o f great 

importance, an allied tradition of Goddess w orship developed from  the 

Tantras. The tantric worship o f the Goddess, or Sakta Tantrism, is found 

in a number of early Tantras of the southern Kaula transmission (see 
p. 1 66), composed before the eleventh century. These texts, traditionally 

counted as sixty-four, can be divided into those whose focus is the benevo-
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(mi and gentle Goddess, the Tantras of the Srlkula, the ‘family of the 
Auspicious Goddess*, and those whose focus is the ferocious Goddess, the
I mtras o f the Kalikula, the ‘ fam ily of the Black G oddess’ . The tradition 

v\ Inch developed from the Srikula texts came to be known as the Sri Vidya, 
which worshipped the benevolent and beautiful Lalita Tripurasundarl. 

Hie Sri Vidya aligned itself with orthoprax brahmanical values, even 

i In nigh some adherents worshipped the Goddess using ‘ impure sub-

II .mces\ The tradition in the south became aligned with orthodox Vedanta 

i in I with the Sarikaracarya of Srngeri and Kanchipuram . The K ali tradi­

tions, in contrast, were less concerned w ith orthopraxy, and more con- 
» crned with the pow er gained through im purity and going against social 

,md religious norms.
A common feature o f tantric ideology is that wom en represent or mani- 

lest the Goddess in a ritual context. A s the male worshipper becomes the 
male deity, especially Siva, for only a god can worship a god, so his female 

partner becomes the Goddess. Indeed the Goddess is manifested in all 
women in varying degrees. A  prominent part o f tantric practice is the rit­

ual worship of wom an or young girl by both male and female devotees. A n  

i mportant ceremony, practised mainly in Bengal and Nepal, is the worship 

(>f a young wom an (the kum ari-puja) in which a virgin girl o f about twelve 
is placed upon a ‘throne’ . The Goddess is installed or brought dow n into 

her, as would occur with an icon, and she is worshipped. The ritual deifica- 

tion of the young girl is an important annual festival in Nepal. Yet, while 

the Goddess is worshipped as a youthful girl, she can also be worshipped 

in a terrible form  as the blood-drinking K ali or the old and crooked 

Kubjika.

T H E  C U L T S  OF K A L I

Cults o f Kali or her manifestations are in evidence from  among the earliest 
tantric texts we have, possibly dating to as early as the seventh or eighth 

centuries. The worship of Kali is found at the heart o f Kashm ir Saivism, 

traditions whose origins can be found in the cremation-ground cults. 
While the Sri Vidya, according to its self-classification, develops from  the 

southern transmission in the Kaula system, the cults o f Kali are within the 

northern and eastern transmissions. The Jayadrathayam ala , a text o f the 

northern transmission, describes forms o f Kali, which the devotee w ould 
visualize, as transcending the male form  of Siva, Bhairava, on whose 

corpse she stands. H ere Kali is the absolute, identified with light at the
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heart o f pure consciousness from whic
i ilie universe manifests and t<

ould meditate upon this process of the
which it returns. The devotee she .............. ..  upun 1

projection and withdrawal o f consciousness, identified with twelve Kalis, 

and realize the final, liberating implosion o f consciousness into itsell, 

sym bolized b y  the ‘thirteenth’ Kali, Kalasam karsini.12 These esoteric tra 
ditions, identifying K ali w ith states o f consciousness, later became con­

cretely expressed in external ritual from  the tenth century, focused on the 

goddess G uhyakali, visualized as having animal and human heads with 

eight arms bearing weapons. She is w orshipped at an exoteric, popular
level in N epal as G uhyesvari and associated with the Goddess Kubjik.i 
(see below).

The texts o f the Kalikula describe macabre rites in the cremation 
grounds to evoke a goddess and allow the practitioner to achieve salvation 

through confronting gruesome (ghora) experience. In  a famous rite, the 
‘offering to the jackals’, jackals are revered as manifestations o f K ali and 

offerings are made to them at an inauspicious, though powerful, location 
such as a crossroads, a w ood or a cremation ground.13

Another tantric goddess w ho is the focus o f a group o f Tantras o f the 
western Kaula transmission is Kubjika, the ‘C rooked  O ne’. This school j 
originated in the western Him alayas, possib ly  in Kashmir, is known to 1 

have existed in N epal b y  the twelfth century, and, according to its texts, i  

spread throughout India. The principle text o f the school is the ‘Tantra o f 1 
the Teachings o f the C rooked G oddess’, the Kubjikamata Tantra, which 

explains the 1~—  1 ritual associated with h e r .Hexplains the m ythology, doctrines and r i t u a l  associated w ith 

Although the text and tradition takes its name from  the Goddess w or­

shipped in the form  o f an old, crooked wom an, she is identified w ith  the 

Supreme Goddess (Para D evi) and also w orshipped in the form s o f a girl 
and a  young wom an. The school had an esoteric dimension and shows its 
close links to Kashm ir Saivism by identifying the G oddess with pure con­

sciousness.14 The Goddess is also associated w ith  the ‘coiled ’ goddess 
Kundalini, the pow er lying dormant at the base o f the body until awak­

ened by yoga to pierce the centres o f subtle anatom y and unite w ith Siva at 

the crow n o f the head. The K ubjika school is significant because it is in  the 
Kubjikamata Tantra that w e first have mention o f the classical six centres 
(icakra) o f esoteric anatom y which have becom e pan-H indu and have been 

popularized in the W est.15 Earlier Tantras mention varying numbers at
various locations. These six centres also became adopted b y  the Sri V idyá 
tradition.
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T H E  SRI V ID Y A  T R A D I T I O N  

flic Sri Vidya is the cult o f Lalita Tripurasundari or sim ply Tripurasundari 

( Beautiful Goddess of the Three C ities’), a tantric form  of Sri/Laksm i, 

who is worshipped in the form of a sacred diagram or yantra  o f nine inter­
im ting triangles, called the sricakra, and in the form  of a fifteen-syllable 

m,in tra called the srividya , whence the tradition takes its name. The
II ipurasundari cult can be classified, in its earliest phase, as the latest level 

«*11 he Mantramarga, the ‘Path of M antra’ (see p. 162). The earliest sources
III the Sri V idya within this category are two texts, the 

Nityasodasikarnava (‘The Ocean of the Tradition o f the Sixteen N itya  

( ioddesses’) which classifies itself in the Mantramarga, and the 

Yoginihrdaya (‘The Heart o f the Y ogin i’ ) which are said to form  together 
the Vamakesvara Tantra . 1 6  The N ityasodasikarnava  is concerned with 

external rituals and their magical effects, while the Yoginihrdaya  is more 
esoteric, interpreting the sricakra as the expansion and contraction o f the 

« osmos. A  later text, the Tantraraja Tantra (the ‘ K ing o f Tantras’), gives a 
more detailed exposition of these subjects.17 A part from  these early 

I antras, a number of later texts praise the Goddess Tripurasundari, partic- 

nlarly the extremely popular Saundaryalahari (‘The Ocean o f B eauty ’),

1 he Lalitasaharanam a  (‘The Thousand Nam es o f Lalita’ ), and the Tripura 

l/panisad (‘The Secret o f Tripura’).18 The Saundaryalahari and 

I alitdsaharanama are traditionally said to have been composed by the 
Ad vaita Vedanta philosopher Sankara. Indeed, as Bharati has observed, no 
indigenous Sri V idya scholar w ould doubt his authorship of these texts. 

While in principle it is not impossible that Sankara would compose devo- 
lional hymns to the Goddess -  this w ould not be incompatible with the 

composition o f philosophical w orks in the Indian context19 -  these texts 
owe more to the non-dualism o f Kashm ir Saivism than to Sankara’s 

Vedanta. This can be seen by the Trika ideology which pervades these texts 

and their terminologies derived from  Kashm ir Saivism, such as the idea o f 

1 he cosmos as the manifestation of sound. Indeed the Kashm iri Trika god­
dess, Para, is regarded in some literature o f this school to be the inner 

essence o f Tripurasundari.20
How ever, the Sri V idya which developed in south India became dis­

tanced from  its Kashm iri tantric roots and the cult of Tripurasundari was 
adopted by the southern Vedanta monastic order of the Dasanamis at 
Srrigeri and Kanchipuram , traditionally founded by Sankara. The Sri
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Vidya tradition became popular in the south and the cult o f Tri­
purasundari penetrated the Saiva Smarta com m unity as well as the highly 
orthodox monastic tradition of the Sarikaracaryas.

In the theology o f the Sri Vidya the Goddess is supreme, transcending 

the cosmos which is yet a manifestation o f her. A lthough visualized and 
praised in personal terms, the Goddess is also an impersonal force or 
power. She unfolds the cosmos and contracts it once again in endless 

cycles o f emanation and re-absorption. This process is conceptualized as 

the manifestation and contraction o f the W ord, the absolute as primal 
sound (sabda, nada), or the syllable ora, identified with energy, light and 

consciousness. E veryd ay  speech is but a gross manifestation o f this subtle, 
all-pervading sound which manifests the cosmos through a series oi 

graded stages from  the most subtle, non-material realms, to the gross 
material w orld  which humans inhabit. This subtle sound is expressed as a 

‘point5 or ‘drop5 (bindu) o f energy, prior to extension, which then pro­

ceeds to generate the manifold cosmos. The bindu, an extremely im por­

tant term in tantric theology, is associated with the fifteenth phoneme of 

the Sanskrit alphabet, the nasalized ‘dot5 (,anusvara), which sym bolizes 

concentrated, potential energy, ready to burst forth as manifestation. The 

details o f cosm ological schemes vary in different texts, but the principles 
are identical in Sri V idya texts to those in Kashm ir Saiva Tantras.21

This cosm ology is sym bolized by the cosm ogram  o f the sricakra, the 

central icon o f the tradition, used as a focus o f w orship and installed in 

temples. This diagram or ritual instrument (yantra) is both the deity and a 

representation o f the cosmos. The four upward-pointing triangles sym ­
bolize the male principle in the universe, namely Siva, the five dow nward- 

pointing triangles represent the female principle, namely Sakti. A ll these 

triangles emanate out from  the central point or bindu. Their interpenetra­
tion represents the union o f Siva and the Goddess, which the aspirant or 

sadhaka realizes within his ow n body through the ritual identification of 
the sricakra with his own body.

Integral to the more esoteric practices of the Sri V idya tradition, and 
closely related to cosm ological speculation, is the idea that the material 

human body is a gross manifestation o f a subtle body, which in turn is a 

manifestation of a supreme or causal body. A s the material w orld is the 

most solidified coagulation of the subtle w orlds, so the body is the most 

coagulated form  o f the subtle body, which in turn is a manifestation of a 

higher form. Salvation or liberation is release from  the cycle of birth and
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death, conceived as a journey which retraces the stages of manifestation 

luck to its source, which is the Goddess. This yogic journey through the 
i osmos is also conceived as a journey through the body, and the levels o f 

cosmological manifestation are identified with levels along the vertical 
axis of the body. The Sri V idya yogin will attempt to awaken the dormant 
power of the Goddess KundalinI, who rises up from  the ‘root centre’ , at 

I he base of the central channel which pervades the body, to unite with Siva 
it the crown of the head, piercing various centres or wheels o f energy as 

she rises (see pp. 98-9). The model used here by the Sri V idya is the stan­
dard Hatha yogic one which went beyond the boundaries o f any particu­

lar tradition.
Ideas about the universe as a hierarchy o f levels and the hom ology or 

esoteric correspondences between the body and the cosmos are central to 
1 he practice and theology of the Sri V idya, as they are to all other tantric 

traditions. This is illustrated by the Tantraraja Tantra which describes 
three aspects or forms (rupa) o f Tripurasundarl, the supreme, subtle and 

gross, which correspond to three ways o f w orshipping her, with the mind, 
with speech and with the body. These refer to meditation upon her, or 

visualization of her form , repeating mantras, and perform ing external 
worship by offering flow ers, incense and vegetarian offerings. Initiation 

is, of course, a prerequisite for access to Sri V idya daily and occasional rit­

uals, qualification for which must be determined b y a guru, though it is not 

based on caste as is vedic initiation.

L E F T - H A N D  T A N T R A  

Perhaps the most famous controversy w hich surrounds Tantrism gener­

ally, and which is o f concern to the Sri V idya in particular, is the ritual use 
of ‘ substances’ prohibited within Brahm anism . These ritual substances 
came to be know n as the ‘ five M s’ (pancamakara) -  the initial Sanskrit let­

ter o f each being the letter ‘M ’ -  or ‘ five realities’ (pancatattva). These are 

the ritual use of wine (madya), fish (;matsya), meat (mamsa), parched grain 

(mudra) and sexual union (maithuna). The consumption o f alcohol, meat 
and fish is expressly forbidden to Brahm ans according to the Law s o f 

Manu,22 so to ritually use these substances is, for a Brahman, to con­

sciously pollute himself. We have seen that in the Kaula rites o f early 

Saivism, ferocious female deities were appeased with offerings o f blood, 

alcohol and sexual substances (p. 165). Abhinavagupta speaks about the 
‘three M s’ o f alcohol, meat and copulation, referring to their use as true
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‘holiness* or ‘celibacy* (brahm acarya).2 s The live Ms later developed and 

their use became known as ‘ left-handed practice* (vam acdra), that is, 
transgressive practices using impurity, as opposed to the ‘ right-handed 

practice* (daksinacara), based on purity. The use o f parched grain (mudra) 
is sometimes said to be an aphrodisiac, yet m ay sim ply represent the kind 
o f offerings to deities made amongst lower-caste groups.

There is a distinction within the Sri V idya between those who reject the 

use o f the ‘ five Ms* and those who incorporate them, yet, generally, the Sri 

V idya tends to distance itself from  extreme antinomian tantric groups. 

Left-handed Tantrism throws up challenging ethical questions for ortho- 

prax Hinduism . The left-hand or Kaula division flouts brahmanical purity 

laws and conventions in order to gain magical pow er (.siddhi), while the 

right-hand, the ‘Conventional* or Samaya division, rejects the literal use of 

the ‘five Ms*, or uses sym bolic substitutes (pratinidhi) instead, such as 
m ilk for wine, sesamum for meat or fish, and offerings of flowers for sex. 

The use o f the ‘ five Ms* in the Sri V idya has been controversial. 
Laksm idhara (sixteenth century) was a theologian o f the ‘conventional 

way* (samayacdra) w ho vehem ently rejected the non-vedic and impure 

practice o f the ‘five Ms*. Others, however, such as Bhaskararaya 

(1728-50), were happy to advocate the secret use o f prohibited sub­

stances.24 Indeed, it is quite usual for the tantric Brahman householder to 

maintain brahmanical social values alongside a tantric soteriology which 

involves the use o f otherwise prohibited substances. There is an oft- 
quoted saying that the tantric Brahman should be secretly a Kaula (i.e. a 

left-hand tantric practitioner), externally a Saiva, while remaining vedic in 
his social practice.25

Sex in a ritual setting and the transformation o f desire for a spiritual 

purpose is an ancient practice in Indian religion, stretching back at least to 
the time o f the Buddha,26 and mystical union with the absolute has been 

compared, in the Brhaddranyaka Upanisad to the jo y  o f sexual union.27 

Sexual union (m aithuna) becomes important in Tantrism as both sym bol 

and event. The earlier tantric literature seems to emphasize sexual rites as 
offerings to the deity, whereas later texts indicate that semen should be 

held back in order to facilitate a yogic transform ation to a higher state of 

awareness. Sakta Tantras even classify people according to three natures or 

dispositions (bh ava) -  o f being an animal (pasu), a hero (v lra ) or divine 

(1divya ) -  though the classification is not found in Saiva texts. O nly  heroes 

and ‘the divine* should perform  erotic w orship, for those o f animal nature
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arc driven by desire which would lead to their destruction.28 Indeed, 
whether sexual congress is perform ed, as in left-handed ritual, or is substi­

tuted, as in right-handed ritual, erotic w orship taps into a rich and pow er- 
I ul symbolism. The actual or represented union of the tantric practitioners 
symbolizes the union of Siva and Sakti, o f the male and female polarity in 

the cosmos, and their jo y  reflects the jo y  (ananda) o f that ultimate condi­
tion. There are also strings o f sym bolic associations in the Tantras between 

Siva, white semen, the moon, passivity and consciousness, on the one 

hand, and Sakti, red blood, the sun, activity and nature (prakrti), on the 

other.
Because wom en are filled with sakti in tantric ideology, they are consid­

ered to be more pow erful than men, yet this pow er is generally not 

reflected in social realities where wom en have remained subordinate.29 

Tantric texts were written by men -  usually Brahmans -  primarily, though 
not exclusively, for men. Th ey reflect the concerns o f the male practitioner 

rather than his female partner, regarded as his ‘messenger’ or door to the 
divine realm, though some texts make it clear that the ensuing liberation is 
for both partners. Yet wom en have a higher ideological status in Tantrism 

than in strictly orthoprax Brahmanism, even though this might not be 

reflected in social institutions. The w om en in these rites were generally 
from lower-caste groups such as washers, and while these w om en’s social 
realities were much more restricted than those of their male consorts, the 

tantric model of the strong, intelligent and beautiful wom an contrasts 

with the brahmanical model o f passivity and docile dependence.30 There 

were also female tantric renouncers w ho were greatly revered and w ho 

dwelled at sites sacred to the Goddess (pitha), where tantric yogis w ould 
hope to meet them and obtain magical powers through their acquain­

tance.31
A part from  the transgressive Kaula w ing of the Sri Vidya, other tantric 

groups which adopted the five Ms arose during the later medieval period. 

O f particular note is the Vaisnava tradition o f the Sahajiyas, which devel­

oped from  the tantric Buddhist Sahajiyas, adopting a Vaisnava theology.32 

For them, man and wom an are physical representations of Krsna and 

Radha, and, through erotic ritual, higher states of consciousness, or 

sam adhi, can be achieved. The Bauls o f Bengal have inherited the Sahajiya 

ideology and erotic ritual continues to be used by them.33
M any o f the elements of brahmanical tantric worship are derived 

from  low-caste propitiation of ferocious deities with alcohol and blood
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offerings, and from the cremation ground asccticism of the Kapalikas. Yet 
these become transformed in the context ol the Brahman householder, 

such as the Sri V idya devotee, into a soteriology in which the tantric 
Brahman maintains his social status while follow ing the tantric path. 
While maintaining social status, the tantric Brahman can pursue his sote- 
riological quest for pow er and liberation, through transcending his social 

inhibition in a controlled ritual context. It is one thing to perform  erotic 

worship with a low-caste wom an in a ritual setting, but quite another to 

interact with her outside that context. The theological split within the Sri 

V idya, between the Samayacara/right-hand path and the Kaula/left-hand 

path, highlights a tension between the dominant ideology of Brahmanism 

and an ideology infiltrated by ideas and practices from  cremation-ground 
asceticism and from  low er castes, yet which, for the Sri Vidya, is con­

trolled by or contained within brahmanical structures and ideology.

T H E  SA K T A  P IT H A S  

There are various important locations of Goddess w orship in both north 

and south India, such as the temple to the Virgin Goddess, Kanya Kum ari, 

at Cape Com orin, the M inaksi temple at M adurai, and the Kali temple in 

Calcutta. The Goddess is not only located at specific sites but is identified 

with the Earth and the landscape, so in one sense the whole of ‘ India’ is the 

Goddess, to the ‘four corners’ o f which a pilgrim  can journey and receive 
great blessing. Yet tantric literature refers specifically to ‘ seats’ (pitha) o f 

the Goddess which are distinct from  these other pilgrimage centres. The 
locations o f these ‘ seats’ are given justification in the m yth of Siva’s first 
w ife Satl.

I have already recounted the myth o f D aksa’s sacrifice: how  Siva’s 

father-in-law D aksa had not invited him to the sacrifice, how  his daughter 
Sati was so upset that she burned herself to death in the fire o f her own 
yoga, and how  Siva destroyed the sacrifice in the ferocious form  o f V lrab- 

hadra (see pp. 149-50). Later versions o f the m yth, in the D evibh agavata  

Purana  and the K alika Purana , continue the story. Siva is so upset at the 
death o f his w ife that he picks up her corpse in the cremation ground and 

dances with it on his shoulders in a distraught state. The other gods 

become worried, fearing the destruction o f the universe due to this dance 

o f death, so Visnu hacks at the body of Satl, cutting it aw ay piece by piece, 
until Siva returns to a more composed state.34

While this is a m yth behind the immolation o f w idow s upon their hus­
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bands’ funeral pyres (sati, ‘ suttee’), it is also an explanation o f the pithas , 
which are located where the different parts of Sati’s body fell. In the 
Tantras and Puranas there are four principal sites listed, though other texts 

list more, and the K ubjikam ata Tantra says that all wom en’s homes 
should be worshipped as pithas .35 The standard four ‘Great Seats’ 

(m ahapitha) are at Jalandhara (possibly Ju llundur in the Punjab), 

O ddiyana or Uddayana (the Swat valley in the far north-west), Purnagiri 

(of unknown location) and Kam arupa in Assam . A t these places the 

Goddess’ tongue, nipples and vulva (y on i) are said to have fallen. The most 

important o f these ‘ seats’ as a living place o f pilgrimage is Kam arupa or 

Kamagiri in Assam  where Sati’syo n i fell. H ere the Goddess is worshipped 

in the form  of a vulva and her menstrual cycles celebrated by adorning the 

icon with red powder. This form  of the yo n i is not common, but its history 

as an icon is well attested.

Regional and local traditions
While esoteric forms o f Tantrism are of central importance in the history 

of Hinduism  and have had impact on all its manifestations, they are not 

directly relevant to the m ajority o f Hindus. The m ajority of Hindus in 

India live in villages and most devotees o f the Goddess at regional and 
local levels express their devotion through external worship (puja) o f local 

goddesses and in pilgrimage to places particularly sacred to the Goddess. 

While the brahmanical ideology o f the Great Goddess spread throughout 

south Asia, there have been innumerable local goddesses, many without 
iconic representations, worshipped by local villagers usually belonging to 

low er castes.

V I L L A G E  G O D D E S S E S  

A  distinction can be drawn between ‘hot’ and ‘cool’ deities. H ot deities are 

associated with passion, hot diseases such as smallpox which need to be 

cooled, pollution and low er social layers. C oo l deities are associated with 

detachment, the cooling o f passion, purity and higher social levels. The 

village goddesses, as w ell as ferocious goddesses such as Kali, are classified 

as hot deities in contrast to the cool, m ostly male, deities o f the Hindu pan­

theon, such as Visnu and Siva. Village deities, the gram adevatas, usually 
fall within the hot classification. They are almost always female, called 

‘m others’ (m ata), associated with a particular village or locality and repre­
sented by a simple signifier such as a rock, a pile o f stones, a stick, a couple
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of bricks, a thorn bush with pieces of cloth tied to it as offerings, or in the 
form  of a pot.36 These aniconic hot goddesses not only accept vegetarian 

offerings but also demand blood sacrifice (bali), o f chickens, goats and 

sometimes buffalos, and need to be appeased with offerings o f alcohol. In 

contrast the cool pan-H indu deities, present in iconic representations, 
accept only vegetarian offerings. The Great Goddess shares both cate­

gories. She can be hot and ferocious, demanding blood and alcohol, yet 
also cool and benevolent, accepting only vegetarian offerings, as with 
Tripurasundari and Laksm L

A  particular goddess might o f course have two form s, an iconic cool 

form  within a shrine or temple, and an aniconic hot form  outside the 

shrine, perhaps manifested only during certain festivals. F or example, the 
Tamil goddess M ariyam m an might have an imm ovable icon within her 
temple, yet accept blood offerings only in a second form  such as a pot of 

water, aw ay from  the central shrine. The goddess is thus split into high and 

low  forms, as Fuller describes.37 These offerings reflect caste ranking to a 
degree, w ith lower-caste ‘priests’ , perhaps possessed by the goddess, m ak­
ing offerings o f meat to the lower form. W hile it is true that some deities 

are affiliated to particular castes -  for example LaksmI, the goddess of 
wealth, is revered by trading castes -  it w ould be an oversim plification to 

regard the ranking o f deities as sim ply a reflection o f caste society. W hile 
certain village goddesses might not be worshipped by Brahmans or, even 

within the same caste, the goddess of a particular fam ily (kula mata) 

w ould not be worshipped by a different family, other deities have appeal 
across the social spectrum.

Although sometimes barely distinguishable, the ferocious village god­

desses have a name and specific location. T h ey tend to be associated with 

disease, particularly pustular diseases such as smallpox, and accidental 
death, and need to be appeased, usually w ith blood and meat. A lthough 

they are unpredictable, they are also protectors of a village or locality. 

These goddesses have no formal links with the pan-H indu goddesses, 

though often villagers might identify the local goddess with the pan- 
H indu Great Goddess, even though there m ay be no iconographic or 

m ythological resemblance. Sometimes the village goddess w ill have a 
m yth about how  she came to be in that particular location.

F or example, in Kerala the particularly terrible goddess 

M uvalamkulicamundl is worshipped in a number o f local shrines, the 
teyyam  shrines, and along with other deities is celebrated in local, annual,
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194



dance-possession festivals. During these festivals the dancer becomes the 
goddess and relates her myth. A Brahman, who was perform ing sorcery 

upon one of these devotees, attempted to capture the goddess with 
m,mtras and confine her in a copper vessel with a lid which he then buried 

in a hole (kuli) to the depth of three men (m uvalam ). She burst out o f the 
ground in a terrible form  and pursued the Brahman to a temple o f Siva 

where she agreed to settle down only if she could be installed there beside 
Siva, which duly happened. The goddess is therefore worshipped as the 

consort o f Siva in the Trikanyalapan temple as well as in the teyyam  
shrines. This myth indicates that, although a hot low-caste deity (her 

teyyam  dance is perform ed by the low  M alayan caste of professional sor- 

cerers), she is yet contained within the pow er o f the high-caste pan-H indu

11 city Siva. H er pow er is contained and kept in place by the male deity, and 

absorbed into a brahmanical structure.
Am ong goddesses w ho have a regional rather than purely village 

appeal, yet who are not identified with pan-H indu deities with large tem­

ples, are the smallpox goddesses Sitala, in the north, and M ariyam m an, in 
the south. Although now  eradicated, sm allpox has been particularly viru­

lent in some parts of India during the hot season and has been regarded as a 
visitation or ‘possession’ b y  the smallpox goddess. M ariyam m an has a 
couple of myths relating her origin. In one she was a Brahman girl who 

was deceived into marriage by an Untouchable disguised as a Brahman. 
Upon realizing what had happened she killed herself and was transformed 

into the goddess M ariyam m an who then burned the Untouchable to 
ashes. The second m yth tells o f a pure but pow erful wife of a holy man, 
who could perform  miracles, but who one day saw two divine beings m ak­

ing love. She felt jealousy and as a consequence lost her powers, w here­

upon her husband suspected her fidelity and ordered their son to kill her. 
The son obediently cut o ff her head. Eventually she is restored to life as 

M ariyamm an, but instead of upon her ow n body, her head was placed 
upon an Untouchable’s body, which expresses her ambivalent and angry 

nature as both Brahman and Untouchable.
Sitala is a hot goddess w ho is dormant most o f the year but who tradi­

tionally erupts with terrific violence during the hot season, spreading her 

‘grace’ in the form  o f epidemics through villages and needing to be pla­

cated. Sometimes these diseases are seen to be the w ork  of demons whom  
the goddess must defeat, at other times they are the w ork  of the goddess 
herself. Sm allpox victims were seen to be possessed by the goddess and
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were ‘cooled’ with water and milk, which are in effect offerings to appease 
her wrath, though the most effective offering to soften her anger is blood 
sacrifice.

These hot village goddesses and, indeed, the Great Goddess herself, are 

intim ately associated with the cyclic pattern o f the year, particularly the 

cycle o f agricultural activity. The Goddess is associated with the earth, and 

the changing seasons might be regarded as changing modes of the 

Goddess. In northern and central India the seasons can be divided into 

three: the hot season (approxim ately from  M arch to June), the wet season 
(approxim ately June to October) and the dry or winter season (the rest of 

the year particularly Decem ber to January). The ritual cycles o f the vil­

lages are closely associated with the seasonal changes and worship o f the 

Goddess, identified with the earth, is important during these times. In 
terms o f ritual cycles, the hot season is important for village and regional 

goddesses, whose festivals occur at that time (the hot goddess worshipped 
during the hot season), as do many marriages, which allow expression to 

the ‘heat5 o f passion.38 A part from  local festivals during the hot season, the 
most important festival for the Goddess as a pan-H indu deity is the 

D urgâ-püjà in October, culminating in the day o f dassera, the tenth day 

follow ing the commencement of the ‘nine night’ (navaràtrï) festival.

It is possible to view  the village goddesses in terms o f distinctions 
between popular/brahmanic culture, low  caste/high caste, regional/pan- 

Hindu, little tradition/great tradition, and even D ravidian/A ryan. While 

these distinctions might be useful in understanding the structural opposi­

tions between village goddesses and pan-H indu deities, the situation is 
more com plex and m any regional goddesses participate in both ‘ lo w ’ and 

‘high’ cultural spheres. The goddess Draupadï, for example, as A lf  
HiltebeitePs important study has shown, participates in both realms as 
pan-H indu goddess -  the w ife of the Pândavas in the epic M ahâbhârata -  

and as local or regional deity in Tamilnadu.39

Sum m ary

Hinduism  cannot be understood without the Goddess, for the Goddess 

pervades it at all levels, from  aniconic village deities to high-caste pan- 

Hindu goddesses, such as Durgâ, or the wives o f the male gods, such as 
Laksm l. This chapter has presented central ideas, m ythology and icono­
graphie representations of the Goddess in brahmanical Hinduism , in 

tantric Hinduism  and in village Hinduism. We have seen that, while there
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f >11 v innumerable goddesses, each one being unique to a particular place, 
there are essentially two kinds o f Goddess representations: a ferocious 

lorm such as Kali, and a gentle benevolent form  such as Tripurasundari or 
I .iksmi. While some goddesses are independent -  these tend to be the 

ferocious forms -  others are perfect wives to their divine husbands whom  
t hey energize. Indeed, without the Goddess a god such as Siva is a corpse.
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1
9 Hindu ritual

There are many styles o f worship within Hindu traditions and vegetarian 

and non-vegetarian offerings are made to innumerable deities throughout 

south Asia. Hindu ritual occurs in the home, in the temple, at wayside 

shrines, at places of pilgrimage such as the confluence of sacred rivers, and 

in specially constructed pavilions. Rituals occur to mark special occasions, 

to ask for blessings or to propitiate gods. Ritual patterns constrain life from 

birth, through childhood, to marriage and finally death. While ritual 

behaviour can be extremely diverse, it is nevertheless ritual, encoded in 

manuals and in behaviour patterns passed through the generations from 

teacher to student and from  parent to child, which gives shape and a degree 

o f unity to Hindu traditions. Alongside ritual, and sometimes intimately 

connected with it, myths, the narrative traditions of India, also serve to give 
coherence. While narrative traditions provide people with meaning and 

understanding o f w ho they are and how they came to be as they are, it is rit­
ual action which anchors people in a sense o f deeper identity and belong­
ing. While Hindus have questioned the meanings of ritual and interpreted 

rituals in a variety of ways, ritual has seldom been abandoned within Hindu 

traditions. Ritual patterns recur over vast geographical areas in south Asia 
and have been repeated and handed down from  ancient times; many ritual 
elements, and indeed actual rituals, can be traced to very early Hindu texts.

Ritual and Hindu identity
This ritual continuity m ay at first suggest a stability o f H indu social rela­

tions, yet it cannot be reduced to this or explained in these terms. The
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social and political contexts in which I lindu rituals have existed have been 

diverse, from Hindu kingdoms to colonial rule; they have been trans­
ported overseas to other countries, such as south-east Asia, and even, in 

I he last hundred years or so, to the other continents o f Europe, A frica and 
A merica. O f the kinds o f ritual described in this chapter, all have been per- 

lormed within Hinduism  for significant periods of time, some probably 
since the second millennium b c e , others having more recent origin in the 

medieval period. O f course, rituals change, die out, and new rituals arise, 

hut they change at a far slower rate than the societies in which they are per- 

iormed: for example, rituals associated w ith kingship still continue in 
India. Rituals have a persistence which survives great political upheavals, 

ecological catastrophes and colonial repression.
The question o f the degree to which ritual is affected by history or 

reflects social and political structures is a difficult one. O n the one hand, it 
is clear that some ritual forms originated during specific historical periods 

and reflect cultural and political elements present during those times. Yet 
on the other hand, some ritual structures, most notably those o f the vedic 
solemn (srauta) rituals, seem com paratively unaffected by social, political 

and economic changes. Because ritual has persisted in the face o f great 

political and economic shifts in south Asia, it cannot be contingent upon 
economic structures: the realm of ritual and the realm of politics and eco­

nomics must be distinct. This is not to say that they never coincide, they 

do, but rather that ritual and the politico-econom ic are distinct levels or 

realms within H indu culture. The ritual realm, and therefore the religious, 

cannot be reduced to the political. Indeed, ritual might be seen as a com ­
paratively stable and invariant event in contradistinction to a changing, 

and often unstable, political and economic history. In some sense ritual 

defies history.
Ritual also cuts across theological distinctions. I f  it is possible to define 

Hinduism , it is certainly not possible to do so in terms o f doctrine and the­

ological beliefs. Ritual is prior to theology, both historically and concep­

tually, and various theologies in India have been built upon a ritual basis 

and make sense only in the context o f ritual traditions. The Mimamsa, for 

example, is based upon the interpretation o f vedic rites. In the rich variety 

o f H indu ritual, we find cultural forms which do not demand belief in any 
particular doctrine, but rather demand action. It is the persistence of ritual 
in Hinduism , the patterning of action in certain w ays, and its understand­

ing by those who perform  it, which provides, and expresses, a sense of
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identity for Hindu communities: an identity which goes beyond social 
and political changes and provides I lindus with a sense of belonging in the 
face of sometimes rapid social change.

While ritual behaviour would seem to provide a sense of continuity and 

belonging, an argument has recently been put forward by Frits Staal that 
any meanings attributed to ritual are random. Ritual has often been conv 

pared to language as a system of communication. H owever, with specific 
and detailed reference to vedic solemn rites, Staal has argued that, while 

ritual is like language in that it has a structure, a syntax, it is unlike lan­
guage in that it has no meaning, no semantics. Vedic ritual has a structure 

which has been transferred through the generations from  ancient times, 
but any meanings attributed to it, by the Brahmana literature for example, 

are secondary. Because the interpretations o f ritual have changed over 
time, while its structure has remained constant, these meanings must be 

arbitrary or at least secondary to the most dominant feature of ritual, its 
structure and invariant transm ission.1

Staal’s argument is important and needs to be carefully considered, 
not only for the understanding of vedic ritual, but for ritual studies gen­

erally. The issue cannot be considered here, but, while it might be the 

case that the srauta rites have no meaning in a form al sense, it is far less 

clear that domestic rituals, the grloya rites, involving birth, marriage and 
death, are meaningless activities. Indeed, in such rituals human life expe­
riences are o f vital significance and arguably such rites o f transition 

express deep-felt human anxieties and attempt to resolve conflicts. In 

H induism  rites o f passage form  an important part o f ritual activity and 
constrain a persons passage through time from  birth to death. A  H in d u s 

sense of identity and belonging is given expression particularly through 

rites o f passage, but not only thus -  also in pilgrimage. Pilgrimage, par­
ticularly in modern times, has become a central feature o f Hinduism , 

which serves to give coherence to its diversity. I shall here give an 

account of important ritual processes in Hinduism  which give it coher­

ence, namely rites o f passage, personal and temple worship (puja), festi­
vals, sacrifice and pilgrimage.

Rites of passage
There are traditionally two sources for Hindu rites o f passage: on the one 
hand the texts o f tradition (.smrti), specifically the G rh ya Sutras and the 

Dharm a Sutras and Sastras; on the other, the regional oral traditions

200



whose legitimacy was recognized in the 1 )harma Sastras. In the G rh ya and 
I )harma literature, rites o f passage are classified as ‘occasional ritual* 

(naimittika-karma), rites ‘occasioned by a special occurrence’/^ in con-

i rast to daily rites (nitya-karma) and rites fo r  a desired purpose or object 

(hamya-karma). Rites o f passage are also classified as ‘bodily rites’ 
because o f their central concern with the body -  the imposition oTcuItural 

meanings upon the biological body and its transitions from  conception to 

death. Rites o f passage are expressive of, and transform, a person’s iden­

tity, an identity which is personally or psychologically important and 
which is recognized by the wider com m unity: they are the formal im posi- 

t ion of an identity and its recognition by a social group.
As we have seen, there is a fundamental distinction in Hinduism

’  Jun. — ........ ---------------- ----------------------------------------------—  « —

between w orld ly  life and soteriology, the form er being the concern o f the 
householder, the latter being the concern o f the renouncer. Rites o f pas­

sage are within the realm of the householder’s life and are not concerned 

with liberation. The ritual of renunciation and initiation into various sects, 
rituals which are concerned with liberation, are not included in the classi­

fication o f rites o f passage. While Manu does say that the performance o f 

dharma which encompasses rites o f passage leads to happiness in the next 

life,3 this is distinct from  liberation which cannot be attained by rites con­

cerned with social transformation.
Rites of passage mould and help construct social identities. Indeed, the 

Sanskrit term for such rites is samskâra, ‘constructed’ or ‘put together’ , 
implying the putting together o f a person as a social actor and even, to 
some extent, defining ontological status. B y  undergoing the various 

samskâras a Hindu gains access to resources within the tradition which 

were previously closed to him or her and enters a new realm or state. The 

anthropologist V ictor Turner has made a distinction between ‘state’ and 
‘process’ .4 ‘State’ refers to a relatively fixed social condition, while 

‘process’ refers to an unfixed, liminal, period of transition between states. 
Rites o f passage are therefore transformative processes linking different 

states. W hile ‘ state’ is associated with ‘ structure’ and hierarchy, ‘process’ is 
associated with ‘anti-structure’ , ‘ lim inality’ and equality. Yet it is im por­

tant to remember that the tem porary anti-structure of process serves to 

reinforce the structure o f state. The samskdras are rites of passage which 

serve to legitimize social order and to uphold social institutions. They are 
important not only for w ho they include, but also, as Pierre Bourdieu has 

pointed out, for who they exclude and for the ordering of social groups;
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for separating those who have undergone the ritual from those who have 
not and from those who will never undergo it.5

The D harm a Sastras deal only with male rites o f passage, but through­
out India wom en have undergone rites o f passage based on oral folk tradi 

tions.6 F or high-caste or ‘ tw ice-born’ Hindu males -  those belonging to 
the top three classes o f Brahmans, Ksatriyas and Vaisyas -  the theoretical 
model o f the as'rama system, the Hindu stages of life, maintains that there 

are four stages or states through which a man m ay pass: the student (brah- 

macarya), the householder (grhastha), the hermit or forest-dweller 
(vanaprastha) and the renouncer (samnyasa) stages. A s we have seen, the 

first tw o are concerned with w orld ly life, the third with a life retired from 

household duties and the fourth with the transcendence of the social 
w orld. M ost Hindus remain householders and the samskaras are con­

cerned w h olly  w ith life as a social being, that is, with the first two stages or 
states.

While there are a varying number of samskaras recorded in different 

texts, the important point is that they form  a ritual sequence or complete 

system which expresses the Hindu social order, or dharma. The undergo­

ing of any o f them implies an acceptance o f orthoprax brahmanical values 

and underlines differences in gender roles and castes. The high-caste boy 
who undergoes vedic initiation is separated from  his younger contem po­

raries, from  low er castes and from  wom en, w ho are not eligible to undergo 
the rite. Rites o f passage are also rites o f exclusion and underline the differ­

ence between the high-caste boy and others within the community.
The number o f samskaras varies. Forty  are recorded in the Gautama 

Dharma Sdstra, though the standard number in the G rh ya Sutras is 
between twelve and eighteen. The Manu Smrti mentions thirteen, though 

sixteen tends to be the standard number.7 They can be divided into prena­

tal rites, birth, childhood and educational rites, then marriage and death 
rites. The standard sixteen are:

1 garbhadhana, the rite of the conception of the embryo or the ‘infusion 
of semen’ performed at the time of conception.

2 pumsavana, the rite of ‘bringing forth a boy’ to ensure the birth of a 
male child.

3 simantonnayana, the ‘parting the hair’ rite of the woman during 
pregnancy.

4 jatkarman, the birth rite.



5 namakarana, the naming ceremony on the tenth or twelfth day after 
birth.

6 niskramana, the child’s first outing.

7 annaprasana, the child’s first feeding with solid food.

S ehudakarana, the tonsure ceremony during the first or third year.

9 karnavedha, the ear-piercing ceremony around the age of three to five.

i o vidyarambha, the ‘beginning of knowledge’ when the child learns the 
alphabet between the ages of five and seven.

11 upanayana, the rite of initiation and investiture of the sacred thread, 
occurring from the age of eight up to about twenty-four.

12 vedarambha, the ritual of beginning the study of the Veda.

13 kesanta, the first shaving of the beard.

14 samavartana, the ritual ending of student life.

15 vivaha, marriage.

16 antyesti, the funeral ritual.

The most important o f these are birth, the initiation cerem ony 

(upanayana), marriage (vivaha) which marks the beginning of the house­

holder’s life, and the funeral rites (antyesti) which end it, though in con­
tem porary Hinduism  the initiation rite and marriage are often conflated 

for reasons o f convenience and economy.

T H E  B I R T H  R I T E S

Birth, especially o f a boy, is a joyous and auspicious occasion for Hindus, 
but it is also hedged about with uncertainty and impurity, for all biological 

processes are considered to be polluting and so necessitate ritual control. 

During a w om an’s first pregnancy, after the hair-parting rite, she will go to 

the home o f her parents for the birth and remain there for some time 

before being re-incorporated back into her marriage home with a new and 

higher status o f mother, particularly higher if the child is male. The birth of 

a boy, especially the first child, is considered to be more auspicious than 
that o f a girl, though the birth of a girl is not necessarily regarded as inaus­

picious. With the birth of a son a man has repaid his debt to the ancestors 

and has enabled his forefathers to attain the w orld  o f heaven. A m ong the 
A iyars, the Tamil-speaking Smarta Brahmans, it is said that the birth o f a 

son enables a generation of ancestors to pass over from  the intermediate 

realm into the w orld o f heaven (svargaloka)?
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H I G H - C A S T E  I N I T I A T I O N  

Between the ages o f eight and twenty-four, a high-caste boy will undergo 
the vedic initiation or upanayana cerem ony at which he will be given the 

sacred thread, the sym bol o f high-caste males. While the ritual texts have 
strict age limits on initiation -  the Asvalayana Grhya Sutra states that a 
Brahman boy should be between eight and sixteen, a Ksatriya between 

eleven and tw enty-tw o and a Vaisya between twelve and tw enty-four9 -  

contem porary H indu life is less strict and it is com mon practice to hold the 
upanayana on the day before the young man’s wedding. Through the 

upanayana the high-caste boy gains entry to high-caste society, which 

excludes him from  other spheres of social activity. H e is separated o ff from 
the w orld of wom en and the sphere of the mother, and from  low er impure 
castes, thereby legitim izing social structure and gender roles.

The actual cerem ony takes about a day, though there are regional varia­

tions with regard to the content of the rite. A  com mon pattern might be 
for the b o y ’s head to be shaved except for the tuft on the crown, for him to 
be bathed and dressed in a loin-cloth, girdle and antelope-skin over his 

shoulder. O blations are offered into the sacred fire, the boy vow s celibacy 

and is invested with the sacred thread, com prising three times three single 
strands, the sym bol o f twice-born status, w orn over the left shoulder and 
annually renewed until either death or renunciation. The boy is taught the 

famous ‘root mantra’, the gayatri, which he should recite daily thereafter, 

is given a secret name and is taught how  to make oblations into the fire. 

The cerem ony ends with the ‘departure for K asi’ , the sym bolic gesture o f 

leaving to go to the sacred city o f Varanasi in order to study the Veda. The 

boy is persuaded by his maternal uncle, w ith some mirth, not to go. A  feast 

follow s this and gifts are given to the boy. A ccording to the classical 
model, after initiation the boy would enter the student stage o f life and 
study the Veda with a teacher.

W hile vedic initiation is for high-caste males, this does not mean, o f 

course, that wom en are excluded from  membership o f high-caste com m u­
nities. Although, according to Manu, marriage is a w om an’s upanayana, 

serving her husband is equivalent to vedic study, and housew ork equiva­

lent to the fire oblations,10 there are nevertheless w om en’s rites o f passage. 
Such wom en’s rites are not based upon Sanskrit treatises, but upon oral 

fo lk  (laukika) traditions, and it is important, as Ju lia  Leslie has pointed 

out, not to see wom en in south Asia as ‘ the passive victims o f an oppressive
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ideology but also (perhaps primarily) as i he activc agents of their own pos­
itive constructs’.1 1 While this is an important point, the power of the ideo­
logical, brahmanical framework or model should not be underestimated.

In her study o f A iyar women, the Smarta Brahmans of Tamilnadu,

I )uvvury has shown that they can be seen both as active agents and as con­
strained within brahmanical orthopraxy. She shows that A iyar wom en 

have their ow n rites o f passage, including a rite during a g ir ls  first men­

struation akin to the upanayana ceremony. This rite involves the g irls  
being separated and isolated in a darkened room  for three days (though 

not excluded from  the com pany o f friends). O n the fourth day a ritual 
bath is taken and a feast held. The girl is brought to the temple by her 

mother and to visit other households where older wom en perform  cere­
monies o f offering lights (arati) to her. Alternative rites for wom en have 
probably always been a part of south A sian religions, but have not been 

recorded in Sanskrit treatises, being regarded as folk  traditions. W hile 

these rites give expression to w om en’s aspirations and express a sense of 
belonging to a community, they must be understood within the context o f 

the broader fram ew ork o f brahmanical orthopraxy. D uvvury claims that 

such rites, while expressing w om en’s hopes, must also be seen within a cul­
tural context which defines wom en ‘largely in terms of their functions as 

mothers and w ives’ .12 In the broader brahmanical fram ew ork the fo lk  tra­

ditions (lau kika) are subordinated to the dharmic tradition (.sastra), ver­

nacular languages subordinated to Sanskrit, human conventions 

subordinated to universal law (dharm a) and wom en subordinated to men.

M A R R I A G E

M arriage (v iv a h a ) is and has been the expected norm of Hindu societies 

unless a person becomes a world-renouncer. With the marriage samskara a 
young high-caste man enters fully into the householder’s life in which he 

can pursue the goals o f duty (dharma), gaining wealth and w orld ly success 
(artha), and experiencing pleasure, particularly sexual pleasure (kama). 

F or a wom an, marriage marks the end of her childhood life with her fam ily 
and friends and the beginning o f a new life with her husband, probably in 

his village, w ith a new set o f social relationships to negotiate. Marriages 
are, o f course, arranged. In Dravidian south India cross-cousin marriage 

tends to be practised, in which case the young couple may already know  
each other, whereas in the north the couple w ill be strangers. M arriage can 

therefore be em otionally stressful and a young wom an is culturally
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expected to show signs o f sorrow at leaving her old home and way o f life. 
Yet most young wom en will desire marriage as a necessary transition to 

complete wom anhood and integration into the world of mature women.

Caste com patibility is the most important factor in a Hindu marriage, 
though other factors o f wealth, occupation and astrological compatibility 
are taken into account. Within caste (jati), marriage is generally endoga- 

mous, yet exogamous with regard to kin group (gotra), as is specified in 

M a n u P  Yet the social realities o f marriage in south Asia are more com ­

plex than M a n u s  prescriptions, with regional differences with regard to 

marriage and kinship patterns. For example, a notable exception to caste 

endogam y has been among the N am budri Brahmans o f Kerala, where the 

eldest son w ould m arry a N am budri wom an, but the remaining sons 

w ould maintain alliances with low-caste N ayar wom en. Children from 

these alliances w ould belong to the N ayar caste and live in their m other’s 
house or the house of their mother and her brother. The N am budri father 

w ould visit the house, bringing his ow n food and utensils in order to avoid 
becoming polluted, even from  his ow n fam ily.14

F or a Hindu, marriage is probably the most important samskara. The 

marriage o f daughters involves a fam ily in great expense as it is an occasion 

for giving gifts to the bridegroom s fam ily and for arranging an elaborate 
wedding celebration. Indeed, marriage is, according to Dum ont, the main 

cause of debt in rural com munities,15 as this is an opportunity to dem on­
strate a fam ily ’s wealth and status. While there are regional variations in 

marriage ceremonies, a com mon pattern is for the bride’s father to give her 
to the groom  and his father. Oblations are then offered into the fire. The 
bride’s wrist is tied with a thread and she steps three times upon the 

groom ’s fam ily grinding-stone, a gesture sym bolic o f her intended fidelity. 

The couple then take seven steps around the sacred fire, the essential part 
of a Hindu wedding, and the groom offers oblations into the fire, a rite 

which he has learned during his upanayana. I f  the celebrations occur dur­

ing the evening, the couple might go outside to see the pole-star and the 

bride w ill vow  to be constant like that star. A fter the celebrations, which 
may go on for a couple of days, the bride w ill return with the groom  to his 

family home where they w ill begin treading the path o f the householder.

F U N E R A L  R I T E S

Death, as in most cultures, is inauspicious in H induism  and fraught with 

the danger of pollution for the bereaved and the danger o f being haunted
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hy a malevolent ghost. The last $amskara% called the ‘ last sacrifice* 
(tntyesti) -  for indeed, as Parry shows, cremation is akin to sacrifice16 -  
. nntrols the pollution of death and re-iintegrates the fam ily back into nor­
mal social life from  which they have been separated by death, and allows

I he spirit of the deceased to travel on its way. These two concerns are pan-
II i ndu, though funerary practices vary to some extent in different regions. 

While cremation is the usual w ay of disposing o f bodies, inhumation is 

practised among low  castes and holy men and children are generally 

I »uried. A  holy man might be buried in a tomb called a sam adhi or sam adh , 

indicative o f the belief that, although he has left his body, he has become 

absorbed into a higher state o f consciousness. A  renouncer, having under­

gone his own funeral during his rite o f renunciation, and so transcending 

his social identity, might sim ply be placed in a river.
A  person is cremated on the day o f death if possible. The corpse is 

bathed, anointed with sandalwood paste, shaved if male, wrapped in a 

cloth and carried to the cremation ground by male relatives w ho move as 

quickly as possible chanting the name o f G od  (‘R am ’). O n the funeral pyre 

the corpses feet point south towards the realm o f Yama, the god o f death, 

with the head pointing north to the realm o f Kubera, the god of wealth. 

The funeral pyre is lit, theoretically w ith the domestic fire o f the deceased 

if he is twice-born, and the remains are gathered up between three and ten 

days after the funeral and buried, placed in a special area o f ground or 

immersed in a river, preferably the holy Ganges. D uring the days imm edi­

ately follow ing the funeral, the fam ily are highly polluted and remain po l­

luted until the final rites (sraddha) are perform ed. These sraddloa rites are 
offerings to the deceased o f rice balls (pinda) which construct a body for 

him in the next w orld, the w orld of the ghosts (preta-loka). These daily 

offerings continue for ten days, recapitulating the ten lunar months of the 
em bryo’s gestation,17 at which time the ghostly body is complete and, 

with the rite known as sapindikarana , moves into the realm of the ances­

tors (pitr-loka). In south India the offering o fpindas  to the deceased might 
take place at the confluence of a sacred river and a ritual to determine 

whether the ghost still lingers involves offering pindas  to crows. I f the 

crows eat the offerings then the deceased is happy. This marks the end 

o f the life-cycle rituals, the last ritual reflecting the birth rite at life’s 
beginning.

While the official ideology of brahmanical Hinduism  is reincarnation 

and this is the model generally assumed by renouncer traditions, the
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funeral rites demonstrate another model of the afterlife operating along 
side the reincarnation model. 1 lere the dead go to an intermediate realm, 
the ‘w orld o f the ghosts’ (preta-loka) and, once they have a complete body 

constructed through the pinda  offerings, go into the realm of the ancestors 
o r fathers (pitr-loka). A t village level there are often no coherent beliefs 

about the afterlife. Generally, a person is regarded as a composite being, 

after whose death the different elements or powers which constituted the 

person go to different places. For example, in Kerala a common folk  beliel 

is that a person has at least two powers (sakti) which separate at death: the 

‘ soul’ (jiva) or ‘ life principle’ (ayus) goes o ff to the Lord or to heaven 
(,svargam , even called m oksam , ‘ liberation’), while the other power, con­

nected with the body, remains on earth as a ghost (preta,pisaca). This part 

o f the person connected with the earth is sometimes thought to become a 

crow .18 W hile m any non-Brahmans do not claim to believe in reincarna­

tion, there is no cognitive dissonance experienced by Hindus who do, yet 

w ho nevertheless perform  the correct funeral procedures. This indicates 
the autonom y o f the ritual realm, the ritual pattern o f the funeral followed 
by the creation o f the deceased’s body in the next w orld going back to the 

time o f the Vedas, before the ideology o f reincarnation made its 
entrance.19

Rites of passage are occasional rituals perform ed at different junctures 

o f a person’s life. There are also rituals perform ed on a daily basis, not only 

by Brahmans, but by all Hindus. These constitute the daily worship of 

deities -  making offerings to them and in turn receiving blessings from 
them.

Puja v'e-C, / C¿0 ^ ,
In contrast to animal sacrifice, puja  is the offering o f vegetarian food, 
flow ers and incense to a deity. A ll deities accept these offerings and are the 

focuses o f puja, though some accept blood-sacrifice (ball) as well. P u ja , a 
Sanskrit w ord which can be loosely translated as ‘w orsh ip ’ , is perform ed 

in private homes and in public temples throughout H indu south Asia. 
M inim ally it might involve making a small offering of a coin to the icon of 

a deity and receiving the deity’s blessing in the form  o f a mark (tilak) o f 

sandalwood paste (candana) or red turmeric pow der (kunkum a) on the 
forehead. In private homes, puja  would be perform ed before the icon of 

the deity installed either in a separate room , in the houses o f the better-off, 
V  j J or in the purest room  in the house, the kitchen. In the temple a puja  might
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become very elaborate, with sacred verses (m antra) being uttered by the 
icmple priest (pujari/pucari) while the icon is bathed and dressed, and a 

variety of foods are offered, accompanied by the strong smell o f incense 
and the loud ringing of bells and banging o f drums. M any people might be 

present at such pujas to gaze upon the deity -  to have its darsana -  and to 
receive back the offered food blessed by the god {prasada).

T E M P L E  W O R S H IP  

Puja follow s a similar pattern and contains the same elements in different 

temples throughout India. In south Indian temples, puja  generally 

conforms to accounts given in sacred texts, the Agam as and Tantras com ­

posed during the medieval period, and in ritual manuals (paddhati). 
Temples w ill adopt the rites and mantras prescribed in a specific text, such 

as the Kam ikagam a  used in m any temples in Tamilnadu, or the 

Tantrasamuccaya used in most Kerala temples today.

In te m p le s/?^  usually comprises a rite o f bathing the icon (abhiseka), 
during which various substances are rubbed on the deity’s ‘b ody ’ , such as 

sesame seed oil and curd. The deity is then dressed and decorated in new 

clothes, given a new sacred thread (the sym bol o f high-caste birth), and 

adorned with gold, jewels and perfumes, often receiving a dot o f red 
turmeric on the forehead or bridge o f the nose. Plates of boiled rice and 

sweets are offered to the deity (naivedya) to the accompaniment of ringing 

bells. The rice is later consumed by the priests and temple officiants. A fter 

the deity ’s meal, a curtain is drawn back and the devotees can have the 

‘vision’ (darsana) o f the deity and see the final stage o f the ritual, the dis­

play o f lamps (diparadhana), during which the priest waves a variety of 
camphor lamps in a circular motion before the icon. The rite is now 

approaching its culmination and might be accompanied by loud drum ­
ming, pipes and the blow ing of conches. A  priest w ill then take a lamp to 

the devotees w ho cup their hands over the flames and touch their eyes and 

faces, bringing the light and warm th o f the deity to themselves. The devo­

tees accept turmeric pow der or white ash from  the priest to mark their 
foreheads and the puja  is over. Devotees w ill take away blessed food 

(prasada) to be eaten later. The circling lamp, bringing the deity’s light and 
warm th to his or her devotees, is known as the arati lamp -  a term which is 
used synonym ously with puja. Chris Fuller notes that, in the M inakshi 

temple at M adurai, the puja  should ideally be preceded by a preparatory 

ritual and should end w ith a fire ritual (hom a), but this is only perform ed
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on important occasions.20 Many temples, such as the famous Jagannatli 
temple at Puri, would have had devadasi dancers, the temple ‘prostitutes' 
married to the deity, to perform  sacred dances before the shrine.

In temples such as the famous temple o f G uruvayur on the Kerala 
coast, which attracts m any thousands o f pilgrims, five daily pujas arc 
celebrated. These occur at the junctures o f the day (dawn, midday, sunset), 
and tw o between dawn and midday. The presiding deity o f the temple*, 

Guruvayurappan, ‘ Lord o f G uruvayur’, is regarded as a manifestation ol 

Krsna. The icon is in a standing posture located in the inner sanctum of 
the temple where the daily rituals are perform ed. W hile the day is techni­

cally divided into five pujas , in some sense the entire daily ritual cycle 

can be seen as a single p u ja , the deity being awakened, bathed, paraded 

around the temple, fed, and offered lights, while blessings are received 
by his devotees in the form  o f his vision (darsanam ), food and coloured 
pow ders.21

The pattern of worship that we see here in the G uruvayur temple -  min­

im ally the making of an offering and the receiving o f a blessing -  is found, 
with variations, throughout Hinduism. One further example w ill illus­

trate this. A  d a y s  journey north o f G uruvayur is the small town of 

Payyanur. Here, along with many other families throughout Kerala, a 
N am budri Brahman fam ily perform s an annual ritual, the puja to the fam ­
ily  deity Raktesvari. Traditionally each N am budri fam ily group has an 

ancestral homestead (illam) to which fam ily members return on special 
ritual occasions. In this particular p u ja , the fam ily deity, Raktesvari, is 

appeased through receiving offerings and in turn conveys blessing (anu- 
graham ) on the family.

Preparations for the puja  are begun on the evening before the ritual 

itself, during which a frame or m andalam , made out o f split layers o f 
banana tree stalks, is prepared as an altar. O n the day o f the ritual, which 

lasts for a couple of hours, the extended fam ily o f parents, children, uncles 

and aunts, gather at the shrine by the fam ily home in the morning. The 

Goddess is addressed by a respected elder behind the closed door of the 
shrine’s inner sanctum where she lives. The shrine is lit by a number of 

lamps and he utters mantras, touching parts o f the G oddess’ body, thereby 

em powering them (nyasa). The priest then withdraw s from  the inner 
shrine, and lamps are lit on the m andalam  which functions as the locus for 
the invocation o f the deity who receives offerings. These offerings include 

three bowls o f substitute blood (gurusi), coloured black and red, which
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I he priest pours over the mandalam. The fam ily then circumambulate the 
shrine. Finally the arati lamp is brought around to the family members for 

I hem to take the flame and heat of the Goddess. Red powder, previously 

offered, is given out to make a mark called a tilak on the forehead. The rit­
ual over, the fam ily members partake o f a feast which includes a dessert 
item (payasam) made from  food offered during thepuja and calledprasa- 
dam.

In this puja we see the basic elements o f Hindu ritual: the offerings to 

the deity, the repetition o f sacred formulae, the closing o f the doors o f the 

i nner shrine, the offering of light and the receiving o f the G oddess’ grace in 

the form  o f fire. This structure is directly paralleled by the rituals at 

Guruvayur, and is a pattern, with regional variations, which can be located 
throughout the subcontinent, and indeed in other countries where 

Hinduism has journeyed. What is interesting about this puja is that the 

offerings of coloured water are sym bolic representations o f blood. Indeed 

Kaktesvari means ‘ Goddess o f b lood’ . So what are literal offerings of 

blood to the Goddess amongst lower, more impure, social groups, 
become, with the Nam budris, substitute or sym bolic offerings. The use of 

actual blood to propitiate the Goddess w ould be polluting for the 

Nam budri, so he must use substitutes. Indeed, the Nam budris say that, 
whereas lower-caste groups use substances, the N am budri uses mantras.

Festivals
The Hindu year, using the lunar calendar, is punctuated by a number o f 

religious festivals (utsava), some of which are pan-Indian, others o f which 
are local. D uring festivals, which are often particular to specific temples, 

thousands o f people line the streets to witness the procession of the tem­

ple icon (m urti) on a carriage (ratha) pulled through the town by som e­

times hundreds of men. There is a famous festival at the Jagannatha temple 
in Puri, during which an enormous cart and icon is pulled through the 

processional street (the English w ord ‘juggernaut’ comes from  this cart). 

The icon is often accompanied by a procession of decorated elephants, 
horses and holy men (sadhu) often in a carnival atmosphere. To witness 

the icon is to have the auspicious ‘vision ’ (darsana) o f the deity and so to 

receive its blessing. The processed icon is sometimes distinct from  the cen­
tral icon installed in the temple, and used only on festival occasions or 
when the deity circumambulates the temple. The principal, pan-H indu 

festivals are:
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-  Krsna Jayänti. This falls in the month of Sravana (July-August) and 
celebrates Krsna’s birthday.

-  Rakhi Bandhan. The full moon day of Sravana during which girls tie 
coloured threads around their brothers’ wrists.

-  Ganesa Catürthi. The festival during Bhadrapada 
(August-September), sacred to elephant-headed Ganesa, Lord of 
Beginnings and Obstacles.

-  Dassera. This is a holiday during Asvina (September-October) which 
marks the end of the monsoon. The first nine days are called 
navardtri (‘nine nights’) at the end of which time the festival to the 
Goddess, the Durgâ-püjâ, occurs, especially in Bengal. The tenth day 
of the festival also celebrates the victory of Räma and his monkey 
army over the demon Rävana.

-  Divâlï or Dipâvalî. The festival of light during Asvina, celebrated 
throughout the Hindu world with lamps placed in windows and 
around doors or floated down rivers, and gifts exchanged. *

-  Siva Rätri. The festival sacred to Siva during Marga 
(November-December), celebrated especially by Saivas.

-  Holi. The spring festival in Phälguna (February-March), 
characterized by often robustious behaviour, during which people 
drench each other in water and coloured powder.

O ther festivals, though not as popular as the above, are nevertheless 
celebrated by large numbers o f people. O f these the N äga PancamI in 

south India is popular, during which snakes are fed and worshipped, and 
the spring festival, Vasant, in the north, when wom en and girls wear 

bright yellow  dresses. M ore local festivals also occur such as the ‘dance- 
possession’ festivals o f the teyyam  deities in Kerala.

Pilgrimage
Pilgrim age is integral to Hinduism  and in modern times, w ith the develop­

ment o f good communication systems across the vast expanse o f India, has 
become very popular. A  pilgrimage is a tirtha yatra, a journey to a holy 

place, referred to as a ‘ ford ’ (tirtha), a place for ‘crossing over’ , where the 

divine w orld touches or meets the human w orld. The tirtha is a place 

where the transcendent comes to earth, where the higher realms meet the 

low^er, the sacred meets the everyday. A  tirtha is therefore a point o f m edi­
ation between two realms. Pilgrimages are especially auspicious when 

undertaken during a temple festival, such as the annual procession o f the
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Lordjagannâthaat Puri. At such places 11indus can rid themselves of ($in* 

(papa) or accumulated karma, fulfil a vow (vra ta ), or sim ply enjoy the 
transforming experience o f the pilgrimage. D uring the period of the p il­

grimage there is a tendency for caste restrictions to fall away (though per­
haps never w holly) and for people to relate to a collective identity 
characterized by ideals o f equality and com m union.22

There are m any pilgrimage centres in India, some are pan-H indu, such 

as the city o f Varanasi or the temple o f K anya Kum àrï at India’s southern 

tip, while others have more local or regional interest, such as the temple of 
Guruvayur in Kerala mentioned above. Towns and cities sacred to a par­

ticular deity -  such as A yodhya, the birthplace and capital of Ràm a -  or 

which have arisen at the confluence o f sacred rivers -  such as Allahabad at 
the confluence o f the Ganges, the Yam una and the mythical Sarasvatï -  are 
extremely popular pilgrimage centres. Traditionally there are seven sacred 

cities which are the object o f pilgrimage, A yodhya, Mathura, Hardwar, 

Varanasi, U jjain, D w arka and Kanchipuram . Sacred rivers are themselves 
places o f pilgrimage, particularly the Ganges, rising in the Him alayas and 

flowing dow n to the sea in West Bengal; the Yam una, also rising in the 

Himalayas and joining the Ganges; the G odavari rising in Maharashtra 

and flow ing through Andhra Pradesh; and the Kaveri, flow ing from  

Karnataka through Tamilnadu. Towns located along the banks o f these 

rivers tend to attract pilgrims, particularly the holy cities, along the 

Ganges, o f Varanasi, Allahabad (or Prayaga), H ardw ar and, further up the 
river, Badrinath and Kedarnath. The actual source o f the Ganges, a little 

further than Kedarnath at Gom ukha, attracts m any pilgrims in spite o f its 

inaccessibility. O ther important pilgrimage centres are Mathura (Krsna’s 

birthplace), Vrndavana (Krsna’s forest home) and, in the south, 

Kanchipuram . There are also traditionally four sacred abodes (dham a) at 
the four ‘compass points’ o f India: Badrinath in the north, Puri on the east 

coast, Ram eshwaram  in the south and D w arka on the west coast. It is very  

auspicious to perform  the dham a yatra , the pilgrimage to all four centres 
in a clockwise direction, and so, according to some Hindus, attain 

salvation.

V AR A NA SI

Varanasi or Benares is perhaps the most important and famous city for 
Hindus, famous for its ghats, the steps going dow n into the Ganges, 

along which pilgrims bathe and along which bodies are cremated. Indeed
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to die in Kasi, another name for this city sacred to Siva, is to attain libera­
tion (m oksa) upon death. O f all pilgrimage centres, Varanasi is perhaps 

the most popular. Varanasi is regarded as the centre, not only of India, 
but o f the cosmos. A ll the gods are gathered there and all pilgrimage 

places united in the one. Here is a city which is more than just an 

urban centre; a place which embraces all places, which is a sym bol of a 

Lord  w ho embraces all phenomena. Varanasi is the great cremation 

ground (mahasmasana) which reflects the cremation ground which is the 
universe.23

K U M B H A  M E L A

K um bha M elas are festivals, especially sacred to holy men and wom en, 

held at Allahabad, U jjain, H ardw ar and N asik . The most important is held 

at Allahabad every twelve years, a cycle that is related to the movement of 

the planet Jupiter. D uring the festival, pilgrim s and renouncers process 

into the river Ganges to bathe. The naked naga sadhus, covered in ashes 

and with matted hair, lead the procession, follow ed by other orders of 
ascetics, and finally by ordinary householders.24 These pilgrimages attract 

huge crowds and during the Allahabad Kum bha Mela in 1989 an estimated
15 m illion pilgrims came to bathe in the river.

S A B A R I M A L A I

Let us look at one last example from Sabarimalai in the western Ghats of 

Kerala. H ere there is a temple to the god A iyappan, the son of Siva and 

M ohini, a female form  of Visnu. This pilgrim age occurs during M argali 

(D ecem ber-January) and traditionally takes forty-one days. The 

A iyappan cult is predom inantly male, m ainly young men, though pre- 

pubescent girls and post-menopausal wom en are allowed to undertake the 

pilgrimage. The pilgrims wear black -  though some w ear ochre -  and fo l­
low  a strict regime o f abstention from sex, alcohol, and the eating o f meat 

and eggs for the forty-one-day period o f the festival. F or the duration o f 
the festival, the pilgrim  becomes a renouncer, undergoing a sym bolic 
funeral at his initiation by a guru on the eve o f the pilgrimage. U pon reach­

ing the temple, the pilgrim  smashes a coconut upon one o f the eighteen 

steps o f the temple, a sym bol of the dissolution o f himself into 
A iyappan.25 The pilgrim  should undertake the pilgrimage each year, 
smashing a coconut on each successive step until all eighteen have been 
covered.

An introduction to Hinduism
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A stro lo gy
There is a deep belief in Hinduism  that human life is influenced by the 

movements o f the planets and astrology is o f vital importance in deter- j 
mining an auspicious time, even dow n to the correct hour, to undertake 
rituals. It is important in determining the times o f pilgrimage, festivals, 

marriage, and in determining marriage partners. The science o f astrology 

(jyotisa) comprises one of the Vedârigas,26 the texts developing various 
aspects o f vedic knowledge, designed or used at first to determine the cor­

rect time for sacrificing. The astrologer (jyotisi) is a very significant figure 

in the lives o f Hindus who make major decisions guided by his advice. 

Pilgrims to Varanasi, for example, w ill consult astrologers seated on the 
steps leading into the Ganges, and the parents o f m any children w ill have 
their infants’ horoscope drawn up shortly after birth. These w ill be con­

sulted at all important occasions in the child’s life to help determine auspi­
cious times for rites o f passage. jv-vS s -, b

Private ritual
The kinds o fp ü jâ  we have so far described occur within the public realm o f 

the temple or fam ily shrine, notwithstanding the element o f privacy in the 
worship of the deity b y the priest behind a screen. These rituals are propi­

tiatory and in return the com m unity receives the blessing of the deity in 

the form  of its darsana, prasâda , and the hope that the deity w ill protect 

and guide them. Some Hindus, however, perform  rituals for the sake of 
spiritual salvation, which is conceptualized in a variety of w ays. These 
seekers after wisdom  and liberation from  the material w orld of suffering 

might be initiated into one o f the great traditions of Hinduism , such as a 

Saiva tradition whose w orship is focused on the god Siva, a Vaisnava tradi­
tion whose worship is focused on Visnu or one o f his incarnations, or a 

Sâkta tradition whose focus is the Goddess in one o f her manifestations. 

The genre o f texts which form  the scriptural basis o f many o f these tradi­

tions are the Agam as and Tantras already discussed.
A  devotee within such a tradition, the Saiva Siddhânta devotee 

described by Richard D avis for example,27 w ould offer privatepüjâs  to his 

chosen deity (,ista-devatâ), perform ed alone before the deity’s icon each 

day, while at the same time maintaining a public ritual life, attending the 

temple and fam ily shrine, and generally fulfilling his household obliga­
tions. Such devotees are generally male, though wom en are not necessarily
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excluded from  initiation into these traditions. The private rituals incum 

bent upon the initiate for the purposes of spiritual salvation an 
supererogatory and do not replace his public ritual obligations. Having 
perform ed the correct private rituals, the devotee hopes to attain spiritual 
salvation either during his lifetime or upon death, depending upon which 
specific tradition he is initiated into.

W hile internalized ritual has been the practice o f the few  -  the virtuosi 
dedicated to the task o f liberation and/or the gaining o f spiritual pow er 

the m ajority o f H indus only practice regularpujas, in home and temple, ol 
the kind previously described. A n ancient and important form  o f Hindu 

w orship, w hich has tended to be marginalized in more recent years with 

the popularization o f ideas about non-violence and the pervasiveness o f a 

brahmanical ideology which stresses vegetarianism, is sacrifice. Sacrifice 
refers to a ritual in which an animal is killed, usually b y  low-caste groups, 
and presented as an offering, usually to a blood-dem anding goddess. The 

practice is widespread at village level, though Brahmans w ould generally 

not perform  sacrifice, unless during a special vedic srauta ritual, because of 
the death pollution associated with it.

Sacrifice

A s w e have seen, there are tw o kinds o f offerings made to deities, ‘vegetar­
ian’ offerings o f fruit, vegetables, rice and so on, which all deities accept, 

and, in contrast, non-vegetarian offerings or the sacrifice o f animals (ball),
I I w hich only some hot deities accept. Anim al sacrifice has always been an 
| » im portant dimension in the history o f Hindu traditions. Though often 

frow ned upon within modern Hinduism, the sacrifice o f fow ls, goats and 
sometimes buffalos is an integral part o f the w orship and appeasement o f 

certain deities, notably the ferocious, violent or hot goddesses such as 

M ariyam m an and Kali. Indeed sacrifice o f buffalos is connected with 

royal pow er and the village buffalo sacrifice can be seen to reflect the
grand, royal sacrifices to the Goddess during her ‘ten d ay ’ festival 
(das sera).

W hile fow ls, goats and sheep are frequently offered (m ostly fowls) to 

ferocious male and female deities, buffalo sacrifice only very  rarely occurs, 
due largely to its prohibition by the Indian government since 1947. 

H ow ever, on occasion, buffalo sacrifices to the Goddess do occur during 
the autumn ‘ten d ay ’ festival or Durga Puja, which celebrates her victory 

over the buffalo demon. Because buffalo sacrifices are rare, so are ethno-
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î aphies describing them. Alt Hiltebeitel cites an early ethnography by Sir 
Walter E lliot in 1829 and he himself witnessed and recorded a buffalo sac- 

1 ifice at Gingee in Tamilnadu in 1984. H ere the main recipient o f the sacri­

fice is the goddess Kamalakkanni, ‘ Lotus Maiden’ , whose small temple is 
half-way up a steep incline to the Gingee R oyal Fort. She is joined in the 

•¿acrifice by two o f her seven sisters, Kaliyam m an and M ariyamm an.
The sacrifice occurs at the end o f the ten-day festival and involves the 

co-ordination o f the three temples and a committee w ho organize it, made 

up mainly o f a caste called Vanniyars, w ho are Sudras but w ho claim 
ksatriya origins. D uring the celebrations, tw o buffalos are sacrificed to 

the goddess in the public cult and a number o f cocks and male goats are 

sacrificed in private cults, b y  individuals or individual families. The actual 

sacrifice is perform ed b y  the Paraiyar caste, Untouchables or Harijans. 
The goddesses Kam alakkanni and Kaliyam m an are brought in the form  of 

their emblems, a trident and a pot respectively. T h ey w ill meet their sister 

Mariyamman later, but in the meantime they are accompanied b y  the 

fierce male deity Virappan: one o f the Paraiyars w ho is possessed b y  the

god.
The first buffalo is led to a clearing b y  a tree outside the R oyal Fort, 

sprinkled with water and its head daubed w ith red and yellow  turmeric 
powder. The buffalo is thrown to its side, its legs tied above the hoof, and it 

is beheaded b y  a number o f strokes o f a large knife. Buffalos have tradi­

tionally been beheaded, though Berrem an records a buffalo sacrifice in 

N epal during which the victim was hacked to death with swords and 

knives.28 In E llio t’s 1829 record, reported b y  Hiltebeitel, a leg o f the b uf­

falo is cut o ff and placed in its mouth. Such ritual humiliation of the victim  
is a com m on theme in sacrifice in which ambivalent attitudes are displayed 

towards the victim  w ho, on the one hand, is sacred and so should be 
treated with reverence, yet, on the other hand, is the victim o f massive 

violence and is sacred only because it is to be killed.29 A t Gingee, the head 

is first removed from  the sacrificial scene and then head and body taken to 

the H arijan colony. Villagers w ho have become possessed b y  the goddess 
jum p upon the bloodstained ground and wom en smear the buffalo ’s blood 

on their foreheads as a tilak  mark. The representatives o f the goddesses 
and Virappan (those bearing their emblems) dance, intoxicated, on the 

place o f the sacrifice, reflecting, suggests Hiltebeitel, the intoxication o f 
the G oddess upon slaying the buffalo demon. A  second buffalo sacrifice 

occurs at a different location en route to the Harijan colony and the body
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is taken away as before to where the meat will be divided. In the meantime 
the two goddesses, Kamalakkanni and Kaliyamman, meet their sistei 
M ariyam m an, w ho is carried from her temple in the form of a pot. Here 
there is joyfu l celebration, for the sisters have not been together since the 

previous year’s festival.30

O nly the Goddess or one of her forms accepts buffalo sacrifices. Such 

sacrifices are a w ay  in which the village or com m unity can contact the 

G oddess and, furtherm ore, they reflect the social hierarchy. The sacrifice 

at one level represents the com munity itself with the Goddess at the top. 
This social stratification is reflected in the offerings to the Goddess during 

the festival. W ithin the ‘private cults’ o f individual families, vegetarian 

offerings are offered to the Goddess and consumed as blessed food 
(prasada) by the Brahmans. Fow ls and goats offered to her by meat-eating 

castes, the Sudras, are sim ilarly consumed as blessed food, while the 

untouchable castes consume the buffalo’s meat in their village. Its offal and 
blood are offered to the demonic beings on the village boundary.31 The 

buffalo sacrifice reflects the Hindu cosmos with the divine being at the top 
o f the scale, in this case the Goddess who can absorb the im purity of 
blood-sacrifice; the Brahmans offering and consuming only vegetarian 

food next; the lower-ranking meat-eating castes below them; with the 

highly polluting Harijans below them. The demons are classified here 
even below the Harijans.

Myth and sacrifice
The violence demonstrated towards the buffalo victim reflects the v io ­
lence o f the Goddess towards the buffalo demon, a violence which is, at 

the same time, a purifying power. Through perform ing sacrifice, the 

donor or com m unity is purified: the sacrificial victim  becomes a substitute 

for the donor or com m unity and, as it were, transforms the sins o f the 

com m unity or donor into the blessing of the Goddess. The sacrificial vic­

tim is, at a deeper level, a substitute for the human donor or sacrificer, or 

perhaps the com m unity as a whole. We do possess texts which refer to a 
human sacrifice in the Indian traditions, but such a practice m ay never 

have actually occurred, existing only as an ideal or possibility.32 This iden­

tification of sacrificial victim with sacrificer is reflected in a number of 

H indu myths, most notably in the myth, recorded in the D evim dhdtm ya , 
o f D urga slaying and decapitating M ahisasura, w ho is depicted icono- 

graphically as both buffalo and human form  in one. The other notable



myth which suggests this identification is i lit* myth of 1 )aksa in which Siva 

beheads him. It is clear that Daksa, the instigator of the sacrifice, is identi­

fied with the sacrificial victim, and, as O T lah erty  observes, through 
destroying the sacrifice, Siva, as Vlrabhadra, is in fact completing the sacri­

fice by killing Daksa, who has become the sacrificial victim .33

Hindu ritual

Ritual purity
Central to Hindu rituals is the idea of purity. A nyone undertaking a ritual, 

or having a ritual perform ed on their behalf, should be as free from  pollu­

tion as possible. The natural functions o f the body and bodily products (all 

bodily fluids, hair and nail clippings) are polluting for the Hindu, who 
needs to purify himself each day in the ritual m orning ablution. There are 
also graver forms of pollution caused by death and grieving, menstruation 

and birth and during these times a person w ould be polluted and so 

excluded from  certain activities such as entering a temple. Indeed, tradi­

tionally wom en were excluded from  cooking during menstruation to pre­
vent pollution being spread to the rest o f the family. In the presence o f the 

divine at a temple or before the household shrine, the Hindu must be in a 

state o f ritual purity, which means that pollution (mala) has been eradi­

cated as far as possible. There are limits to which this is possible of course, 
and certain classes o f people might never be able to be rid of the pollution 

which accrues to their bodies due to their social group; a low-caste person 

would not be allowed within the household shrine during the N am budri’s 

p iijd  to Raktesvarl. Similarly, only the Brahm an priest is allowed into the 

inner sanctum of the deity in the temple.
The scale of purity and pollution differentiates individuals from  each 

other, men from  wom en and high caste from  low  caste. Apart from  every 

day pollution caused through the body and inadvertent contact with po l­

luting substances, there is a deeper level o f purity and pollution which is 

generally regarded as a property of the body, as a bodily substance. The 

highest caste, the Brahmans, have a pure bodily substance while the low er 

castes have impure bodily substance, w ith the Untouchables being the 
most polluted. Because of their state o f constant pollution due to the sub­

stance o f the bodies they are born with, the Untouchables are often fo r­
bidden entry to Hindu temples or shrines which are administered by 

Brahmans, though such discrimination is now  illegal in India. Yet, despite 

this legislation, low-caste Hindus and foreigners are frequently excluded 

from  temples because o f their polluting properties which would anger the

K
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deity. The scale of purity and pollution is an organizing principle and con­
straint which controls the regulation o f bodies in social space in 

Hinduism . H indu ritual not only expresses worship to a deity (or asks for 

protection or appeases the deity), it also makes statements about group 
identity, by stating, im plicitly and explicitly, not only w ho can be included 
in any particular rite, but also, as we have seen with rites o f passage, who is 
excluded from  those rites.34

Ritual and possession
A n  important aspect o f public ritual during festivals is possession (avesa) 

by the deities o f the temples which are the focus o f celebration. This usu­

ally occurs among lower-caste groups and is often integral to the ritual 
process. A s the divine presence occupies and possesses the icon (murti) in 
the temple, so the divine can occupy and enter the body of his or her devo­

tee. The possessed person becomes a manifestation of the divine, their 
body paralleling the deity ’s icon (vigraha , murti). Possession in a ritual 

context by the deity should be regarded as a blessing and auspicious, 
though, o f course, possession by a ghost or demonic presence w ould be 

inauspicious and require exorcism by a ritual specialist. A  person might 

become possessed by the deity regularly on the occasion o f the festival and 
might even become a ‘priest’ or ‘priestess’ o f the god.35

Ritual possession occurs most strikingly in festivals, such as those of 

the teyyam  deities o f Kerala. These lower-caste festivals occur throughout 

the M alabar region at innumerable shrines which house the teyyam  deities 
in the form  o f icons or swords. D uring the festival the deity w ill possess a 

teyyam  dancer w ho is beautifully adorned as the god, elaborately decora­
ted with headdress and face paint (see plates 19 and 20), who dances 

around the shrine com pound, giving darsanam  to the onlookers. There is 
an electric atmosphere during these festivals, as the teyyam  dances accom ­

panied by the intense, rapid drum-beats o f his associates. The festival lasts 
for about two days, w ith each deity being perform ed in turn by a dancer 
specifically designated to perform  that particular deity on the occasion of 
the festival. H e begins his dance by an altar, where chickens w ill be sacri­

ficed and alcohol offered, and a m irror is held up to him. U pon seeing his 

reflection he becomes possessed by the deity he is enacting. Before the 
teyyam  shrine he sings or chants in Malayalam, a series o f laudations to the 

deity, praising the deity first in the third person, then in the second person 

and finally the first person, indicating that the possession is complete. The
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teyyam  dances with swords and shields taken from  the shrine, sym boli­

cally attacking the high-spirited crow d. The teyyam  sometimes marches 
out of the com pound through the streets o f the town to the local temple, 

paralleling the processional march o f a temple icon, where he demands the 
attention o f the higher-caste officiant inside. The teyyam  is refused entry, 

though sometimes there is an exchange o f ritual offerings, and returns to 
the teyyam  shrine giving darsanam  to people on the w ay and entering 

some houses and so blessing them. This pattern o f knocking at the temple 
door and being refused entry expresses a hierarchical relationship 

between the high-caste, pan-H indu, cool deity installed in the temple and 

the low-caste, local, hot, teyyam . A lthough there is a clear distinction 

between the high deity and the teyyam , the teyyam s, while never losing 
their fierce nature, are nevertheless often identified with the high deities. 

For example, the teyyam  Visnumurti, at a shrine in the small town of 

Nileshwaram , is identified with Narasim ha, the ferocious incarnation of 

Visnu.
The example o f the teyyam  illustrates how  possession, as Rich 

Freem ans extensive study has shown, is a socially and culturally defined 

phenomenon. The possessed ritual dancer acts in a ritually determined 

way. The important point is that possession is culturally determined and is 

not prim arily about the inner state o f consciousness of the performer. 

Although the perform er may im provise to some extent, the ritual songs he 

perform s about the teyyam  fo llow  a standard pattern. Freeman observes: 

‘possession in Teyyam  is a fundam entally ritual activity, that is, it is char­

acterized by a highly form alized set o f behaviours and beliefs which owe 

little to individual m otivations and dispositions’ .36

Ritual and m antra
O ne of the most striking features of all H indu ritual is the repetition o f 

sacred formulae, usually in Sanskrit, which accom pany ritual acts. These 
are mantras. M antra has been notoriously difficult to define, but very 

broadly refers to sentences, phrases, or w ords, m ostly though not exclu­
sively in Sanskrit, in verse and in prose, which are recited or chanted for 

ritual and soteriological purposes.37 In the orthodox vedic tradition they 
have been used to evoke deities, for protection, and to magically affect the 

w orld , and in tantric traditions they are themselves regarded as deities, or 
as em bodying the pow er or energy (sakti) o f a deity. Mantras can be 

uttered audibly and loudly,38 they can be whispered (a level which is often
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regarded as higher than the clearly vocalized mantra) and they can he 

uttered purely mentally, or in silence regarded as the highest level.39 Of 
particular importance is the idea that a mantra is given orally by the 

teacher or guru, the master o f mantra-knowledge, to the student; the guru 

em powers the mantra, gives the words force or energy, in a w ay which 
parallels the icon o f a deity in a temple being empowered or brought to 

life.

Mantras are central to the ritual traditions o f H induism  and, indeed, 

H indu traditions can sometimes be defined or delineated by the mantras 
they use: mantras for Visnu or his incarnations w ill be repeated by 

Vaisnavas, mantras for Siva w ill be repeated by Saivas and so on. The most 
famous vedic mantra is the Gayatri: ‘O m  bhur, bhuva, sva,/tat savitur 

varenyam /bhargo devasya dhlmahi/dhiyo yo  nah pracodayat’ , which can 

be loosely translated as (Ora, earth, atmosphere, and sky. M ay we contem­

plate the desirable radiance o f the god Savitr; m ay he impel our 

thoughts/40 This is taught to young Brahmans during their sacred thread 

cerem ony (upanayana) and is thereafter uttered every morning at sunrise 
by  orthodox Brahmans.

Mantras often combine ‘ seed syllables’ (bija), sound units based on 
Sanskrit phonology but which are not meaningful, w ith meaningful 

phrases. For example, ‘O m  namah sivaya hum ’ contains a meaningful ele­

ment, ‘homage to Siva’ (namah sivaya), and the bijas om and hum which 

are semantically empty. The most famous seed mantra is om. First appear­
ing in the Atharva Veda Samhita, O m  becomes identified with absolute 

reality (brahman) in the Taittiriya Upanisad,41 with the structure o f the 

cosmos in the Mandukya Upanisad,42 and finds a place in all o f Hindu rit­

ual, from  vedic sacrifice to daily puja in the temple. It is regarded as the 
most sacred sound in the Veda and, as Derm ot K illingly has observed, rep­

resents or encapsulates the entire vedic corpus, being accepted as sacred 

even outside the Hindu fold in Buddhism and Sikhism .43 W hile om is not 

semantically meaningful, it is revered as the sound of the absolute which 
manifests the cosmos, the essence o f the Veda.

Summary
From  the examples that have been given, we can see that within H induism  

there is a wide range of ritual practices which focus on deities, each distinct 

to its tradition and region, yet at the same time displaying features which 

can be found throughout Hinduism  from  Kerala to the U S A . Hindus per-



I form rituals of sacrifice and puja  to propitiate deities and receive blessings, 
and some Hindus perform private rituals for the purposes of salvation 

(mukti) and to experience the pleasures o f higher worlds or heavens 

(bhukti). Ritual provides continuity o f tradition through the generations, 
arguably conveys implicit Hindu values, and sets the parameters for the 

Hindu’s sense of identity.

Hindu ritual
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From  the earliest times, alongside systems o f ritual and soteriologies using 

yoga and meditation, elaborate and often highly sophisticated doctrinal 
schemes and metaphysical speculation developed within Hinduism . The 

term ‘ph ilosophy’ has often been used to describe these systems. While 

there are undoubted similarities between traditional H indu thinking and 
modern western philosophy, what traditional H indu thinkers do would 
only be partially recognized in contem porary departments o f philosophy 

in western universities. Alternatively, while the term ‘theology’ conveys 

not only the systematic and transcendent aspects o f H indu thought, but 

also emphasizes its exegetical nature, some schools are atheistic and not 
concerned with a ‘theos’ . Both terms w ill be used in the follow ing exposi­

tion as appropriate. The Sanskrit terms generally translated as ‘philoso­
p h y ’ or ‘theology’ are darsana, a system of thought expressed through a 

tradition o f commentaries upon fundamental texts, and anviksiki, analysis 
or ‘ investigative science’ within the field o f vedic knowledge, particularly 

used with reference to logic (nyaya)} The term darsana, derived from  a 

verb root drs\ ‘ to see’ , has the implication of ‘v iew ’ or even ‘vision ’ o f the 

w orld and is used not only to refer to orthodox (astika) systems o f Hindu 
belief, systems acknowledging the Veda as revelation, but also to the het­

erodox (;nastika) views of Jainism , Buddhism  and M aterialism (Lokayata). 

The term darsana is also used in a quite different sense to refer to the reli­
gious act o f gazing upon a temple icon or a living saint.

The orthodox darsanas have codified their teachings into aphorisms 

called sutras (‘ threads’) which are often too condensed to be understood
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without the use o f a commentary (bhasya). These commentaries form the 
exegetical expression o f the tradition and in turn have sub-commentaries 

and glosses written on them. It is in the commentarial literature that 

refined debates and technical refutations o f rival schools are to be found. 
These debates have often been sharp and intellectually rigorous and resist 
some modern Hindu attempts to collapse the real differences between the 

various darsanas, or to see them as com plem entary aspects of a single sys­

tem. General features of orthodox Hindu darsanas can be summarized as 

follow s. They:

-  assume the revelation of the Veda;

-  claim to have liberation (moksa) as their purpose;

-  are exegetical in nature, being expressed primarily through 
commentaries and sub-commentaries on revelation (the Upanisads) 
and on primary texts called Sütras, which form the scriptural source 
of philosophical/theological schools;

-  assume a transcendent reality beyond the contingencies of the human 
condition;

-  offer systematic explanations and interpretations;

-  are concerned with ideas about the structure of the body, the nature 
of matter and the functioning of consciousness.

These general features can be seen in relation to the central questions 

and concerns o f Hindu thought, particularly ontology or the nature of 

being, and epistemology, the theory o f knowledge. Questions of ontology 
have been intim ately connected with the philosophy or theology of lan­

guage, particularly the relation between language, consciousness and 

being, while epistemological questions have been concerned with valid 

means o f cognition and methods o f logic and inference. In debating these 

issues the darsanas develop a common term inology, particularly regarding 

the six means or methods o f valid knowledge (pram dna): namely percep­

tion (pratyaksa), inference (anum dna), verbal authority (.sab da), analogy 
(,upamdna), presum ption (,arthdpatti), and non-apprehension (a b h a va ). 

The different darsanas accepted all or some o f these means of knowledge.
While the flow ering of Hindu philosophy and theology occurs 

between the seventh and seventeenth centuries c e , the origins of philo­

sophical speculation go back to the Veda. Follow ing Frauwallner and 

Halbfass, the history o f Indian philosophy can be broken down into the 

follow ing broad periods:
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-  presystematic thought in the Vedas, Upanisads, Epics and early 
Buddhist texts;

-  the classical systems of speculation in Hinduism, Buddhism and 
Jainism;

-  the theologies of the theistic schools of the Vaisnavas and Saivas, 
which become important during the second millennium c e ;

-  modern Indian philosophy in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
which responds to western philosophy.2

Early, presystematic speculation
One of the earliest texts which demonstrates a sense of metaphysical spec­

ulation is a hym n in the Rg Veda which asks a series of questions about the 
origin of things, particularly about whether in the beginning there was 

existence (sat) or non-existence (asat). A lthough the terms sat and asat 
m ay not have had a technical, philosophical meaning in these early texts, 

the hym n displays a remarkable sense of wonder and intellectual sophisti­

cation in considering a state prior to existence or non-existence and 

beyond death or immortality. The text concludes with some irony: 

‘Whence this creation has arisen -  perhaps it formed itself, or perhaps it 

did not -  the one w ho looks dow n on it, in the highest heaven, only he 

knows -  or perhaps he does not know .’3 M ore systematic speculation 

begins with the Upanisads. O f particular note is chapter 6 of the 

Chandogya Upanisad in which the teacher Uddalaka Aruni, one of the 

earliest theologians, instructs his son w ho has returned home, conceited, 
after studying the Veda for twelve years. Uddalaka tells him that existence 

(sat) is identified with brahman as the foundation o f the cosmos and the 
essence of all beings.4

O f particular importance are vedic speculations about the nature o f lan­
guage, which prefigure a theme and school o f thought which develops at a 

later period. The Rg Veda contains hymns to the pow er o f speech (vac) 
which is treated as a goddess who makes men w ise.5 Through speech, 

which is the prime medium o f the vedic seers, truth is revealed and the 
truth of speech is a power. In the Upanisads speech is identified with the 

absolute brahman from  which appearances, names and their forms, are 
manifested. The relation between the unmanifest brahman and the w orld 
o f m ultiplicity is through the cosmic sound o f the mantra aum.6 The text 

says that as all leaves are held together by a stalk, so all sound is held 
together by aum?
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Language and Hindu theology
A n y understanding of Hindu theology has to begin with language and 
communication. Revelation is a communication to humanity through the 

seers, expressed in language, specifically the ‘perfected’ language o f 
Sanskrit. The injunctions of the Veda are in language, and the theological 

commentarial traditions are expressed through language. Language, for 
the vedic Hindu, inspires, clarifies, and reveals truth and meaning and so is 

the starting point o f theological investigation (brahmajijnasa). Language 
is a fundamental concern of Hindu theology and assumes and uses a long 
tradition o f linguistic analysis. This tradition can be traced back to the 

‘limbs of the Veda’ or Vedangas, the auxiliary sciences in which Brahmans 
would be trained, which ensure the correct transmission of the Veda 

through time and the correct perform ance o f rituals. O f the six Vedangas 
(listed on p. 53), grammar (vyakarana) and etym ology (nirukta) are 

directly concerned with language as an abstract system, while pronuncia­
tion (.slksa) and prosody (chandas) are concerned with its expression. The 

science o f grammar (vyakarana) developed into an independent tradition, 

itself regarded as a darsana, and provided the inspiration and analytical 

precision for schools more directly concerned with theological topics.

T H E  G R A M M A R I A N S

A  highly sophisticated science of language developed astonishingly early in 

India, from  at least the fifth century b c e , and provided the inspiration for 
modern linguistics through the study of Sanskrit and the translation into 

European languages of some of its key texts during the nineteenth century.
The earliest Hindu linguist we have record of, Panini (c. fifth century 

b c e  ), in his ‘E ight Chapters’ (Astadhyayi) produced a descriptive analyti­
cal grammar o f Sanskrit, covering the analysis o f phonemes, suffixes, sen­
tences, the rules o f w ord combination (sandhi), and the formation of 

verbal roots. This w ork  has yet to be surpassed and a deeper understand­

ing of it has only occurred with the development of modern linguistics in 

the West. A lthough there is little o f direct theological concern in the 4,000 

Sutras o f the text, it is the standard reference w ork  against which later 

language is measured and which is the reference point for later interpreta­

tions of the vedic texts. It also provides the basis for the grammatical 

school which did have theological, as well as more strictly philosophical, 

concerns.
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L A N G U A G E ,  C O N S f c l O U S N  KSS AN D HEI NG 

With Bhartrhari (fifth century c  e ) ,  the leading thinker of the Grammarian 

school, grammar is transformed in the service o f theology. Bhartrhari sees 

grammar as being fundam entally concerned with the nature o f existence 
and, ultimately, about the quest for liberation. The analysis o f language 
becomes not m erely a task in itself, or a task to ensure the correct transmis­

sion of the Veda, but a path or door leading to liberation, a means of release 
from  transmigration: the immortal brahman becomes know n through the 

purification o f the w ord which occurs through the study o f grammar.8 

The study and use o f ‘correct’ forms o f language produce a force of success 
or fortune which moves the student away from  impure (i.e. incorrect) 
speech tendencies, towards the pure goal o f the vision o f the absolute. 

Through language, and specifically through its precise and deep under­
standing, humans are saved.

This is to elevate language to a very high status indeed. Bhartrhari iden­
tifies absolute reality with purified language and relates the impure w orld 

o f human transaction to the pure, timeless absolute through the medium 

of language. Absolute being does not stand outside or beyond language, 

but its essence is language. Language is the link between being as timeless, 
unitary, impersonal stasis and being as contingent, time-bound and partic­

ularized experience. The term Bhartrhari uses for the absolute identified 

with language is the ‘ sound absolute’ or ‘w ord absolute’ (.sabdabrahman), 
an ontology which cannot be apprehended due to ignorance (avidya). 
Ignorance clouds our vision of the sound absolute, though this ignorance 

itself is a manifestation o f that absolute, created by the pow er o f time. 
From  a pure, non-sequential, unmanifested state which Bhartrhari calls 

‘ the seeing’ (pasyanti), the sound absolute manifests in a subtle mode in 
which the pow er of time begins to function, creating space, sequence, and 

apprehended by humans as thought. This mental level is the ‘m iddle’ 
realm (madhyama), characterized by the powers o f time (which is pri­

mary) and space. In the final phase of vaikhari, the sound absolute is fully 
extended and the pow er of time manifests diversity and causal relation­

ships: time is the force which constrains all events in the universe and is 
expressed in the sequence of ordinary human language.9 Language, in its 

manifested modes of mental (madhyama) and gross (vaikhari) speech, is 
driven and differentiated by time, but its source is the timeless, transcen­
dent and purified ‘ language’ as pure being.
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This tripartite division o f language and existence is furthermore related 
by Bhartrhari to the important ‘disclosure theory* o f meaning (sphota). 

The level o f vaikhari vac is the level o f the uttered sentence, which is 
understood in a flash o f comprehension or intuition (pratibha): meaning is 
apprehended as a sudden gestalt. This flash o f understanding is the disclo­
sure (sphota) of the meaning of the sentence as a complete integral unit. 

Those ignorant of a particular language break a sentence up into words 

and phonemes, but for a native speaker understanding occurs in a direct 

unitary way, as a person perceives a painting as a whole and not as a collec­

tion of lines and colours.10 Sphota is the bursting forth o f the meaning o f a 
sentence, or book, or poem; a revelation, as it were, from  a more subtle 

level which has its prim ary ground in the sound absolute. This absolute, 

knowledge of which is an ‘ intuition’ (pratibha), is the ultimate goal, as well 

as source, o f language.
Theories about language are also theories about consciousness to which 

it is intimately connected. Various terms for consciousness -  cit, citta, cai- 
tanya, samvit -  are the focal point o f a number o f Indian philosophical and 

theological systems, most notably the consciousness-only (Vijnanavada) 

school o f Buddhism  and the Recognition (Pratyabhijna) school o f 

Kashm ir Saivism. Yet the question of consciousness is present in all Indian 
philosophical systems to some degree, particularly its relation to language 

and its relation to being. Indeed many schools, notably Kashm ir Saivism 

and Advaita Vedanta, identify purified or absolute consciousness with 

being. This purified consciousness is sometimes thought to be beyond 

language, while everyday communicative language, which expresses 

desire, prevents consciousness from  realizing its true ineffable nature. For 

the Grammarians language is the distinguishing feature of human con­

sciousness which, at its deepest level, is identical with being. While not 
agreeing with the Grammarians, all schools o f Indian thought respond in 
some w ay to the Gram m arian school, participating in the debate about 

language, its relation to consciousness and being, and using a shared philo­

sophical terminology.

The one and the many
A part from  a concern w ith language and its relation to being, Hindu the­

ologies have been interested in the relation o f ‘the one’ to ‘the m any’ . That 
is, Hindu revelation and yogic experience refer to an absolute reality 

which is unitary and without second, yet experience o f the w orld tells us
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that existence is manifold and diverse. What is the relation between this 
unique one and the diversified many? Some I lindu theologies maintain 

that the relation is one o f identity, the absolute is ultimately identical with 

the m any and difference is merely illusory; some say that the relation is of 

difference and that the one and the many are quite ontologically distinct; 
while others maintain that both identity and difference are true o f the rela­

tion between the one and the m any.11 Hindu theologies arrive at different 

positions with regard to this fundamental question.

The question o f being is related to the epistemological question o f cau­

sation. Hindu theories o f causation can be broadly categorized into two. 

One theory, the satkaryavada theory, maintains that the effect is pre-exis­

tent in the cause, as a pot (the effect) pre-exists in the clay (the material 
cause) -  the other, the asatkaryavada theory, that the effect does not pre­

exist in the cause. The satkaryavada theory can itself be divided into a the­
ory  which maintained that the effect is a real transformation (parinama) o f 

the cause, and a theory which maintains that the effect is not a transform a­
tion, but a mere appearance o f the cause (vivarta) in a certain way, as a man 

sees silver coins in the sand but discovers that they are shells. That is, the 

shells are the cause of the effect (the perception o f silver) but the effect is 

not a real transformation o f substance. The Buddhists maintain that the 

effect is not pre-existent in the cause (and ultim ately deconstruct the idea 

o f causation), while the Sam khya school holds that effects are real trans­

formations of substance. The Advaita tradition rejects these views; for 

them there can only be an apparent transformation o f substance, there 

being in reality only the single substance o f brahman.

The commentarial tradition
The most notable feature o f Indian theology and philosophy is that it is 
expressed prim arily through commentaries and sub-commentaries on 

sacred texts. Although there are some independent philosophical texts -  
apart from  the terse Sutra literature which stands at the beginning o f a 

commentarial tradition -  the traditions are prim arily exegetical. Sutras are 
short condensed aphorisms which summarize the teachings o f a school. 
Indeed, the aim of writing commentaries is to bring out the meaning of 

these aphorisms, to reveal what is already there in the earlier text, to illu­

minate its truth and not to say something new or original (though, o f 
course, the commentaries inevitably do). A  com m entary (Jbhasya) is an 

explanation -  often extensive -  o f the Sutras, while there are also shorter
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explanations or glosses (vrtti) and further explanations of commentaries 

(varttika). An author might also com pose an auto-com m entary on verses 
which he himself has composed. The commentaries reveal a vibrant and 
living tradition with creative reading and interpretation at its heart; com ­

mentaries are, in the words of Francis Clooney, ‘not signs of decay or 
decline o f the original genius of a tradition, its reduction to words, mere 

scholasticism; they are the blossoming and fruition of that original 

genius’ .12
These intellectual traditions become codified, by the medieval 

period, into a standard list o f six orthodox systems, the saddarsanas, 

though there are important schools, notably the Jains and Buddhists, 

outside o f this scheme. In his ‘Com pendium  of A ll Philosophies’ , the 

Sarvadarsanasamgraha, M adhava (c. 1340 c e )  does not refer to the term 
‘ six darsanas’ but discusses the ideas o f sixteen philosophical schools, 

including the important theological schools o f monistic, or Kashmir, and 

dualistic, or Siddhanta, Saivism. It must be remembered that the system of 
the six darsanas is a codification and an attempt to make coherent, within 
the sphere of vedic orthodoxy, traditions o f rigorous philosophical debate 

which have marked differences between them, yet which share a com mon 

term inology and a com mon commentarial style. W hile the authors within 

some of the schools share many views in com mon, it should not be taken 

for granted that all thinkers within a darsana share the same opinions. 

Indeed the school o f Vedanta, for example, covers a wide range of diver­

gent views, though by the late medieval period there is a tendency, within 

Vedanta, to synthesize views and integrate divergent opinions into a hier­
archical scheme w ith Vedanta at the apex. The six orthodox systems are:

-  Samkhya, the ‘enumeration’ school which posited a dualism between 
matter (prakrti) and the self {purusa), both of which are real, though 
ontologically distinct;

-  Yoga, the school of Patarijali which assumes the metaphysics of 
Samkhya;

-  Mlmamsa, the tradition of vedic exegesis which assumes the reality of 
the many;

-  Vedanta, the tradition which develops from the Upanisads and which 
argues for the reality of the one and, in one of its forms, denies the 
reality of the many;

-  N yaya, the school of logic;
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-  Vaisesika, the atomist school, associated with Nyaya, which assumes 
the reality of the many; the constituents of existence do not arise from 
a shared source -  rather, each phenomenon is distinct and separate.

These are often coupled together into three groups, namely Sam khya- 

Yoga, N yaya-Vaisesika, and Mlmamsa-Vedanta, for both historical and 
conceptual reasons: Sam khya is the theoretical substrate o f Classical Yoga; 

Vedanta is a continuation o f Mlmamsa; and N yaya, logic, is used in the 
metaphysical speculations o f Vaisesika. I w ill here describe the Sam khya 

and Vedanta schools as these are the most important with regard to the 
w ider religious traditions, N ya ya  and Vaisesika being schools o f a more 

technical nature, concerned with categories o f being, language and logic.

Samkhya
The Sam khya system  is the oldest systematic philosophy to have emerged 

in the Hindu tradition and is enorm ously influential on later theological 

schools, especially tantric Saivism and the Pancaratra. Indeed, other 
schools of Indian thought, such as N yaya  and Vedanta, developed during 
the early centuries o f the com mon era partly due to polemical reactions to 

Sam khya philosophy. The term sam khya , which means ‘ enumeration’ or 

‘calculation’ , has tw o senses: one a general sense used in renouncer tradi­
tions, including Jainism  and Buddhism , to denote the enumeration and 

categorization of elements which comprise the cosmos; the other a more 

specific sense to refer to the Sam khya philosophical system which devel­

oped a tradition o f commentaries upon its key texts and is the backdrop to 

Patanjali’s Yoga. These uses are chronological: the earlier, general ten­
dency to categorize the cosmos and human psychology, which might be 

called Proto-Sam khya, occurs very early in renouncer traditions, from  at 

least the ninth to the third centuries b c e ,  while the systematic philosophy, 
Karika Sam khya, develops fairly late from  about the fourth century c e  .13

P R O T O - S A M K H Y A

In the general sense o f the enumeration of the elements or constituents of 
the cosmos, Sam khya-like speculations are found in early Jain, Buddhist 

and Hindu texts. H ow ever, rather than seeing Sam khyan speculations 
arising out o f Jain  and Buddhist contexts, it is probably more accurate to 

see the Jain, Buddhist and early brahmanical speculations, including med­
ical speculation, arising out o f a com mon ideological context in which 

Sam khya-like enumeration o f the categories o f experience is central.
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i self (purusa) i  matter (prakrti)

3 higher mind (buddhi)

4 ego (ahamkara)

5 mind

(manas)

senses organs of subtle gross
action elements elemei

6 hearing i i  speaking 1 6 sound 21 space

7 touching 12 grasping 17 touch 22 air

8 seeing 13 walking 18 form 23 fire

9 tasting 14 excreting 19 taste 24 water

io smelling 15 procreating 20 smell 25 earth

Figure 8 The twenty-five Samkhya tattvas

There are striking parallels between the later Sam khya philosophy, med­

ical systems or Ayurveda, and Buddhist systems, particularly the 
Abhidharm a and Yogacara Buddhism. Indeed, Isvarakrsna, an exponent 

o f the philosophical tradition, begins his treatise on Sam khya with the idea 
o f life as suffering (<duhkha), a theme very important in Buddhism. Rather 

than one system borrow ing from  the other, they m ay well develop from  a 
com mon heritage. The earliest enumeration o f cosmic principles in the 

brahmanical tradition comes with the Chandogya Upanisad which posits 

a single (eka) being or truth (sat) which produces fire, which in turn pro­

duces water, which in turn becomes food. The text refers to the sense of 
self-identity similar to the Sam khyan idea o f the ego (ahamkara) and also 

identifies the colours red, white and black w ith fire, water and earth, rem i­

niscent o f the later classification o f matter (prakrti) into three qualities 

(guna).14 The enumeration of categories is also found in other Upanisads, 

notably the Katha and Svetasvatara Upanisads. Presystematic listings 
o f elements o f experience and w orld  are found in the Mahabharata,
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particularly in the section known as the Moksadharma and in the 
Bhagavad Gita. F or example, the Gita describes K rsnas nature as eight 

fold, com prising earth, water, fire, wind, ether, mind (manas), intellect 

(buddhi) and ego (ahamkara),15 which are categories enumerated in latet 
Sam khya literature.

S A MK H Y A  OF T H E  S A M K H Y A - K A R I K A S  

W hile these Proto-Sam khya speculations can be located in early texts, a 

systematic philosophy does not emerge until quite late. The scheme which 

becomes identified with the philosophical school of Sam khya is articu­

lated by Isvarakrsna in his ‘Verses on Sam khya5, the Samkhya Karikas 
(350-450 c e ) , which is a summary of topics taught within an ongoing 
Sam khya tradition. This text posits a radical dualism between the self or 

pure consciousness (purusa) and matter (prakrti), with which it appears to 
be entangled.16 Liberation (kaivalya) is the discrim inative knowledge that 

pure consciousness is eternally distinct from  prim ordial matter; there is 

only a proxim ity between them, the realization o f which results in the ces­
sation o f suffering and reincarnation.17 D iscrim ination allows conscious­

ness to distinguish the self from  what is not the self, and so to perceive that 
the self was never actually bound to matter. This self is transcendent, the 
silent witness behind the embodied subject o f first-person predicates. This 

empirical self, the self o f ‘ I 5 statements, is due to the evolution of matter 

from  a prim ordial state, but is not itself the true subject. Whereas in w est­
ern philosophical dualism there is distinction made between the mind and 
the body, in the Sam khya system the dualism is between the self {purusa) 

and matter which embraces what in traditional western philosophy has 

been called ‘m ind5. The subject o f first-person predicates is within the 
realm o f prakrti, the true self is beyond.

Prakrti, a w ider concept than the western category ‘matter5, which 

includes the western idea of the ‘m ind5, evolves or transforms from  an 

unmanifested state into a manifested state, through a series o f stages or lev­

els in which different categories appear. These categories, or tattvas (liter­
ally, ‘ that-ness5) com prise the universe o f experience. This evolution or 

transformation (parinama) is governed, or kept in balance, b y  three quali­

ties (guna), namely the qualities o f light (sattva), o f passion or energy 

(rajas) and o f darkness or inertia (tamas). These qualities are very im por­
tant in Hindu thought and later become the basis for a number of associa­

tions and classifications. F or example the top three classes are associated
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with the gunas, as are categories o f food into ‘coo l’ (sattva), ‘ hot’ (rajas) 
and ‘dulling’ (tamas). While the self (j)urusa) appears to be entangled in 
matter and appears to transmigrate in a subtle body, it is only the empirical 

self under the sw ay of the gunas which does this.
What is interesting about the Sam khya enumeration o f the principles of 

experience into tw enty-five categories is that the structure refers both to 

individual p sych o-physio logy and to cosm ological categories. The evolu­
tion of matter is both a cosmic and an individual process; both physiologi­

cal functions and the constituents of the physical w orld emerge from  the 
sense of ego. The first transform ation from  matter is translated as the 
‘ intellect’ or ‘higher m ind’ (buddhi), also called ‘the great one’ (mahat), 
and refers to both an individual’s psychological functioning and to a 

higher level in a hierarchical cosm ology. From  buddhi the sense of ‘ I ’ or 

ego (ahamkara) develops, from  which emerges the mind (manas), the five 

senses and their objects, the five organs o f action or m otor functioning, 

five subtle, and five gross elements (see fig. 8).

S A M K H Y A  A N D  Y O G A  

Sam khya develops in a context in which renunciation and the practice o f 

yoga are com m on. Patanjali’s yoga system, which was described in chap­

ter 2, adopts the Sam khyan dualistic metaphysics and frames liberation 

within these boundaries. Isvarakrsna’s general scheme is assumed by 

Patanjali, though w ith some differences. Buddhi, ego and mind are sub­

sumed under the general category of ‘consciousness’ (citta) and, whereas 

Sam khya is concerned with ontology, establishing the existence of the self 

and enumerating existents in the w orld, yoga is concerned with the trans­

form ation o f consciousness and the mapping o f various inner states o f 

consciousness. Sam khya is also an atheistic system, whereas the yoga 
darsana admits o f the idea o f G od or the Lord  (Isvara) as a special kind of 
self (purusa) w hich has never been entangled in prakrti, and which can be 

the focus o f meditation. These theistic tendencies are developed in the 

later tradition and the sixteenth-century theologian Vijnanabhiksu, while 

acknowledging that the system  does not need it, argues that the idea o f a 

Lord  is not irreconcilable w ith the earlier Sam khya view.

Vijnanabhiksu represents a tendency to synthesize the views of 
Sam khya yoga  and Vedanta, while also drawing on the wider popular tra­
ditions o f the Epics and Puranas. Through his commentaries he attempts 

to reconcile the pluralism  and atheism of Sam khya with the monism of
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some forms of Vedanta. The innumerable selves of Sam khya which are 
ontologically distinct from  each other and I rom matter (prakrti) are never­

theless related to the absolute (brahman) and share in its being, as sparks 

share in the being o f fire or a son is related to his father. A t liberation these 

selves rest in their consciousness, purified of entanglement in matter. 

W hile acknowledging the independence o f souls, matter and absolute, he 
tries to establish, through the creative reading o f texts and commentaries, 

that brahman is transcendent, changeless, pure consciousness, yet is also 
the efficient and material cause o f the universe.18

Mimamsa
The Upanisads are referred to as the Vedanta, the ‘ end of the Veda’, a term 
which is also used for the theological tradition developing from  them. 

This imm ensely rich tradition is so influential that, at a popular level in the 
West, ‘Vedanta’ is taken to be Indian philosophy par excellence. The 

Vedanta tradition is, however, divided into tw o main developments which 
are both referred to as schools o f exegesis or enquiry (mimamsa). These 

are the Purva Mimamsa, sometimes sim ply called Mimamsa, and the 

Uttara Mimamsa, sometimes sim ply called Vedanta. W hile the form er is 

concerned with correct action in accordance with dharma, the latter is 
concerned with correct knowledge (jnana) o f brahman. It is significant 

that even the later school is referred to as Mimamsa, a term which empha­
sizes that we are dealing with an exegetical tradition o f com m entary and 

sub-com m entary upon sacred texts. For the purposes o f clarity, I shall 
here refer to Purva Mimamsa sim ply as ‘M im am sa’ and Uttara Mimamsa 

as ‘Vedanta’, but w ould wish to stress, as Francis C loon ey has shown, the 
exegetical continuity between them.19

The Mimamsa traces its origin to the Purva Mimamsa Sutra o f Jaim ini 
(c. 2 0 0  b c e ) with its commentary, the Bhasya by Sabara (second-fourth 

centuries c e ) , though the origins of Mimamsa must also be sought in the 

auxiliary sciences (Vedariga) particularly the Kalpa Sutras. Sahara’s com ­

mentary in turn has sub-commentaries written on it, most notably by 
Prabhakara and Kum arila Bhatta (seventh century c e ) , which represent 

two distinct interpretations o f Mimamsa.20 Indeed the tradition is split 

into the Prabhakara and Kum arila branches which differ over the concept 
of the effects o f ritual action (apurva) and the nature o f error, though the 

Kum arila school is the most important representative of the tradition.21

The enterprise upon which Jaim ini is embarked in his text is stated in
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the opening verse: ‘ N ow  is the investigation into dharma* (athdto 
dharma-jijnasa). Dharma, the order of the universe, is revealed in the 
Veda and the investigation into it shows that the Veda is prim arily a series 
of injunctions (vidhi) about ritual action. Ritual action, specifically sacri­

fice, can be traced to the Veda, and the Mimamsa is rational reflection on 
its purposes. According to Jaim ini, the correct perform ance o f sacrifice 

produces a transcendent power, called apurva, which produces the result 

o f the sacrifice, particularly the reward o f heaven (svarga) after death. 

Apurva is the force postulated which accounts for how  the result o f a sac­
rifice can follow  its performance, even though there may be a temporal gap 
between the action and its result. Each part o f a ritual, once completed, 

creates its own apurva which accumulates until the ritual sequence is com ­

pleted, the results o f which w ill be experienced by the sacrificial patron 
(yajamana) in heaven. Heaven rather than liberation (moksa) is the result 

o f sacrifice.
The theory o f apurva bears some resemblance to the theory o f karma. 

H owever, unlike karma, which is a store o f action built up over long 
periods producing results in successive lifetimes, apurva is accumulated 

only through ritual action during the present lifetime for a post-m ortem  

reward. Indeed there is even a sense in the Mimamsa that ritual action is to 

be done, not because it produces rewards in heaven, but because it is a 
vedic injunction (vidhi). Sacrifice, according to this view, is action for its 

ow n sake, because it is enjoined in vedic revelation, and any future, human 
reward is secondary. Hum an desires and purposes are really irrelevant to 
the perform ance of vedic ritual; there is what C looney calls a ‘decentering’ 

o f the human. It is for this reason that certain classes o f people, namely 
low er castes, wom en and the deformed, are forbidden from  participating 

in the sacrifice. The ritual perform er is not defined by changing personal 
qualities or knowledge o f ritual procedures, since even a Sudra can acquire 

this. Rather, the ritual perform er is defined by his suitability, according to 

the Veda, which excludes certain classes; the Sudra is sim ply not included 

within the structures o f vedic ritual prescribed by the texts,22 though this 
exclusion in itself tells us something about the ‘ exclusive’ nature o f vedic 

brahmanical society.
The early literature o f the Mimamsa is interested exclusively in dharma 

and the interpretation of vedic texts, tracing action back to texts and estab­

lishing the relevance of texts in ritual. Because o f the emphasis on interpre­
tation in order to establish correct meanings, the Mimamsa developed a
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theory o f language which is close to that of i he ( irammarians. Through the 
analysis o f sentences they try to show how the syntactic unity of a sen­

tence occurs through sentence contiguity, consistency and expectancy of 

the reader.23 The M imamsa concern with language is accompanied by a 

concern with knowledge. The Mimamsa is realist and pluralist, accepting 
the reality o f the m any and rejecting any form  o f idealism, such as 

Yogacara Buddhism , which maintains the prim acy o f consciousness. The 

Mimamsa accepts all six means of knowledge (pramana) as valid. These 
methods establish the reality o f the objects o f knowledge, namely sub­

stance (dravya ), quality (guna), action (karm a), and non-existence 

(iabhava), and their sub-categories, which recapitulate those o f the 
Vaisesika school.

Vedanta
The most influential school o f theology in India has been the Vedanta, 

exerting enormous influence on all religious traditions and becoming the 
central ideology o f the H indu Renaissance in the nineteenth century. It 

has become the philosophical paradigm o f H induism  p a r excellence. Yet, 

while there are continuities in Vedanta stretching back to the Upanisads, 

the Vedanta is imm ensely rich, containing within it a wide variety o f theo­

logical and philosophical positions. The am biguity over assigning the 

terms ‘ theology’ or ‘ph ilosophy’ to Vedanta stems from  its clearly philo­

sophical interests in epistemology, ontology and argument, yet also its 

exegetical nature which is regarded as a ‘theological’ enterprise. 

Contem porary scholarly understandings o f Vedanta tend to locate it 

within a theological system of com mentary which stresses the continuities 
with the earlier tradition of M imamsa.24 There are also strong continuities 

with the Vaisnava tradition and it can be argued that Vedanta is essentially 
a Vaisnava theological articulation. Indeed even Sankara, w ho is tradition­
ally regarded as a Saiva, m ay have been a Vaisnava, according to some 
scholars.

A s has been noted, the term ‘Vedanta’ refers to the Upanisads and their 
teachings as well as to the traditions inspired by them, which fo llow  from  

them. A t the head o f these traditions are Sutras, intended for m em oriza­

tion, which summarize the teachings o f the Veda and Upanisads. While 
Jaim ini’s Purva M im am sa Sutra is the foundation text o f the Pura 

Mimamsa, the source text o f the Uttara M imamsa or Vedanta is 

Badarayana’s Brahm a Sutra , also called the Vedanta Sutra and Uttara
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Mimamsa Sutra. This text was composed around the same time as 
Jaim ini’s text (c. 2 0 0  b c e ) and, indeed, the two texts refer to each other’s 
authors. Yet, whereas the Mimamsa Sutra is an investigation into dharm a , 

the Brahm a Sutra is an investigation into brahm an. Indeed, it begins in a 

similar fashion: ‘N o w  is the investigation into the absolute’ (athato 

brahm a-jijnasa). These two texts articulate the tw o major realms o f inter­
est within Hindu traditions, the realm of dharm a , the concern o f the 
Brahman householder, and the realm of brahm an , the concern o f the 

renouncer seeking liberation.
A  number of schools develop within the Vedanta tradition, whose 

founders and chief exponents write commentaries on the Brahm a Sutra , 
thereby establishing an independent school (sampradaya) o f interpreta­

tion. O ther texts were also the subject o f exegetical commentary, most 
notably the early Upanisads and the B h a gavad  G ita. This group of texts -  

the Brahm a Sutra , the Upanisads and the G ita  -  form s the ‘triple basis’ o f 
Vedanta commentarial tradition. The most important Vedanta traditions 

are Advaita (‘N on-D ualist’) Vedanta, Visistadvaita (‘Qualified N on - 

D ualist’) Vedanta and D vaita (‘D ualist’) Vedanta.

Advaita Vedanta
Advaita Vedanta is the most famous Indian philosophy and is often, m is­

takenly, taken to be the only representative o f vedantic thought.25 The 

term advaita  means ‘N o n -D u al’ and refers to the tradition’s absolute 
monism which, put simply, maintains the reality o f the one over that of the 

many. The most famous Advaita thinker, and the most famous Indian 
philosopher ever to have lived, is Sankara or Sankaracarya.

S A N K A R A

The dates of Sankara cannot be firm ly established but some scholars date 
him between 788 and 820 c e . H e certainly cannot have lived before the 

middle of the seventh century as he refers to the Mimamsaka theologian 

Kum arila and the Buddhist Dharm akirti who can be dated to that century. 

There are a number of traditional biographies, the Sankaravijayas , written 
by his followers. These texts agree that he was born in Kaladi, a small v il­

lage in Kerala, which is probably true as there w ould be no ideological rea­

son for locating his birthplace there; it is not a royal centre or place o f 
religious significance (other than that it is Sankara’s birthplace). H is father 

died when he was young and he was brought up by his mother.
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A s a young N am budri Brahman boy of about eight, Sankara is said to 

have vowed to become a renouncer but his mother would not let him. 
There is a story that one day whilst bathing in a river a crocodile grabbed 

his leg. H e shouted out and his mother came to the river bank. The only 

hope was to take renunciation there and then, so his mother agreed, upon 

which the crocodile let him go. H e became a renouncer but promised his 
mother that he w ould be with her during her last days and perform  her 

funeral rites, which he did. Sankara left home and found a guru, Govinda, 

by  the Narm ada river, w hom  he eventually left, then travelled north to 
Varanasi. H ere he taught and gathered disciples. H e went on a pilgrimage 

to the source o f the Ganges and stayed at Badrinath for four years, where 

he com posed his m ajor w orks. H e returned to Varanasi and continued to 
teach and debate with other thinkers, including the Mimamsaka 
Mandanamisra w ho converted to Advaita. There is a story that M andana’s 

wife, Bharati, challenged Sankara to a debate about the art o f love, about 
which, being a renouncer, he was w oefully ignorant. So Sankara entered 

into the body of a king for a short period to experience the art o f love and 
returned to defeat Bharati in debate. Both she and her husband then 

became Advaitins. N o t only did Sankara com pose commentaries, but also 
established a monastic order, the Dasanamis, w ith four centres at Srrigeri, 

D w arka, Badrinath and Puri, and Kanchi as a possible fifth. H e died aged 
th irty-tw o in the Him alayas.

A lthough many philosophical texts and devotional hymns are attrib­

uted to Sankara, scholars are agreed that by ‘Sankara5 we mean the author 

o f the com mentary (bhasya) on the Brahm a Sutra. A part from  this text, 
three others are positively accepted as being o f his authorship: the com ­

mentaries on the Brhadaranyaka  and Taittiriya Upanisads and the inde­

pendent w ork, the ‘Thousand Teachings5 (Upadesasahan).1(> H e probably 
also wrote the com mentary on Gaudapada’s K arika  to the M andukya  

Upanisad  and the com m entary on the B h a gavad  G ita , though there is not 

universal agreement on this. Gaudapada is Sankara's gurus guru whom  

Sankara calls his supreme teacher (param aguru). Gaudapada was influ­
enced by Buddhism  and his Karikas  are even quoted by the Buddhist 

philosopher Bhavaviveka. Generally, however, the A dvaita tradition is 

very opposed to Buddhism  and Sankara is vehement in his attack on 
Buddhist ‘heresy5 which rejects the Veda. Apart from  the theological com ­
mentaries, Sankara is attributed by the Advaita and Sri V idya traditions 

with the authorship o f a famous hym n to the Goddess, the
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Saundaryalahari. Sankara s authorship of some of this text is accepted by 
its translator Norm an Brow n, and it is certainly possible for a Hindu the­

ologian to have composed both erudite commentaries and a devotional lit­

erature, as Bharati has pointed out.27

s a n k a r a ’ s t h e o l o g y  

In his commentaries Sankara develops a theology in which he tries to 
establish that spiritual ignorance (av id y a ) or illusion (maya) is caused by 
the superim position (adhyasa) o f what is not the self onto the self. A ll 

knowledge is distorted by superim position or projection, which prevents 

us from  seeing our true nature as the self’s (atm ans) pure subjectivity, 

ontologically identical with the absolute (brahm an). In order to realize 

the truth of the identity of the self w ith the absolute, a person must 
develop discrimination. Discrim ination allows for a person to distinguish 

the self from  what is not the self, true being from  objects, and knowledge 

(v id y a jn a n a )  from  ignorance (avidya). This is the withdrawal or dissolv­

ing o f projection, as when a man walking on a beach sees silver coins but 

then discovers that they are shells, or sees a snake in the corner of a house, 

but then, upon inspection, finds it to be a rope. Sankara opens his com ­

mentary on the B rahm a Sutra with the follow ing:

It is a matter of fact that the object and subject, whose respective 
spheres are the notion of the ‘you ’ and the ‘ I ’, and which are opposed 
to each other as much as darkness and light, cannot be identified, and 
nor can their respective attributes. Hence it follows that it is wrong to 
superimpose upon the subject, whose nature is awareness (cit) and 
which has for its sphere the notion of ‘P, the object and its attributes 
whose sphere is the notion of the ‘not-I’ . And vice-versa [it is wrong 
to] superimpose the subject and its attributes on the object.28

This opening passage sums up a central point o f Sankara’s thought and 

gives a flavour o f his terse commentarial style. Superim position o f the self 

on what is not the self, and what is not the self on the self, is the natural 

propensity o f ignorant consciousness. The removal o f superim position is 
the removal o f ignorance and the realization o f the self (atman) as the w it­
nessing subject identical with brahm an. Such knowledge is liberation 

(moksa).
Sankara’s enterprise is to show how  his advaita  interpretation of sacred 

scriptures is correct. It is a method o f reading the texts and so gaining 
knowledge o f revelation’s truth: the process is one of hearing (sravana),
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thinking (m anana) and reflecting or meditating (niclhiclhyasana). While 
the idea of mystical experience (anubhava), which has been stressed in 

recent times in the West, is important for Sankara as the goal to which rev­

elation leads, he is prim arily concerned with the correct interpretation of 

scripture and the refutation o f what he regards as false views. There is no 
reference in his w orks to any personal religious experience nor to the 

experience o f the ancient sages. The Veda, o f course, is not thought to be of 

human authorship so personal experience is here irrelevant.29

The sacred scriptures can be divided into sections dealing with action 

(karm akanda) and sections about knowledge (jnanakanda). The 

M imamsa maintains that sections about action, that is ritual action, are of 

prim ary importance because injunctions to perform  dharm a  are the cen­
tral purpose o f the Veda. Sankara, on the other hand, maintains that the 
knowledge sections are o f greater importance, for liberation is the Veda’s 

central message, and only knowledge leads to liberation. N o  action can 

discriminate the self from  what is not the self, only knowledge can achieve 

this, as silver is suddenly seen to be shell. This liberating knowledge is 

referred to in the ‘great sayings’ (m ahavakya) o f the Upanisads, namely: ‘ I 
am the absolute’ (aham brahmasmi)\ ‘ this self is the absolute’ (ayam atma 

brahm a); ‘everything is indeed the absolute’ (sarvam khalu idam  
brahm a); and ‘you are that’ (tattvamasi). To realize the existential force of 
these claims is to be liberated and to distinguish between pure being and 

w orld ly  phenomena. This is not like the heaven o f the M imamsakas, for 
liberation is not a future state or goal which can be achieved; it can only be 
w oken up to.

H aving said this, Sankara does make concessions to the idea of devotion 

(bhakti) to a personal Lord  (Isvara) as a low er level o f knowledge. 

Brahm an , in its timeless essence as identical w ith the self, is beyond all 

predicates and qualities (nirguna), but in its temporal mode as the Lord  it 
has attributes (saguna), and so can be approached through devotion as an 

object o f consciousness. To see the absolute as the Lord is to maintain a 

distinction between self and absolute, which is to retain a vestige of igno­

rance which must finally be transcended. If reality is one, all distinctions 
must be illusory.

L A T E R  A D V A IT A

A fter Sankara there are a number of important A dvaita theologians who 

composed texts in the commentarial tradition, w orking out theological
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and philosophical problems incipient in earlier Advaita texts, and 
responding to opponents in other schools. Mandanamisra, mentioned 

above, is an older contem porary o f Sankara who is a Mlmamsa theologian 

who converted to Advaita. H e may or may not be the same as the Advaitin 

Suresvara. Vacaspatimisra (tenth century) wrote commentaries on 
Advaita texts as well as on other darsanas, and Sri Harsa (c. 1 15 0  c e )  

developed a form  of reductio ad  absurdum  argument to show the inherent 

contradictions in all propositions about the w orld  (particularly N ya ya  

propositions). Through this method o f argument he brings out the unde­

sirable consequences of his opponents’ positions. This system of argu­
mentation is essentially the same as that o f the Buddhist philosopher 

N agarjuna.30

Visistadvaita Vedanta
With the development o f theism in the great tradition o f Vaisnavism, the 

monistic reading o f sacred scripture is resisted. The great theologian and 

hierarch o f the Sri Vaisnava community, Ram anuja (see pp. 136 -7), com ­

poses a commentary, the S ri Bhasya , on the Brahm a Sutra , and a com m en­

tary on the G ita , to refute the monism of Sankara. H e also composes a 

brief independent w ork, the Vedanta Sam graha.31 In these w orks he 

argues vehem ently against Sankara’s monistic reading of sacred scripture, 

expressing himself forcefully and asserting that the Advaita position is 
against reason, against the firm understanding o f the meaning o f language, 

and goes against the scriptures. The Advaitins, to hold such groundless 
opinions, must be plagued by the impressions o f beginningless sin 
(papa)\32 Ram anuja’s interpretation of Vedanta is called ‘Qualified N on - 

D ualism ’ (visistadvaita) and articulates a form  o f Vaisnava theology 

which came from  Ram anuja’s grand-teacher Natham uni to his own 

teacher Yam una: a theology which draws upon the wide textual resources 

o f the Epics, Puranas and even Pancaratra literature.
Like Sankara and the Mimamsakas, Ram anuja is concerned with exege­

sis, the careful reading o f scripture in order to arrive at an understanding of 
G od  and his relation to the plural w orld. Sankara had maintained that in 
reading a sacred text there are two levels o f truth in operation, one con­

cerned with the higher truth of the unity o f brahm an , the other low er level 

representing brahm an  as a personal Lord. Ramanuja rejects this distinc­
tion, arguing that all passages o f sacred scripture must be taken as equal 
with each other; it is not m ethodologically sound to divide up scripture in
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this way. If we reject this two-levels-of-truth theory with regard to sacred 
texts, then we see, argues Ramanuja, that scripture testifies to a supreme 

soul, the brahm an , as the essence of the universe and the inner soul o f all 
finite souls, w ho is yet also a personal being.

A part from  the problem  o f how to interpret scripture, the main theo­

logical concerns o f Ram anuja are the nature of the absolute, or G od, and 

the relations between the absolute, the finite self and the w orld .33 With 

Sankara, Ram anuja agrees that brahm an  is the one perfect reality which in 
itself is unchanging. H ow ever, he rejects Sankaras idea that the w orld of 
manifold experience is illusion (m aya) caused through ignorance, and he 

rejects the idea that the Lord  as a personal being is a low er level o f truth 

than the impersonal absolute. Rather, both the one and the many are real; 

the m any being the one’s manifold mode of expression. G od  for Ramanuja 

has tw o aspects or sides. One is the supreme aspect o f G od  in his inner 

nature or essence (.svarupa), the other is his outer nature or accessibility 

(saulabhya). The essence o f G od has five attributes -  o f truth (satya), 

knowledge (jnana), infinity, jo y  and purity -  while the accessibility o f 

G od  is shown in the modes of m ercy and love, generosity, affection and 
parental love. The Lord  also has beauty (saundarya) in both his essence 

and in his w orld ly  incarnations, the avataras. Hum ans come into contact 
with G o d ’s nature through the accessibility o f his love -  a theology with 
western parallels in G regory Palamas’ distinction between G o d ’s essence 
and his energy.

The individual self (jiva) is distinct from  G od  yet participates in G od 
w ho is its essence and inner controller (antaryamin) and without whom  it 

w ould not exist. The relationship between the self and G od  is one of insep­

arability, the self is w h olly  dependent upon G od for its being. Both the self 

and the w orld participate in G o d ’s existence, yet are distinct from , while 
w h olly  depending on, him. The relationship between G od  and the self and 

the w orld is expressed in a famous analogy that the universe, com prising 

conscious selves (at) and unconscious matter (<acit), is the L o rd ’s body. A s 

the self is related to the body, so the Lord is related to the self and w orld. 
The universe of sentient and insentient matter as the body o f G od is there­

fore not illusory for Ramanuja, but expresses his pow er and is called the 

realm of glory (vibh u ti). Through apprehending the glory o f the Lord in 

the w orld, the devotee can understand the brahm an  to be the supreme 
Person.34 A  deep understanding o f the L o rd ’s nature is the experience of 

liberation from  the beginningless cycle o f reincarnation. This is not the
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removal o f ignorance in the Advaita sense of realizing the self’s identity 
with the absolute. Indeed such a notion is nonsensical for Ramanuja. 

Ignorance, he says, needs to have a basis or rest on a support. This support 
cannot be the self, for the idea o f the self is the product o f ignorance, yet 

nor can it be brahm an , for brahm an  is self-lum inous consciousness, b y  
definition without ignorance.35 Ramanuja here astutely recognizes the 
Advaita problem concerning the nature o f ignorance and to w hom  it 

belongs. For Ramanuja there is real separation o f a distinct self from  the 

Lord until such a time as that self is liberated. This liberation is the rem oval 
o f past karma, not the removal o f ignorance. Indeed, even once karm a is 
removed, beings are still individuated by their very natures and not 

because of extrinsic factors. Some selves are still going through the cycle o f 
reincarnation, some have been liberated, while yet others, such as V isnu ’s 

mount, the magnificent bird Garuda, were never bound.
The Visistadvaita tradition continued after Ram anuja’s death w ith sig­

nificant exegetes such as Pillan w ho w rote a com mentary on the Tam il 

Veda; Vedantadesika, the main theologian o f the northern school (the 

Vatakalai); and Lokacarya Pillai, the main theologian of the southern 

school (Tenkalai). A  number of digests have also been composed sum m a­

rizing the tenets o f the Visistadvaita theology.

Dvaita Vedanta
Yet another development in the Vedanta exegetical tradition came in the 

thirteenth century with the south Indian Vaisnava theologian M adhva, 

who w rote commentaries on a number o f Upanisads, the B hagavad G ita , 

the Brahm a Sutra , and the Bhagavata P urana , as well as an independent 

treatise summarizing the teachings o f the Brahm a Sutra , the 

A n u vyakh ya n a .36 In these writings he establishes a new interpretation o f 
Vedanta, that o f dualism (dvaita). M adhva was born near the South 

Kanarese village o f U dipi, became a renouncer as a young man, and 

entered a Vaisnava order of a monastic renouncer tradition, called the 

Eksnti Vaisnavas, where his guru, A cyuta Preksa, was very impressed b y  

M adhva’s skill in interpreting the sacred scriptures. Madhva went on a 
tour o f south India with his preceptor and then on a pilgrimage to the 

source of the Ganges in the north, disputing with Buddhists, Jains and 

Advaitins along the way. There is even a story that he strongly advised a 
south Indian king to have thousands o f Jain  heretics impaled on stakes! 
M adhva eventually became the hierarch o f his monastic com m unity and
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established a reputation with his commentary on the llrahma Sutra. He 
established a monastic centre at his birth place, U dipi, which continues to 

this day, and installed there a famous icon of K rsna.37

In complete contrast to the advaita  of Sankara, Madhva maintains that 

the correct interpretation o f sacred scripture is dualistic: that scripture 

maintains an eternal distinction between the individual self and the Lord. 

Whereas the A dvaita tradition emphasizes the non-difference (abheda) 
between the self and the absolute, Madhva insists on their complete dis­

tinction. Difference or bheda  is a cornerstone o f his theology and scrip­
tural interpretation. Each thing in the universe is itself and unique and 

cannot be reduced to something else (an idea which is not dissimilar to 

W ittgensteins contention that a thing is what it is and not another thing). 
Each phenomenon in the universe is uniquely itself, made unique by the 

pow er o f particularity (visesa). While each thing is unique, there are never­

theless five categories o f difference (bheda): between the Lord and the self 

(jivatman)\ between innumerable selves; between the Lord and matter 
(prakrti); between the self and matter; and between phenomena within 

matter. Yet while there are these distinctions and phenomena exist inde­
pendently of each other, nothing can exist outside o f the L o rd s  will. A s 

the body depends upon the self, so all beings and matter depend upon the 
Lord  who is their support.

The Lord in his essence is unknowable, yet he pervades the self as its 
inner witness and pervades matter as the inner controller. There is a graded 

hierarchy o f selves which exist at different levels o f the hierarchical cos­
mos, the purer selves being higher than the impure. These selves are distin­

guished into three broad categories: those w ho are liberated such as gods 

and sages; those not yet liberated, though capable o f liberation; and those 
incapable of liberation, including selves which are eternally transmigrant, 
the damned in hell, and various classes o f demons. Liberation is the self’s 

enjoym ent of its innate being, consciousness and bliss (.saccidananda), 
which is a participation in the bliss o f the Lord, attained through devotion 

(bhakti) to an icon and the L o rd ’s grace.38

Saiva theology
Although Sankara is reputed to have been a Saiva, the Vedanta tradition is 

a discourse broadly within the parameters o f Vaisnavism. A  Saiva under­

standing o f Vedanta does develop in the thirteenth century with the teach­
ings of Sri Kantha’s Sivadvaita, but, apart from  this, Saiva theology
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develops outside Vedanta, drawing not so much on vedic resources as on 
its own Saiva revelation in the Tantras and Agamas. It is significant that 
Saiva theologies are excluded from  the orthodox (astika) list o f six 

darsanas, showing that from  a strictly vedic perspective they are on the 
edges o f orthodoxy. Yet they are included in M adhava’s Sarvadarsana 

Sam graha , showing that they are still within the sphere of orthodox dis­
course and disputation. W hile all Saiva traditions have a theology, even if 

only implicit, the two most significant developments for the history o f 

Indian theology are the dualistic and monistic schools o f Saivism: the 
Saiva Siddhanta and Kashm ir Saivism or the Recognition school 

(Pratyabhijna).39
The developments of the Saiva traditions have been outlined (chapter 

7); it remains here to summarize the essential points o f Saiva theology. A s 
we have seen, there is a dualistic Saiva Siddhanta which developed in the 

north and then in the south where it incorporated Tamil bhakti, and a 
monistic school known as Kashm ir Saivism, though this tradition also 

existed in the south. The dualists maintain that the Lord (pati) is distinct 
from  the soul (pas'u) and w orld (pas'a), whereas the monists proclaim  self, 

w orld and Lord to be essentially one reality: consciousness purified of 

content. The ontological status o f the self became the central focus o f the­
ological debate -  dualists such as Sadyojoti (eighth century c e ), 

Bhojadeva (eleventh century) and Aghorasiva (twelfth century) arguing, 

in their commentaries on tantric texts such as the M rgendragam a  and in 

independent treatises (most notably Sadyojoti’s N aranaresvaraprakasa 

and Bhojadeva’s Tattvaprakasa), that the self is distinct from  Siva, but is 

ultimately equal with him (Sivatulya). The theologians o f the monistic 

school, called the Recognition school or Pratyabhijna -  most notably 
Somananda (c. 900-50), Utpala (c. 925-75), Abhinavagupta (c. 975-10 25) 

and Ksem araja (c. 1000-50) -  argued that the self, characterized by con­
sciousness, is identical w ith Siva w ho is the being whose consciousness is 

total.
With the Pratyabhijna tradition, two conceptually distinct m etaphysi­

cal positions are maintained simultaneously. O n the one hand is a pure 

monism which holds that the one, defined as pure consciousness, is real 

and the m any is false. In this view there can be no distinctions in ultimate 

reality and so no im purity: the self has to wake up to the realization o f its 

identity w ith pure consciousness. Ksem araja says that, because of the 
ontological identity o f consciousness and its object, there is nothing

M  7



An introduction to Hinduism

which is impure (asuci). O n the other hand the Pratyabhijna maintains a 

cosm ological doctrine of emanation, that the cosmos emanates from the 

one. Another w ay  o f saying this is that consciousness manifests itself 

through its vibration (spanda) as subjects and objects o f knowledge in a 
hierarchical sequence: the purer forms being at the ‘ top’ o f the hierarchy, 

the forms polluted by the impurities o f action (,karm a-m ala), illusion 

(m ayiya-m ala) and egoity or individuality (anava-m ala) being at the bot­

tom .40 The Pratyabhijna, particularly the w ork  o f Abhinavagupta, also 

develops a theological aesthetics in which different aesthetic emotions 

(rasa) are seen as akin to religious emotions and the ultimate aesthetic 

experience of tranquillity (santarasa) is identified with the religious or 
mystical experience o f union with Siva.41

Modern developments
W hile the flow ering o f H indu theology -  the period during which the 

most influential theologians flourished -  is over, issues within traditional 
H indu theology and philosophy have continued to be debated into the 

modern period. Commentaries and independent treatises within the 

darsanas, upon sacred scriptures and their commentaries, continue to be 

composed. The Sam khya, Advaita, Gram m arian and N ya ya  traditions are 
not sim ply the subjects o f scholarly study, but are living intellectual tradi­

tions, outside the secular university system.

Although H indu theology and philosophy continues in a fairly tradi­

tional way, since colonialism the Hindu systems have been exposed to 
outside influences, and dialogue between western and Indian philosophy 

has occurred. This dialogue has mainly confined itself to the English- 
speaking, and ‘English-educated’, Indian w orld , which has responded to 

Orientalism and attempted to show the equality (or even superiority) o f 
Indian thought to western. Since the nineteenth century and the revitaliz­

ing w ork  of Swami Vivekananda, the intellectual climate within Indian 

university departments of philosophy has been that o f A dvaita Vedanta, 

and there has been keen interest in western metaphysics which can be 
assimilated to Advaita. A lthough European phenom enology and existen­

tialism have had a strong influence on the w o rk  of twentieth-century 
Indian philosophers such as K . C . Bhattacharya and J . L . Mehta, respec­

tively, analytical philosophy, as taught in British and Am erican universi­
ties, has also had an important impact.42 One o f India’s most erudite 
scholars to engage with western and Indian philosophy is the one-time
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president o f India, Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan. In his numerous books, 
such as Eastern Religions and Western Thought -  a grand survey of w est­

ern and Indian ideas -  he seeks to reconcile western rationalism with 
Hinduism, presenting Hinduism as an essentially rationalistic and 

humanistic religious experience.43 This approach ignores the H indu tradi­
tions o f region and village -  the pragmatic H induism  of everyday ritual -  

or relegates such religious expressions to an ‘ irrational’ past. H owever, the 
emphasizing of Hinduism  as a rational discourse which is also in touch 

with the ‘ spirit’ has been highly relevant and important in form ing con­
tem porary Hindu identity. It is to the form ation o f this contem porary 

sense o f identity and some of its nationalistic expressions that we turn 

next.

Summary
In this survey o f Hindu theological and philosophical traditions we have 

seen how  wide-ranging they are. A lthough A dvaita Vedanta has become 
extremely popular as the philosophy o f H induism  p a r  excellence, there is 

nevertheless a variety of irreducible m etaphysical positions and a long his­

tory o f rigorous philosophical debate. The rigorous nature of philosophi­

cal argument -  within the given parameters o f revelation, the rhetoric o f 
liberation, and assumptions about the nature o f knowledge -  has not been 

part o f the West’s recent perception of Hinduism . This has been partly due 

to the romantic construction o f India as ‘m ystical’ , and partly due to the 

erosion o f these traditions in the pre-colonial and colonial periods. There 
is no single orthodox H indu view with regard to theology, but Hindu the­

ological/philosophical traditions have shared a com mon term inology and 
concern about com mon issues. Two areas which have been important in 

Indian metaphysics have been highlighted. The first concerns language, 
the nature o f revelation, and the relation between language and being, and 

the second concerns ontology, the relation o f the one to the many. The 
concern with language has stemmed partly from  Sanskrit, the language of 

the gods (d eva va n i), being perceived as sacred. The concern with ontol­
ogy has stemmed from  reconciling the plurality o f experience with the 

‘one’ absolute revealed by revelation and experienced in yoga. These 

issues are still alive in Hindu philosophical debate, though now widened 

to incorporate traditional concerns o f western philosophy.
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The decline o f the M ughal empire by 1720 left a pow er struggle in India, 

which resulted in British suprem acy follow ing Clive's defeat o f the 
N aw ab of Bengal at the battle o f Plasey in 1757 . B y  the middle of the nine­
teenth century British pow er was at its height. H indu traditions, which in 

the eighteenth century had been introverted and unresponsive to external 

events and ideas, began to respond to the British, and particularly 
Christian, presence. Hindu reform movements developed which 

attempted to restore the perceived greatness o f H induism s ancient past, to 
adopt rationalist elements from  within Christianity, and to pay particular 

attention to social and ethical concerns. These H indu reform s, instigated 
by a number o f significant figures, particularly Ram  M ohan Roy, are 

referred to as the ‘H indu Renaissance: a religious and political movement 

which is closely related to a burgeoning Indian nationalism. This national­

ism eventually resulted in the ousting of the British and the establishing of 

India as a secular state in 1948, and has found expression more recently in 
H indu nationalist movements and political parties.

H induism  as a global religion with a distinct identity has arisen since 

the nineteenth century, due in large part to the reform ers. The Hinduism  

w hich they have prom oted is the kind which is best know n in the West, 
largely due to its use o f English as a medium of communication, its adop­

tion o f Christian elements and its outw ard-looking perspective. Even 

though Hindu revivalism is strongly informed by a brahmanical culture, it 

is least representative o f Hindu traditions which have been passed through 

the generations from  pre-colonial days, whose language is not English,
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but Sanskrit and the Indian vernaculars. These traditions include the brah- 

manical systems of theology and Sanskrit learning and popular or regional 

ritual and narrative systems, centred around local and regional temples. 
W hile Hindu revivalism is o f vital importance in the development of 

Hinduism  as a world religion, the influence o f these traditions of Sanskrit 
learning and popular ritual upon it has been minimal; the Hindu renais­

sance has had a tendency to play dow n the differences between theological 

traditions and to relegate ritual to a ‘popular’ level, below the ethical spiri­

tuality o f the Upanisads and the Gita.
The Hindu Renaissance is characterized by the follow ing features:

-  an emphasis on reason to establish the truth of the Veda;

-  the rejection of icon worship, regarded as idolatry;

-  the rejection of caste (or some elements of it), child-marriage and 
the practice of widow-burning (sati);

-  the construction of Hinduism as an ethical spirituality, equal, or 
superior, to Christianity and Islam.

M any o f the Hindu reformers w rote in English and attracted the interest 

o f the English-speaking w orld. O ther reform ers, such as N àràyana G uru 

in Kerala, w ho fought for the rights o f the untouchable caste o f Tikkas, 
communicated in M alayalam  and so had a restricted audience. The most 
significant figure in this awakening o f a new H indu awareness at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century was Ram  M ohan Roy, sometimes 

called the father of modern India.

Ram  Mohan Roy
Ram  M ohan R o y  (17 7 2 -18 3 3 )  came from  a traditional Bengali Brahman 
fam ily -  his father was a Bengali Vaisnava, his mother a Sâkta -  and he was 
educated at the M uslim  U niversity at Patna, where he studied Arabic and 

Persian philosophical literature. This M uslim , and particularly Sufi, influ­

ence engendered in R o y  a strong dislike o f image worship. H e also studied 

Sanskrit in Varanasi, as well as English, and even studied H ebrew  and 

G reek with a view  to translating the Bible into Bengali. A fter his extensive 

education, he entered the em ploym ent o f the East India C om pany in 

Calcutta. The growth o f the British empire in India would not have been 

possible without the East India Com pany, which developed vast trading 
networks, centred in Bengal, and set up educational establishments for 

training young Indian men to w ork  for the administration under British
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rule. It is in the context o f these establishments that the seeds of a later 
nationalism and Hindu revivalism are found. R o y  developed his ideas 
while em ployed by the East India Com pany, but left the com pany in 18 14 , 

having become wealthy, to devote himself full-time to religious and social 
reform . To further his ideas he founded a society, the Brahm o Samaj, dedi­
cated to the reform  of Hinduism . H e died in Bristol after contracting an 

illness whilst on a visit to Britain.1

The essential belief o f R o y  is that G od is a transcendent, immutable 
being w ho is the creator o f the cosmos, but who cannot be known in his 
essence which is ineffable. A ll religions agree about this and differ only in 

inessentials; R o y  therefore advocates a tolerant position -  often associated 

w ith Hinduism  as a whole -  which maintains that all religions are essen­
tially one. This G od  can be known through reason and the observation of 

the natural w orld or cosmos, the effect o f God. G od, for Roy, is a G od of 

nature worshipped through reason. The main philosophical influences on 

R o y  come from  both East and West: from  the Upanisads and the theology 

o f Sankara, from  Islamic, especially Sufi, theology, and from  Unitarianism 
and Deism. Indeed the ethical religion arrived at through reason which 

R o y  advocates is strongly reminiscent of the eighteenth-century English 

Deists: G od and his moral laws can be known through reason and the 
observation o f nature. R o y ’s central vision is to restore and purify 
Hinduism  by returning to the teachings o f the Upanisads and the Brahm a  

Sutra , which he sees as em bodying a timeless wisdom , opposed to ‘ idol 

w orsh ip ’ and the ethical degeneracy into which he thinks Hinduism  had 
fallen. In order to im prove the political as well as moral standing o f 
Hindus, it is necessary, thinks Roy, for them to give up icon worship, the 

proliferation o f ritual systems, and to abandon immoral practices such as 

child-marriage and w idow -burning (sati). R o y  vehem ently condemned 
this practice in which the w idow  would often be tied dow n on the pyre, 

whether she had voluntarily agreed or not. This he had witnessed as a 

youth when a sister-in-law was subjected to being burned alive in this w ay

-  an incident which left a deep impression on the young man. In a number 

o f letters and petitions presented to the House of Com m ons in London, 

he advocated the banning o f sati, or ‘ suttee’ as the British called it, a prac­

tice which was made illegal by the British government in 1829, partly due 
to R o y ’s pressure.

Reason and ethics are central concepts for Roy. Because o f reason, the 
doctrine of karma and reincarnation should be rejected, but also because
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of reason the theology surrounding Jesus, such as the doctrine of atone­
ment and the trinity, should also be rejected as irrational. Reason, rather 

than revelation, leads to the discovery of universal ethical codes, whereas 

dogmas lead to irrationality and unethical behaviour. The adoption o f a 

purified, rational and ethical religion -  the essential qualities o f Hinduism  
according to R o y  -  would be the transform ation o f Indian society.

The Brahmo Samaj
In order to prom ote his ideas of restoring H induism  to the rational, ethical 
religion it once was (as he perceived it), R o y  founded a movement in 1 828 

called the Brahm o Samaj.2 This, movement or society was modelled on 
Christian reform  movements and met regularly for religious services. 

D uring these services passages w ould be read from  the Upanisads, ser­
mons delivered and hym ns sung, some o f which were com posed by R o y  

himself. The Brahm o Samaj held regular meetings in Calcutta and the 
Trust Deed o f the Brahm o Samaj, signed by R o y  and seven associates, 

states the purposes o f a building set aside fo r w orship as being to provide ‘a 
place of public meeting o f all sorts and descriptions of people without dis­

tinction as shall behave and conduct themselves in an orderly and sober 

religious and devout manner for the w orship and adoration o f the Eternal 

Unsearchable and Immutable Being w ho is the A uthor and Preserver of 

the U niverse’ .3

A fter his death, the two leaders o f the society w ho continued R o y ’s 
message of social reform  were Debendranath Tagore ( 18 17 - 19 0 5 ) , the 

father of the famous poet Rabindranath Tagore, and Keshab Chandra Sen 

(1838-84). Tagore, like Roy, was against the all-pervasive tantric and 

puranic forms o f ritual and image worship, which he saw as idolatry. O n ly  
the impersonal absolute o f the Upanisads should be the focus o f religious 
devotion. Sen, his younger, aggressively enthusiastic contemporary, p ro ­

foundly influenced by Christianity, generally agreed. H ow ever, because 

o f Sen a split occurred in the movement. The young enthusiast Sen, and his 

follow ers, abandoned the wearing o f the sacred thread, arguing for social 
equality even between Brahman and Sudra. This was too much for the 

more conservative members of the society w ho follow ed Tagore in retain­
ing it. The m ajority sided with Sen, but further splits in the movement 

weakened the pow er o f its influence.
W hile the Brahm o Samaj appealed to lower-class Brahmans and the 

emerging, urban middle classes of merchants and traders, it had little
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appeal at a popular, village level where ritual and devotion to deity icons is 
the main focus o f religion. Indeed, Roy, a highly educated intellectual, did 

not really understand the deep devotion to deities o f the rural poor. N o r 

did the ideas o f the Brahm o Samaj have much appeal to highly orthoprax 

Brahmans whose main concern is the maintenance o f ritual purity. 

Nevertheless, with the Brahm o Samaj, we have the beginnings o f a sense of 
a H indu national identity, albeit o f a highly ‘deistic’ and abstract kind, 

which is developed much further and more aggressively by another soci- 

ety, the A ryjtSam aj, founded by Dayananda Sarasvati.

Dayananda Sarasvati and the Arya Samaj
Dayananda Sarasvati (1824-83) was born in G ujarat to a Saiva Brahman 

family. A t ten he was initiated by his father into a cult o f the Siva liriga. 

H ow ever, Dayananda lost his faith in the Saiva religion o f image worship 
during an all-night vigil. Seated with his father in a Saiva temple during the 

festival o f N a va ratri, he saw mice climbing over the temple icon, eating 
the food which had been offered to the deity and so defiling it. I f  the icon 

were a pow erful deity, reasoned Dayananda, it surely w ould not allow 
such sacrilege. H is father’s explanations about the nature o f sym bolism , 

that the icon in the temple, once consecrated, is a representation and 
embodiment of a higher power, did not allay D ayananda’s scepticism and 
he became a renouncer to seek the truth o f Hinduism  beyond ‘supersti­

tion’ -  also thereby avoiding the marriage arrangements being made by his 
parents. H e wandered as an itinerant holy man, having taken the personal 

name Dayananda and the name of the renunciate order Sarasvati, on a per­

sonal religious quest to find truth. A t Mathura he met an old blind guru, 

Virjananda Sarasvati, w ho predicted that he w ould restore H induism  to its 

vedic glory. Dayananda then abandoned his quest for personal liberation 
and became a reform er and preacher, intent upon the transformation o f 

Hinduism . H e argued that the Veda is revelation and that H indu ‘ supersti­

tions’ should be abandoned along with reverence for other scriptures such 

as the Epics and Puranas. H e did, however, accept the teachings o f the 
Dharm a Sastras, such as the ‘ Law s o f M anu’ , which reveal the formless 

and omnipresent G od  which Dayananda believed in. In 1875 he founded a 

society in Bom bay, the A rya  Samaj (the ‘N o b le ’ or ‘A ryan ’ Society), to 

prom ote his Hindu reformation.
— Like R o y  who influenced him, Dayananda advocated a return to a 

purer form  of vedic religion whose focus is an eternal, omnipotent, im per­
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sonal G od. He wanted to return to the eternal law or sanatana dharm a , 
which Hindus had moved away from by w orshipping icons and incarna­

tions, by going on pilgrimages, and by reveri ng t he stories and doctrines of 

the Epics and Puranas. All these things are not found in the four Vedas, 

Dayananda maintained. The other scriptures are later accretions which 
detract from  the purity of the vedic message. H is metaphysics were basic, 

more in line with Visistadvaita teachings than with Advaita teachings: that 

liberation (m oksa) is not a merging o f the soul into G od, but a freedom 

from  suffering in which the soul retains its distinct identity. How ever, 
more significant than his metaphysics are his social teachings about caste, 
education, language and the reform ation o f H induism  into an aggressive, 

political force against Christianity and Islam. It was the reform ing aspects 

of the A rya  Samaj, and its counter-offensive against attacks on Hinduism  

by Christianity, which attracted the merchant classes w ho made up its 

membership, as well as overseas Hindus in South A frica and Fiji.
Dayananda does not condemn the caste system but reinterprets it to 

mean that class (varna) refers to individual differences in character, quali­
fications and accomplishments. Were class to be determined by personal 

proclivity and merit, then, he reasoned, the higher classes w ould maintain 
high standards for fear o f their children becom ing lower-class, and lov^er 
classes would exert themselves to join the classes above them.4 Dayananda 

advocated radical social reform s, including marriage from  choice rather 

than by arrangement and the eradication o f child-marriage which w ould 
reduce the number o f w idow s and so alleviate a large social problem. H e 
also advocated the tem porary legal alliance o f w idow s and widow ers, 
called a niyoga marriage, for companionship as well as the rearing o f chil­

dren. Education, he maintained, should be available to both sexes, for 

through education, particularly education in grammar, dharm a , medicine 
and trades, Hindus w^ould learn to be responsible, good Hindus. 

Dayananda even claimed that all modern scientific discoveries are pre­

viewed in the Veda, a claim which is still maintained by many Hindus 

today.
The A rya  Samaj founded schools, the gurukulas , still in existence 

throughout India, which promulgated the cause o f Hindu unity and vedic 
or A ryan  culture. The teaching of Sanskrit, the sym bol o f India’s great 

past, is significant in this programme, as well as the teaching o f H indi 
which Dayananda advocated as the national language. There is a strong 

link between language and national identity and in prom oting Sanskrit
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and Hindi the A rya  Samaj promoted a certain view of India which, while 
elevating D ayananda’s vision o f Hinduism , occluded other elements and 
forces within Indian society, particularly Islam, Christianity, and 

Dravidian, notably Tamil, Hindu religions. Indeed, the A rya  Samaj has 

not been open to pluralist understandings o f Hinduism , advocating, 
rather, an aggressive H indu nationalism, based on a ‘return’ to the ancient 

Vedas and being critical o f the tradition which has developed since then. 

W hile adopting m any modern elements, the society has, in a way, rejected 

history in order to return to a perceived past o f H indu purity.

H ighly  successful in the Punjab, the A rya  Samaj reconverted to 
H induism  m any low-caste converts to Islam and Christianity, in a cere­

m ony know n as the ‘purification’ (.iu ddh i), which transformed 
Untouchables into twice-born Hindus. With its success in the Punjab, 

Dayananda moved the society’s headquarters to Lahore, now  in Pakistan, 

and after his death the movement split into a conservative branch and a 

progressive branch w ho wanted a ‘progressive education’ and the aban­

donment of brahmanical dietary restrictions. The A rya  Samaj has been a 

pow erfu l voice in the development o f H indu nationalist politics, but 

intolerant o f other faiths and views. While the influence o f the A rya  Samaj 

can be seen in contem porary Indian politics and cultural life, another force 
within Hinduism , o f tolerance and accommodation, is also found, stem­

ming in the modern w orld  from  the Bengali saint Ramakrishna and his 
devoted disciple and interpreter, Vivekananda.

Ramakrishna and Vivekananda
Paramahamsa Ram akrishna (1836-86) was a H indu m ystic w ho declared 

the unity of all religions. H e was born to a Vaisnava Brahman fam ily in 

Bengal and became a priest o f the Kali temple at Daksinesvar, a few  miles 
north o f Calcutta. H e became ecstatically devoted to Kali, the Mother, and 
displayed great longing for her, weeping and pleading with her to reveal 

herself to him. People began to think that he was mad and his fam ily m ar­
ried him off in the hope that a fam ily life w ould eventually calm him down. 

H e was married in his home village to a five-year-old girl, and returned to 

Calcutta where she w ould join him once she had grow n up. Back at the 

temple, Ram akrishna’s love and devotion to K ali increased and he eventu­
ally lost outward sensations and perceived an inner vision o f the Goddess. 

These visions became more frequent and his trance-like states grew longer 
in duration until it became impossible for him to carry out the daily ser­
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vices and priestly functions at the temple. I I is nephew was appointed to 
carry on as functioning priest and Kainakrishna was left to his devotions. 
A t the age o f seventeen, his wife walked the thirty miles to Daksinesvar to 
be with her husband. B y  that time he had become transformed through his 

religious practices and could not be a husband in a conventional sense. 
Ramakrishna worshipped his wife as a manifestation o f the M other and 

she served him in the temple until his death.

Before his wife joined him, tw o significant teachers came to 
Ramakrishna. The first was a learned Brahm an wom an, Bhairavl, a tantric 
initiate who taught Ramakrishna to control energies within his body and 

to control passion. The second was a naked, wandering sadhu, Totapuri, 
who taught Ram akrishna how to meditate and how  to realize union with 

the absolute in the state o f nirvikalpa sam adhi, a high state o f concentra­
tion in which there is no awareness o f subject-object distinction.

A fter this experience o f unity, he next realized the Vaisnava ideal o f love 
for G od through devotion to Krsna, as Radha is devoted, and experienced 

a vision o f Krsna. H e had visions o f other deities, including Jesus Christ, 
and practised the paths o f other religions, including Christianity and 

Islam. H aving practised and, according to Ram akrishna, realized the goals 

o f these religions, he concluded that all religions are true. A ll religions are 

different paths to the One, the eternal undivided being which is absolute 

knowledge and bliss. Different religions cannot express the totality o f this 

One, but each manifests an aspect o f it. Both  K ali and brahm an  are differ­

ent aspects o f the same reality.5
D uring his lifetime Ramakrishna attracted a number o f middle-class 

intellectual Hindus who w ould come to hear and be with the saint in 
Daksinesvar. A m ong them was a young man, Narendranath (‘N aren ’) 

Datta, a member o f the Brahm o Samaj, strongly influenced by western sci­
ence and rationalism. H e had a profound religious experience with 

Ram akrishna when the master put his feet upon N aren ’s chest and he fell 

into a deep trance. H e abandoned his career in law to become a devoted 
disciple o f Ram akrishna and eventually became a world-renouncer, taking 

on the name Vivekananda.
Swami Vivekananda (186 3-19 02) is a figure o f great importance in the 

development o f a modern Hindu self-understanding and in form ulating 

the West’s view  of Hinduism . A s a renouncer he wandered the length and 
breadth o f India, meditating for a time on a rock o ff Cape C om orin at the 

tip of India, where a temple now stands. H ere he achieved the state o f
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sam adhi which Ram akrishna had attained, and resolved to bring his vision 
o f Hinduism  to the world. His philosophy is the vedantic idea that the 

divine, the absolute, exists within all beings regardless o f social status. 

H um an beings can achieve union with this innate divinity (as 

Ram akrishna had done) and seeing the divine as the essence o f others will 
prom ote love and social harmony. Vivekananda went to the World 

Parliament of Religions held at Chicago in 1893 where he made an 

immense impact and is now, perhaps, the most remembered figure at that 

occasion. H ere he preached a doctrine of the unity o f all religions and tol­
erance: that there should be recognition of diversity and that there is value 
in diversity, furthermore, that India did not need missionaries to convert 

its people to Christianity, nor churches, but material support to stop star­
vation. Vivekananda is partly to blame for the com m only held belief that 

the East is spiritual while the West is materialistic. H e was convinced o f the 

spiritual superiority o f the East, while acknowledging the material, tech­

nological and scientific superiority o f the West. This dichotom y has 
tended to reinforce the image of India as the West’s ‘other’ ; the reality 

being more com plex as both cultures contain strong ‘ spiritual’ and ‘mater­
ial’ features.

Vivekananda stayed in the West to prom ote his ideas and founded the 
Vedanta Society in N ew  Y ork  in 189 5. Indeed, Vivekananda might be seen 

as the first effective proponent o f Hinduism  as a w orld  religion. U pon 

returning to India in 1895 he founded the Ram akrishna M ission, a monas­

tic order which differs from  traditional H indu orders in prom oting educa­

tion and social reform , and in helping the sick. The mission lays great 

importance on this aspect o f its w ork  which it regards as karm a yoga , the 
yoga o f action or good w orks, and there are colleges, high schools and 

hospitals run by the Ram akrishna M ission throughout India. The order 
disseminates Vivekananda’s vision o f Hindu modernism as Neo-Vedanta: 

that there is an essential unity to Hinduism  underlying the diversity o f its 

m any forms. Whereas Christianity accepts only itself as the truth, claimed 

Vivekananda, Hinduism  is pluralistic and accepts all religions as aspects of 
the one truth. This message had great popularity among India’s emergent, 

English-educated, middle classes, along w ith Vivekananda’s stress on 

H induism  as a ‘ scientific’ religion, something o f which Indians should be 

proud rather than apologetic. While this view  o f H induism  tends to over­

ride the differences within Hindu traditions (let alone between w orld reli­

gions), and has been criticized as leading to a kind o f w o o lly  thinking very
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different from the intellectual thoroughness ol the theological traditions,6 
it nevertheless provides a strong ideology to link into Indian nationalism 

on the one hand, and the construction of 1 linduism as a world religion on 

the other. Vivekananda might be regarded as the first to clearly articulate 

the idea of Hinduism  as a world religion, taking its place alongside 
Christianity, Islam, Judaism  and Buddhism .7 The vision of Hinduism  p ro­

moted by Vivekananda is one generally accepted by most English-speak­

ing middle-class Hindus today. Vivekananda’s Neo-Vedanta and his ideas 

of social change feed into the ideas o f another reform er w ho was to change 

the face o f Indian politics and public life, Mohandas Karmachand Gandhi.

Gandhi
Gandhi ( 1 869-1948) was born in Gujarat into a fam ily of the Bania (a mer­

chant) caste w ho were devout Vaisnavas. H is religious context was there­

fore bhakti with Islamic as well as Ja in  influence. Gandhi studied law  in 
London where he communicated with Tolstoy and met with Theosophy, a 
European movement which sought spiritual w isdom  in the East. Indeed, it 

was with a couple o f Theosophists that Gandhi read Edw in A rn o ld ’s 

translation o f the B hagavad G ita  which deeply affected him. H e also 
advocated vegetarianism and supported the British Vegetarian Society. H e 
returned to Bom bay to practise law, but in 1893 took a job defending a 

M uslim  merchant in Durban, South Africa. There is a famous story of 

how  Gandhi, who was travelling in a first-class compartment of a train 

with a first-class ticket, was forcib ly ejected due to South A frica ’s 
apartheid policies at the time. This experience left a deep impression on 

him and reinforced his commitment to freeing people from  oppression 

however he could. H e founded the N atal Indian Congress to try to allevi­

ate the conditions o f Indians in the N atal state.
A fter twenty-one years in South A frica, w orking out his political phi­

losophy o f non-violence and passive resistance to realize social change, 
he returned to India in 19 15  where he joined the nationalist movement 

and w orked for Indian independence through peaceful means. H e 
founded a hermitage, the Satyagraha Ashram , just outside o f 
Ahmedabad, where he occupied a spartan cell. H ere his com m unity p ro­

moted cottage industries such as spinning. H e organized passive resis­

tance to the British, including a march to the sea against the Salt Tax 
where Gandhi and his followers sym bolically picked up grains o f salt 

from  the shore. This action flouted the Salt Law  and, along with a further
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protest at the Dharasana Salt Works, resulted in thousands o f arrests, 
including that o f Gandhi himself.

G an d h is fundamental idea is that Truth (,satya), G od, who is the 

supreme being (sat), and self (atman) are one in essence. The ideal and pur­
suit o f Truth are central themes in Gandhi’s writing and in his political and 
social w ork. Indeed, he subtitled his autobiography The Story o f  M y  

Experim ents w ith Truth.8 Because all are united in an essential oneness, 

there should be harm ony and non-violence (ahimsa) between people. 

N on-violence is the central idea for which Gandhi is remembered, and 
which he applied to great effect in political situations, though curiously it 

is an ideal which is not found in his favourite text, the B h a gavad  Gita. 

N on-violence is a manifestation of the Truth, or G od, and so his method 

o f passive resistance, applied so effectively against the British, Gandhi 

called ‘holding fast to the truth’ or satyagraha. ̂

Satyagraha became a w ord used by Gandhi to denote his movement for 

Indian nationhood, a force, he said, ‘born o f Truth and Love or N o n ­

violence’ .9 Satyagraha  w ould lead to the welfare o f all (sarvodaya). It is 
the practical expression o f a higher reality: a moral code and a self- 

discipline which requires the control o f the senses, especially the control 

o f sexuality; the control o f anger and violence; and a dedication to the 
cause o f justice and truth. G andhi’s followers were even called satyagrahis, 
follow ers o f satyagraha , and he expected high standards from  them 

including sexual renunciation. Chastity or brahm acarya was of central 
importance for Gandhi as a w ay  to realize G od  and also to control the 
burgeoning population.

The welfare o f all included the emancipation o f the Untouchables, 

w hom  Gandhi called Harijans, the ‘children o f G o d ’ . Relegated to per­

form ing low-status w ork  which would pollute the high castes, they had 

little political or economic power. The plight o f the Untouchables could, 
thought Gandhi, only be alleviated by non-violence and holding fast to 

the truth. Their manumission by the high castes w ould not only be a free­

ing o f the Untouchables from  economic and social oppression, but w ould 
effect a transformation o f the whole society. A ll Indians w ould benefit. 

G andhi’s abhorrence of untouchability was not an abhorrence o f a society 

structured according to divisions determined by occupation, which 

Gandhi saw as the original, classical varnasram a-dharm a  o f orthodox 

brahmanical Hinduism. Yet he wanted this structure to be transformed 

and the blight of untouchability eradicated. Partly due to G andhi’s influ­
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ence, in post-independence India tin* idea o! untouchability has been o ffi­
cially abolished and it is an offence to disadvantage a person in education 
or profession because of untouchability. Yet in practice the institution 

remains stubbornly intransigent, though there is a strong movement to 
alleviate the social conditions and raise the status o f ‘ the children o f G o d ’ , 

who reject G andhi’s title as rather patronizing, preferring to be called 

‘D alits’ , the ‘O ppressed’ . This movement has made some progress in rais­

ing the awareness o f these groups and giving them a cohesive identity, even 

discovering a history o f ‘D alit literature’ and, in the form  o f a political 

party, the BSP, successfully battling in some states against the conservative 

Hindu political party, the BJP.

The Indian nationalist struggle, in which Gandhi became the leading 

voice in the Congress Party, resulted in Indian independence and the 

British withdrawal from  India in 1947. To G andhi’s great distress, the par­
titioning of the Punjab to create Pakistan was accompanied b y  massacres 

of Hindus by Muslim s and Muslims by Hindus. Sikhs too were victims of 
the slaughter. Gandhi tried to calm the situation by addressing groups of 

people and urging Hindus to respect M uslim s. It was due to this tolerant 
attitude that he attracted the anger o f militant nationalist H indus, and 

Nathuram Godse, a member of the militant organization, the RSS, assassi­
nated Gandhi at a D elhi prayer meeting in 1948. Yet G andhi’s legacy has 

lived on in India and he is w idely revered as a saint.
With Gandhi we see one w ay in which H induism  and modern national­

ism mix together. G andhi’s Hinduism  is a religion o f strong ethical com ­

mitment to social justice and truth which he identifies with G od. H is 

non-violence is informed by the non-violence o f Jainism  and the 

renouncer tradition and also by C h ristian passivism. H e is influenced by 

the renouncer ideals o f renunciation, particularly celibacy w hich in the 
Hindu view  bestows great spiritual power. Yet Gandhi displays little inter­

est in ritual or Hindu m ythology except in so far as they have bearing on 

ethical issues he was concerned about. Indeed, Gandhi fought fo r the rights 

of Untouchables to enter Hindu temples. G andhi’s is an ethical Hinduism , 
one in which ritual and deities are subordinated to a vision o f tolerance, 

peace and truth. In G andhi’s thought, and in the H indu revivalism  o f the 

last tw o centuries generally, there is little concern for the aesthetic and sen­

sual aspects o f H indu culture -  Gandhi has even been referred to as a puri­
tan10 -  but it is the Renaissance Hinduism , of which Gandhi is a part, which 

has found articulate expression in the modern world.
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Hindu political nationalism
The man who assassinated Gandhi was a member of an extreme nationalist 
organization, the RSS. In contrast to the committed secularism of the 

Congress Party, in the face of the religious and cultural pluralism of India, 
a number of right-w ing Hindu nationalist groups have developed, w ish­

ing to prom ote India as a H indu, rather than a secular, state. This Hindu 

nationalism must be seen in the context o f an India which has been sub­

jected throughout history to foreign invasion and, at the present time, the 
‘ invasion’ o f western ideas and material goods. There is a certain nostalgia 

for India’s great past and a desire for the order and the clear traditional val­

ues o f the varnasram a-dharm a. There is a construction o f a Hindu iden­

tity, which is very modern in being closely associated with the idea o f the 

nation-state, and which projects this identity into the past. This identity is 

constructed in apposition to the foreign ‘other’ , particularly Indian 

Muslim s and, to a lesser extent, Christians, and in opposition to m odern­

ization and a western secularist ideology. These nationalist tendencies 

and movements have given moral sanction to violence in the perceived 
struggle for H indu rights.

The A rya  Samaj was an advocate of a nationalism informed by the idea 

o f H indu dharm a and more extreme nationalist groups have emerged 
from  this. In 1909 the first vice-chancellor o f Benares H indu University, 
Pandit M ohan M alaviya, who was a member o f the A rya  Samaj, founded 

the Hindu M aha-Sabha, a right-wing H indu political party who set them­

selves against the Congress Party and the M uslim  League in the days 
before independence, though the party has failed to make much of a mark 

in the post-independence years. The party ’s most vociferous leader was 
Vinayak D am odar Savarkar w ho made a distinction between ‘H indu 
D harm a’ , the religion o f the various traditions, and ‘H indutva’ , the socio­

political force to unite all Hindus against foreign influences. The idea of 

‘H indutva’ (‘H induness’ or ‘H indudom ’) has also been taken up by more 
recent Hindu political groups. The Hindu Maha-Sabha promotes the idea 
o f India as ‘H industan’ and the rights o f Hindus to legislate and govern 
themselves in accordance with Hindu ideology.1 1

T H E  RSS

One o f the members o f the Hindu M aha-Sabha, K . V. H edgew ar 

(1890-1940), founded, in 1925, the highly influential Rastriya Svayam -
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Scvak Sangh or RSS, an organization which continues to this day.12 This is 
not a political party as such, hut a powerful cultural organization to pro­

mote the interests o f Hindus against those of Muslims, Christians and 
Com m unists. B y  remaining as a cultural organization and not as a political 

party, the RSS has wielded considerable influence upon India’s political 

and cultural life, sponsoring H indu institutions such as temples and 

schools. RSS members dress in black and can be seen training in m ilitary 

fashion throughout India in the early mornings. A  related organization, 

the Visva Hindu Parisad (VH P) founded in 1964, has similar aims to the 

RSS and draws on the same sources of support. These organizations have 
had particular appeal to lower-m iddle-class male youths, providing them 

with a strong sense o f identity and an outlet for their nationalist aspira­
tions. One of the RSS aims has been to provide a context in which Hindus 

can be nationalized and nationalists H induized.13
The fact that the RSS is not a political party means that its members are 

free to join other political parties and influence them from  within. Indeed 

there have been divisions in the Congress Party between liberal secularists 

and H indu traditionalists, some of w hom  have been RSS members. The 

organization was banned for about a year b y N ehru, but this was lifted 

and the organization continues unabated. M uch of the communal violence 
in India’s recent history has been carried out b y RSS members and the RSS 
has been extrem ely influential in awakening H indu political aspirations 

and the idea o f a H indu nation.

T H E  BJP

The most important H indu nationalist political party is the BJP. This is a 

development of the Jana Sangh, a party founded in 19 51 by Shyama Prasad 

M ookerjee, to give voice to Hindu nationalism and to oppose the 
Congress Party. D uring the 1950s and 1960s the Jana Sangh tried to 
replace Congress as the main party in the H indi-speaking north, stressing 

policies such as the introduction of H indi as the national language, a ban 

on the slaughter o f cows, and the recognition o f the state o f Israel: policies 
which are im plicitly anti-Muslim. The party failed, however, in its efforts 

to replace the Congress Party. The Jana Sangh joined a coalition of other 

anti-Congress groups to form  the Janata Party -  form ally dissolving the 

Jana Sangh -  which defeated Mrs Gandhi and the Congress Party in the 

election o f 1977, having been suppressed by her government during the 

em ergency regime (1975-7). How ever, internal squabbles prevented
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effective government and Mrs Gandhi was returned to office in 1980. 
A fter this defeat the Janata Party fragmented and in April 1980 the 

Bharatiya Janata Party or B JP  was form ed.14 The B JP  is a Hindu national­

ist party which wishes to uphold the rights o f Hindus and establish in 
India a H indu value system, as opposed to the secularist values derived 
from  the West and supported by the Congress Party. The B JP  has attracted 

wide support, particularly from  India’s educated classes both in the north 

and south, and, while maintaining the values o f varnasram a-dharm a , has 

campaigned on a platform  of standing up for all Hindus and correcting 
social injustices. W hile communal violence is often associated with the 

BJP, it should be remembered that not all B JP  members and supporters 
approve of violence as a tool to gain political ends.

R E G I O N A L  N A T I O N A L I S M S

W hile the RSS and the B JP  have pan-H indu appeal, there are other Hindu 
nationalist groups particular to a region. A m ong these, the Shiv Sena (‘the 

arm y o f Siva’) movement founded in 1966 in B om bay by Bal Thakkeray is 
especially important. The Shiv Sena’s intention is to protect the rights o f 

Maharastrian Hindus and to rid Maharashtra o f ‘ foreign influences’, by 
which it means Muslim s and, to a lesser extent, Christians. The movement 

is responsible for communal rioting against M uslim s in Bom bay, fo llow ­

ing the demolition o f the mosque Babri M asjid in A yodhya in 1992. 

Indeed the M uslim  com m unity’s property has been looted and burned, 

and many lives have been taken, by the Shiv Sena.15 There have been reac­
tions by  the M uslim  and Christian communities to the Shiv Sena with the 

form ation o f M uslim  and Christian Senas, though these have been ineffec­

tive in protecting the communities they are said to represent.

T H E  P R O B L E M  OF C O M M U N A L IS M

The most significant act o f communal violence to have occurred in the 

recent history o f India took place in 1992. In 1991 the B JP  attracted atten­

tion by going on a ‘pilgrim age’ through India to collect bricks to build a 

temple to Rama at A yodhya. O n 6 Decem ber 1992, the Babri M asjid, a 

mosque erected in A yodhya in 1528 by Babur, was demolished by an esti­

mated 100,000 volunteers or kar sevaks, assembled there at the call o f the 
RSS, V H P  and BJP, though the parliam entary leader o f the BJP, L . K . 

Advani, commented that the m osque’s destruction was ‘unfortunate’ .16 

O ne o f the motives behind the destruction was the belief that Rama, the
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incarnation o f Visnu, had been born on the exact spot where the mosque 
stood. The demolition was accompanied by the looting and destruction of 
Muslim homes, the destruction of other mosques, and the brutal rape and 
murder of Muslims in A yodhya. Com m unal riots in other parts o f India 

followed the A yodhya incident, as well as reactive M uslim  violence 
against Hindus in other countries such as Bangladesh. The rationale 
behind the highly organized campaign o f violence at A yodhya has been 

that, in the past, M uslim  rulers destroyed H indu temples, thereby damag­

ing Hindu pride, so the destruction of the Babri M asjid is justified.17
There are no clear explanations o f H indu communal violence. N o  

doubt deeply rooted historical antagonisms are part o f the cause; the sense 

of a religious identity w ith clearly demarcated boundaries, and the idea of 

‘collective effervescence’ put forward b y the sociologist Em ile D urkheim  
are probably contributory factors as w ell.18 Com m unal violence, associ­

ated with literal or fundamentalist understandings o f a religious narrative, 
are an all-too-com m on feature of the m odern w orld  and not confined to 
India. The problem  o f communalism is not solely an Indian one, but is 

particularly poignant in the contem porary Indian context. The belligerent 

nature of conservative Hindu movements such as the Shiv Sena is in com ­
plete contrast to G andh is voice o f tolerance and non-violence, but the 

factious voices o f these groups are not easily appeased.

Global Hinduism
In contrast to the narrow nationalism of groups such as the RSS, there are 
also tendencies within Hinduism  towards universalization or globaliza­

tion. G lobal Hinduism  is the kind of H induism  which has wide appeal and 
which is becoming a w orld religion alongside Christianity, Islam and 

Buddhism , both for the Hindu diaspora communities and for Westerners 
seeking their sense o f belonging in non-western cultures and religions. 

This kind o f Hinduism  lays emphasis on what it regards as universal 

spiritual values such as social justice, peace and the spiritual transform a­
tion o f humanity. G lobal Hinduism  is the kind o f religion given expres­
sion by Vivekânanda and Gandhi, which has a sense of India as its point o f 

reference, but which has transcended national boundaries. This kind of 
religion maintains that Hinduism  contains the oldest revelation available 

to humanity, the Veda; believes in a transcendent G od  without attributes 
w ho is nevertheless manifested in the innumerable forms of the Hindu 

gods and holy persons; believes in reincarnation; overrides differences
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between traditions; and tends to avoid the issue of caste or reinterprets it, 
along the lines o f Gandhi, so that caste is simply a way o f organizing 

society according to profession. The philosophy here is predominantly 

the Neo-Vedanta o f Swami Vivekananda, though other voices, the theistic 

H are Krsna movement and even Saiva Siddhanta, have contributed to 
it. This kind of global Hinduism  appeals to more educated, English- 
speaking, urban H indus, m any o f whom  live outside India.

T H E  H IN D U  D IA S P O R A  

W hile Hinduism  is intim ately linked to the sacred land of India, its cul­

tural influence spread in the medieval period to south-east A sia and 

beyond as far as Java  and Bali. Kings of south-east Asia modelled them­

selves on Hindu kings, Sanskrit was a sacred language and Brahmans per­
form ed rituals in courts.

From  the last century, Hinduism  has spread to other parts o f the w orld 

through a process o f migration. This more recent H indu diaspora, due to 

the British exporting labour for plantations and other w ork  such as build­

ing railways, has placed Hindus in all continents: in South and East Africa, 

the Pacific islands, South Am erica, the West Indies, N orth  Am erica, 
Europe and Australia.

Indian immigration into the U S A  increased dramatically after 1965 
when quotas limiting immigration were removed from  the Immigration 

Act. These Hindu communities have continued to practise their religious 

faith and to convert old churches and schools into temples or build new 
temples by subscription in more affluent communities. In Britain, 
H induism  has developed with the arrival o f East A frican Hindus in 1965 

and communities which have arisen as a consequence o f direct im m igra­
tion from  India, particularly Gujarat. O f the 300,000 H indus in Britain 

today, 70%  are Gujarati by ethnicity, 15 %  Punjabi, and 15 %  from  the rest 

o f India.19 The H indu communities in Britain are not hom ogenous. The 

Gujarati and Punjabi Hindus, for example, as K im  Knott has observed, 

‘ speak different languages, eat different kinds o f foods, and dress differ­
ently’ .20 These H indu communities w orship predom inantly in their 

homes, but also in temples to various deities including Krsna, Rama, 

D urga and Ganesa, especially during festivals.

The Hinduism  of the diaspora has moved aw ay from  the strict 
varnas'ram a-dharm a system towards the kind o f universalism p ro ­

pounded by the Hindu reformers such as Vivekananda and Gandhi. The
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Indian cultural centre, the Bharatiya Vidya Hhavan in I ondon, is an exam ­
ple of a centre dedicated to the dissemination of Indian culture, inspired 

by the universalist Hindu ideals of Gandhi. Yet there are nevertheless 
some nationalist tendencies within diaspora communities, and attitudes to 

caste show little sign of being eroded -  something which is demonstrated 

by the rarity of inter-caste marriages.21

T H E  W O M E N ’ S M O V E M E N T

Global Hinduism , inspired by the teachings o f the Hindu reform ers, is 
developing. In this G lobal H induism  w om en’s voices are beginning to be 

heard. The Indian w om en’s movement has been influenced by that o f the 

West and its reactions to Hinduism  fo llow  the western feminist reactions 

to Christianity: some believe it to be inherently patriarchal, while others 

believe that patriarchy can be separated from  the spiritual values o f the 

religion. In traditional Hinduism , as we have seen, w om en’s nature was 

thought to be different to that of men, being passive, nurturing and giving. 
In the contem porary Indian w om en’s movement, expressed, for example, 

in the magazine M anushi, there is an attitude that wom en and men are 

equal and that statements about ‘w om en’s nature’ and duty subordinate 
and oppress wom en.22 It is within G lobal Hinduism  that attitudes to 

wom en can be more easily changed than within the classical model of 

varnäsram a-dharm a.

T H E  ‘ P I Z Z A - E F F E C T ’

G lobal Hinduism  has developed during the present century partly due to 

re-enculturation: what Agehananda Bharati, somewhat playfully, has 

called the ‘pizza-effect’ . The original pizza was a hot baked bread which 
was exported to Am erica from  Italy, embellished, and returned to Italy 
where it became a national dish. Similarly, elements o f Hindu culture, such 

as yoga, bhakti, gurus, some Hindu teachings, dance and music, have been 
exported to the West, due largely to the H indu Renaissance, where they 

have gained great popularity and then gained popularity among urban 
Hindus in India as a consequence.23 The globalization of Hinduism  has 

been due initially to Swami Vivekananda’s w ork, his founding of Vedanta 
societies and the Räm akrishna M ission, and to the w ork of his disciples 

and other Hindus strongly influenced b y his message of universalism and 
tolerance. H ow ever, m any other teachers have followed in his wake, 
bringing to the West teachings which have become an important cultural
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force in western societies, and which in turn have become an important 
cultural force in India, their place o f origin.

Hinduism in the West
The interaction between Hinduism  and western culture arose due to west­

ern contacts with India and the colonial process. Vasco da Gam a opened a 

seaway to India in around 1 500 and the spice trade developed as w ell as the 

settling on the western seaboard of Catholic missionaries, who were the 

first to be genuinely interested in Hindu traditions, if only for the pur­

poses o f conversion. The missionaries learned the languages o f the people 

they wished to convert. O f particular note was Roberto de N obili 

( 15 7 7 -16 5 6 ) w ho tried to understand the Hindu worldview , trying to find 

in H indu scriptures a ‘non-idolatrous sense of G o d ’ , in order to convert 

India to Christianity. In the eighteenth century French missionaries col­

laborated with H indu pandits on textual research, and a French Jesuit, J . F. 

Pons, produced a Sanskrit grammar in Latin in around 1733 . This was the 

beginning of Indology and the ‘ scientific’ interest o f the West in India.

Towards the end o f the eighteenth century British ‘O rientalists’ , cen­

tred in Bengal, began the systematic study o f Sanskrit and Sanskrit litera­

ture. A m ong these , Sir William Jones (1746-94), C . W ilkins (1749 -18 36 ) 
and Thomas C olebrooke ( 17 6 5 -18 3 7 )  were the pioneers whose w ork  led 

to the establishment o f the discipline o f Indology, which concentrated on 

the philological study o f Sanskrit texts. The discipline developed through 
the nineteenth century, the philosopher Friedrich Schlegel becoming the 
first professor o f Sanskrit at Bonn in 18 18 . H . H . W ilson became the first 

Boden Professor o f Sanskrit at O xford (professor from  183 2 to 1860), fo l­
lowed by M onier M onier-Williams (professor from  i860 to 1888) whose 

Sanskrit dictionary is still w idely used, though based on the massive 
Germ an scholarship o f the seven-volume Sanskrit dictionary by R. Roth 

and Otto Bothlingk.24 Freidrich M ax M üller was a Sanskritist and pioneer 

o f the comparative study o f religion, editing the Sacred Books o f the East 

series. In the United States, Indology was developed by a number of 
scholars at N ew  York, Yale and Harvard. O f particular note are C . R. 

Lanman ( 18 5 0 -19 4 1) , whose Sanskrit reader is still used in universities,25 

William D w ight W hitney (1827-94), and Maurice Bloom field 

( 1885-19 28), uncle of the famous linguist Leonard Bloom field .26 Some 
Christian theologians during the nineteenth century also took H induism  
seriously and the beginnings o f interfaith dialogue can be seen here. One
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of the earliest of these was Rowland Williams ol I ,ampeter who presented 
a sympathetic view of Hindu doctrines, though inevitably regarding 

Christianity as superior.27 However, notwithstanding advances made by 

Indologists in the understanding o f Sanskrit, Indian religions and Indian 

history, Indology has come under recent criticism for its colonial inheri­

tance and its claims to ‘objective’ knowledge of texts; knowledge always 

being set within cultural presuppositions and boundaries.28
As well as to the missionaries and Indologists, Hindu ideas, especially 

what they regarded as pantheism, were o f interest to western philosophers 
in the Germ an Rom antic tradition such as J . G . H erder (174 4 -18 0 3), 

Friedrich Schlegel ( 17 7 2 - 18  29), and H egel ( 17 7 0 - 18 3 1) . Hegel was among 

the first to take H indu theology seriously and incorporated H indu 
thought into his grand philosophical scheme, though inevitably relegating 
it to a low er level than western philosophy. Schelling ( 17 7 5 - 18  54), H egel’s 

younger colleague, regarded Vedanta as an ‘ exalted idealism’29 and enthu­

siasm for Indian thought was taken up by A rthur Schopenhauer 

(1788-1860) who regarded India as a land o f ancient wisdom . 

Schopenhauer’s philosophical heir, Friedrich N ietzsche (1844-1900), also 

admired Hindu ideas and referred to the ‘Law s o f M anu’ as a text far supe­

rior to the N ew  Testament.30 These thinkers are not concerned w ith accu­
rate readings o f Hindu texts and philosophy, but are interested in using 

Hindu thought to back up or contribute to their own. The legacy o f this 
tradition is also found in the novels o f Herm ann Hesse (18 77-19 6 2) and 

the psychologist C arl Gustav Jung ( 18 7 5 -19 6 1)  w ho constructed India as 
hum anity’s spiritual home and the location where sym bols are most mani­

fested from  the collective unconscious.31
N o t only did Hindu ideas, notably Vedanta, have some impact in the 

Germ an intellectual w orld, but also in Am erica with the N ew  England 
Transcendentalists, Ralph Waldo Em erson (1803-82) and H enry D avid 

Thoreau (18 17 -6 2 ) . Their interest influenced the Unitarian Association 

w ho aligned themselves with the Brahm o Samaj. Indeed, the first H indu 
to speak about H induism  in the West, even before Vivekananda, did so at 
the invitation of the Unitarian Association; Protap Chunder M ozoom dar 

in 1883 delivered a lecture to a group in the home of Em erson’s w idow .32

Hindu gurus in the West
Since the end o f the nineteenth century, Westerners, regarding themselves 

as seekers after truth reacting against the ‘organized religion’ o f their
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homelands, went to India in search ol spiritual truth and often found it 
there in the form  o f various gurus. Apart from  the teachers of the Hindu 

Renaissance, the most important western movement responsible for the 
transmission o f H induism  to the West is Theosophy.

The Theosophical Society had been founded in 1 875 in N ew  York  by a 
Russian psychic, Madame Blavatsky, and C olonel A lcott (18 32-19 0 7), to 

prom ote and explore esoteric knowledge. In 1877 the society moved to 
India, where its headquarters remain at Madras and where it maintains a 

good library and continues to publish texts and monographs on Hinduism  
and Theosophy. The Theosophical Society influenced western intellectu­

als such as the poet W. B. Yeats and the novelists A ldous H uxley and 
Christopher Isherw ood, and many Hindu ideas entered the West via 

Theosophy. U p on  the death o f Madame Blavatsky, Annie Besant 

(18 4 7 -19 33 )  took over the society’s leadership and trained a young boy to 

become a w orld  spiritual leader. Jiddu Krishnam urti (1895-1986) was 

educated in England b y Annie Besant and in 1925 she declared him to be 

the M essiah and founded the O rder of the Star in the East to prom ote this 

idea. Krishnam urti unequivocally rejected this role and went on to teach a 

doctrine o f pure awareness, ultimately derived from  Advaita Vedanta, 

called ‘objectless awareness’ . Krishnam urti has a large follow ing in the 
West and had dialogues with modern nuclear physicists, such as D avid 

Bohm , interested in his ideas and the interface between science and eastern 

religions.33 A pparent conceptual affiliations between contem porary 

science and some ‘eastern’ doctrines have attracted wide interest in 

recent years (which has served to reinforce constructions o f ‘ the East’ as 
‘m ystical’).34

A m ong H indu teachers to attract a wide western follow ing is 

A urobindo G hose (18 72-19 50). A s a young man A urobindo was involved 
with the Indian independence movement and jailed for terrorist activities 

as a result. W hile in prison he had a religious experience, achieving a state 

o f sam adhi through yoga. U pon release, he went to Pondicherry where he 

started an ashram and lived a life o f study and contemplation for forty 
years, developing a philosophical system inspired by Vedanta, but inte­

grating elements from  Yoga, Tantra and the theory o f evolution: the spirit­
ual path is a path towards higher forms of awareness and an integration of 

matter with spirit. H e called his system ‘integral Y oga ’ .35 A urobindo ’s 
w riting on his system is volum inous. Significantly he w rote in English and 

addressed an English-speaking audience from  both India and the West.

An introduction to Hinduism
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I lis legacy lives on in the town Auroville, near Pondicherry, founded by 
him and his companion, a French woman known as the ‘ Mother* who 
took over spiritual leadership of the community after his death.

O f the same generation as A urobindo, but with a much lower profile, 
was the Tamil mystic Ramana Maharshi ( 1 879-19  5o) who lived and taught 

at Tiruvannamali. H is teachings, which are pure Advaita, and simple 

lifestyle attracted many Westerners w hom  he taught to ask the question 

‘Who am I? ' Through meditating upon this, a person's various roles and 

personae are thought to be stripped aw ay to reveal the truth o f the self as 

pure consciousness.36 The teachings o f Ram ana have inspired m any other 

gurus such as the low-caste Bom bay cigarette- (bidi-) maker N isarga 

Datta Maharaj, w ho, having experienced a state o f non-dual conscious­
ness, proceeded to teach. These teachings have had wide influence in the 

West and have produced ‘western* gurus such as Jean Klein and A ndrew  

Cohen who continue to attract large crow ds of -  mainly -  western 

devotees.
Two other contemporaries o f A urobindo and Ramana Maharshi to 

attract western interest have been Paramahamsa Yogananda (189 0 -19 52) 
who founded the Self-Realization Fellow ship, and Sawan Singh, the mas­

ter o f the Radhasoami Satsang at Beas. Yogananda was a renouncer w ho 
achieved states of sam adhi and wrote a fascinating autobiography o f his 

spiritual journey and the founding in California of the Self-Realization 
Fellow ship.37 The Punjabi mystic o f the Sant tradition, Sawan Singh (mas­
ter from  1903 to 1948), also attracted a western audience, though his teach­

ings were very different: rather than ‘ self-realization’ , he taught 

‘G od-realization’ through the practice o f the yoga o f inner sound (see pp. 

10 0 -1) . D r Julian Johnson, a Protestant preacher, took Sawan Singh as his 

spiritual master and was instrumental in the development of the 
Radhasoami Satsang in the West.38

D uring the 1 960s m any Hindu -  as well as Buddhist and Chinese -  ideas 

and practices came to the West and had a large impact upon the counter­

culture then developing. D om inant figures in popular culture -  pop stars 
such as the Beatles and poets such as A lan Ginsberg -  promoted Hindu 

ideas and gurus. D uring this period, after the lifting of immigration 

restrictions in the U S A  in 1965, there was a flow  o f Indian gurus to the 
West, such as Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, the founder of the Transcendental 
M editation (TM ) movement; the then teenage guru Maharaji, who 
founded the D ivine Light M ission (since renamed Elan Vital);
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Bhaktivedanta Prabhupada, who brought the I larc Krsna movement to 
the West in 1965; Swami Muktananda who founded Siddha Yoga; and 

Bhagavan Shree Rajneesh, who radically reinterpreted the traditional 
H indu understanding of renunciation, calling his followers Sannyasis, and 
w ho fused eastern meditation with western psychotherapies. Other teach­

ers who have had an influence on the West have remained in India, such as 

Anandam ayi, regarded as a living deity and identified with the Goddess 

D urga; Satya Sai Baba, w ho commands a large follow ing in India and 

abroad, famous for his magical powers of producing images and sacred ash 

from  his fingertips; and Swami Sivananda from  Rishikesh, who taught the 

Neo-Vedanta formulated by Vivekananda. Some of Sivananda’s disciples, 

such as Swami Chinm ayananda, have started centres throughout the 

w orld and have taught further swamis to carry on their Neo-Vedanta 
teachings.

This great influx o f H indu teachers and ideas to the West during the 

1960s and 1970s has contributed to G lobal Hinduism . These teachings are 
not hom ogenous and there are great differences between the various 
teachers; for example, Bhaktivedanta Prabhupadas teachings focusing on 

the theistic deity Krsna are very different from  the monistic teachings of 

T M ’s Maharishi. M any o f these teachers who set up movements have since 
died and passed on their spiritual authority to others, very often 

Westerners. U pon the demise o f Prabhupada, eleven western gurus were 

chosen to succeed as spiritual heads o f the H are Krsna movement, but 
m any problems follow ed upon their appointment and the movement has 
since veered away from  investing absolute authority in a few, fallible, 

human teachers. Swami M uktananda appointed an Indian wom an, 

Cidvilasananda, as his successor and she now  heads the massive organiza­

tion of Siddha Yoga, based mainly in Gorakhpur, India, and in South 
Fallsburg, U SA . M uktananda’s guru, Swami Nityananda, in the early 

1960s, initiated a N ew  York  art dealer, Rudi, whose successor, after R u d i’s 
death in a plane accident, is an American, Swami Cetanananda, founder o f 

the Nityananda Institute. Some western gurus derive their teachings from  
H induism , but proclaim  themselves to be self-realized and in some sense 

outside any original Hindu tradition -  for example, D a Avabhasa Kalki 
(alias D a Free John), Lee L ozow ick  and Jean Klein, w ho emphasize the 

direct experience of a non-dual reality through surrender to the master.39
M any of these gurus have been adopted b y urban Hindus in India 

through the ‘pizza effect’ previously outlined. Centres o f the H are Krsna
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movement -  Bhaktivedanta Manor near W atford, England, for example -  
have been adopted by Hindu communities living outside India as their 

own. It will be increasingly difficult, or desirable, to separate out the more 
recent manifestations of H induism in the teachings of the gurus who have 

come to the West from  more traditional understandings of the diaspora 

communities. Indeed the new religious movements loosely referred to as 

‘ N ew  A ge ’ , many o f whose ideas are derived from  H induism  via 
'Theosophy, m ay also contribute to G lobal Hinduism  in the future.

Summary
There would seem to be two forces at w ork  within Hinduism  in the m od­

ern world: on the one hand a trend towards a universalization which con­

tributes to contem porary global culture and processes, yet on the other a 

trend towards exclusive, local or national identity formations. Both  of 

these trends have emerged during the last twro centuries. Hinduism  as a 

global religion, expressed in the ideas o f the H indu Renaissance, has devel­

oped since the nineteenth century as a reaction to colonialism and 

Christianity. This kind o f Hinduism  has been inclusive and has firm ly 

established itself on the w orld stage, reform ulating ‘H induism ’ and dis­

covering its ancient origins. Through the w ork  of Ram  Mohan R o y  and 

later o f Vivekananda and his follow ers, Hinduism  has become a w orld 

religion which has had a deep impact both on India and on the West at all 

cultural levels, from  the scholarly study o f texts in Indology departments 

in universities, to devotion to popular gurus. Yet in contrast to these uni­

versalizing tendencies, there has also developed a Hindu political nation­
alism which connects Hinduism , or H indu Dharma, with the nation-state 

o f India. This political nationalism has inspired friction between the 
H indu, M uslim  and Christian communities in India and evoked some ter­
rible violence. H induism  has, as have all religions, been a cause o f b lood­

shed and intolerence. Yet Hinduism  also contains within it profound 
resources for peace and reconciliation -  forces which demand expression, 

and which m ay contribute to finding solutions to the global problems 
which face the human com m unity in the com ing century.
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though there are comparatively few scholarly studies. On Rajneesh 
see Thompson and Heelas, The Way o f the H eart (Wellingborough: 
Aquarian Press, 1986). On Hare Krsna see Knott, M y Sweet Lord  
(Wellingborough: Aquarian Press, 1986). For Anandamayima see Das 
Gupta, The Mother As Revealled to Me (Banaras: Shree Anandamayi 
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Plate i  A  Saiva holy man by the Kanyakumarl Temple, Tamilnadu



Plate 2 A  mythical representation of Patanjali, the Grammarian and possibly the author 
o f the Yoga Sutra , as half man, half serpent. Siva gave him this boon so that he would not 
crush insects with his feet. From  the Siva Nataraja Temple, Cidambaram, Tamilnadu





Plate 4 Lord Krsna with Radha. A  popular representation



Plate j  Lord Siva the ascetic. A  popular representation



Plate 6 Siva Nataraja, the Dancing Siva. Bronze, c. 1 100 c e



Plate 7  A  Siva liñga covered in petals, Cidambaram



Plate 8 Lord Ganesa This unusual twelfth- or thirteenth-century representation from 
Orissa, shows him with five heads, with his Sakti seated upon his knee

I___________________________________________________________________________



Plate 9 The Goddess Durga slaying the buffalo demon. Siva Nataraja Temple, 
Cidambaram



Plate 10 The ferocious Goddess Camunda seated upon a corpse. Orissa, eighth or ninth 
century c e



Plate i i  Hanuman, the monkey-god



Plate 12 The Descent of the Goddess Ganga or Arjuna’s Penance, Mahabalipuram, 
Tamilnadu, seventh century c e . In this rock carving we can see an ascetic (Arjuna?) 
practising austerity (tapas) and representations of various divine beings, including 
Nagas in the Ganges itself

Plate 13 The Kapalesvari Temple, Madras



Plate 15 A young girl offering a flower to Lord Krsna’s footprint



Plate 16  A  serpent (naga) shrine, Bhagamandala, Karnataka



Plate iy  Teyyam Shrine housing three teyyam deities, Nileshwaram, Kerala



Plate 1 8 Teyyam Shrine, housing the two teyyam deities. Kerala



Plate 20 The teyyam deity Visnumurti
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