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10 The Śaiva Traditions
Gavin Flood 200

11 History of Vais.n. ava Traditions: An Esquisse
Gérard Colas 229

12 The Renouncer Tradition
Patrick Olivelle 271

13 The Householder Tradition in Hindu Society
T. N. Madan 288

Regional Traditions 306

14 The Teyyam Tradition of Kerala
Rich Freeman 307
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Preface and Acknowledgments

The purpose of this volume is to make available to a wide audience some of the
most recent scholarship on the religions of South Asia within the broad cate-
gory of Hinduism. While many scholars here would wish to place that category
under scrutiny, there are nevertheless continuities of tradition and common fea-
tures that have persisted over very long periods in South Asia. The intention of
the book is to cover the major historical trajectories of the traditions that have
led to Hinduism and to present accounts of recent developments of Hinduism
along with some of the contemporary traditions that comprise it. There are, of
course, problems in applying the term “religion” to the history of South Asia,
implying as it does in the West a distinction between religion and governance or
between religion and science, which have not been universal distinctions. For
this reason the book includes an account of historical developments in Indian
science along with discussions of philosophy, religion, and politics.

The book contains essays both about the past – stretching back to the time 
of the composition of the Veda – and about the contemporary situation. Text-
historical, anthropological, philosophical, theological, and cultural-critical
approaches are therefore represented. This is in line with the broad belief that
textual study can contribute to anthropology in South Asia and anthropology
can illumine texts. And tools derived from more recent cultural criticism – espe-
cially feminism and postcolonial discourse – reveal dimensions to history and
the study of texts that would not otherwise be seen. In these pages we also find
theological and philosophical engagement with Hindu traditions. There are
many ways of studying past cultures and civilizations, but arguably the best
means of gaining access to the thoughts and feelings of people in the past and
the institutions they inhabited is through the texts they produced. There has
been discussion in recent years about the rematerialization of culture and the
need to examine material culture in history. While archaeology, epigraphy, and
the history of art are undoubtedly important, the emphasis of most scholars in



this volume is on text and different readings of text, although some relate text
to material history where this is possible and to contemporary practice. Con-
versely, the essays focusing on anthropological fieldwork often draw on the texts
of tradition.

Inevitably, although unfortunately, there are gaps in what could be covered
in the present volume. This is due partly to restrictions of space but also due to
other contingencies beyond the editor’s control. We do not have, for example,
specific essays on the Indus Valley civilization, yoga, ritual, the Hindu diaspora,
the Goddess and the temple, nor on some major regional traditions. But even so,
these essays present systematic accounts of the history of traditions and their
texts, examples of important regional traditions, and accounts of the rise of
modern Hinduism and its contemporary connections with nationalism and the
politics of identity.

The book uses the standard, scholarly transliteration of Indian alphabets,
although this is not consistently applied to all place names and some proper
names. There is considerable variation in practice, as many names have common
anglicized forms.

I would like to thank all the scholars who have participated in the project, par-
ticularly Rich Freeman, Patrick Olivelle, and Frits Staal for their encouragement
and support, along with the team at Blackwell, particularly Alison Dunnett, 
Laura Barry, Rebecca Harkin, and Cameron Laux. I would also like to thank Alex
Wright who, when at Blackwell, first suggested the project to me. I would like to
acknowledge permission from Routledge to publish Jonardon Ganeri’s essay
“The Motive and Method of Rational Inquiry,” first published in Philosophy in
Classical India (Routledge, 2000). I would also like to acknowledge permission
from Routledge to publish Gavin Flood’s “The Śaiva Traditions,” a version of
which is to be published in S. Mittal, ed., The Hindu World (Routledge, forthcom-
ing). The book is dedicated to the memory of Wilhem Halbfass who made such
a great contribution to the study of the Indian traditions, and to Norman Cutler
who sadly passed away before the publication of this book.
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Introduction: Establishing 
the Boundaries

Gavin Flood

That religion is still of central importance in today’s world can hardly be doubted
in the aftermath of violent events in recent years. In South Asia religion is at the
center of controversy and ideological battles and questions about what it is to be
a Hindu in the twenty-first century are vibrant. Questions concerning the rela-
tion of Hinduism to state and global politics, to the individual, and to the poli-
tics of identity are of great relevance to Hindus everywhere. On the one hand
we have seen the world shrink through globalization along with the late modern
erosion of tradition, while on the other we have seen the reinvigoration of some
traditions and the reanimation of traditional forms of knowledge (such as
Ayurveda). Secularists in India would wish to see the complete erosion of reli-
gion in the public sphere of governance and its relegation to the private realm,
while many religious nationalists would wish to see even more growth in the
influence of religion in the political and public arena.

It is in the context of such vital issues that scholars in this book examine
Hinduism in its widest sense, looking not only at questions of contemporary iden-
tity politics but also at historical questions and presenting historical accounts of
particular texts and traditions. We certainly understand the present through the
past but we also wish to understand the past for the sake of increasing human
knowledge. There is therefore great diversity in the following pages that seek 
both to account for the contemporary situation and to explain the historical tra-
jectories that have led to the modern, global religion we call “Hinduism.” From
ancient Tamil texts to contemporary politics, all the essays gathered here bear a
relation to that nebulous abstraction and raise many questions. Are we dealing
with a single religion, an essence manifested in different forms? Or is Hinduism
a diversity of distinct traditions sharing certain common features with no single
feature being shared by them all? Or are we dealing with a fragmented, cultural
reality of widely diverse beliefs and practices, inappropriately classified as a 
single religion? All of these positions have been adopted in understanding 



Hinduism. The answers to these questions will depend upon the historical period
in question and the methods employed in their study. Closely connected to the
scope of the field are questions about how to study Hinduism, whether anthro-
pology, philology, history of religions, theology, literary studies, archaeology, or
art history are appropriate methods, and questions about the different theoreti-
cal assumptions and implications of their use. The purpose of this introduction
is therefore both to problematize “Hinduism” and to provide a context for the
essays that follow.

What is Hinduism?

A simple, if perhaps deceptively simple, response to this question is to say that
Hinduism is a term denoting the religion of the majority of people in India and
Nepal and of some communities in other continents who refer to themselves as
“Hindu.” There are approximately 700 million people classed as Hindu by the
census in India, which is 83 percent of the population, the remainder being clas-
sified as Muslim, Sikh, Christian, Jain, Buddhist, Jew, Parsee, and tibal people
(ādivāsı̄). This is in a vast continent with 18 official languages and many dialects.
But if we begin to dig deeper, we see that the question is not so straightforward.
Because the term denotes such a striking variety of beliefs, practices, and his-
torical trajectories, some would wish to claim that the abstraction “Hinduism”
is fairly meaningless and without referent. But others, and this is particularly
important in the contemporary politics of Hindu identity, would claim that 
Hinduism is indeed a unified field of belief, practice, and history, intimately linked
to nationhood and the historical struggle of a people against its colonizers. On
this view, Hinduism has an essence manifested in multiple forms. Others argue
that while Hinduism does not denote a religion with clearly defined boundaries
in a way that we might be able to define Christianity or Islam, it nevertheless
denotes a group of traditions united by certain common features, such as shared
ritual patterns, a shared revelation, a belief in reincarnation (sam. sāra), libera-
tion (moks.a), and a particular form of endogamous social organization or caste.
This family resemblance approach nevertheless still requires judgments about
which forms are prototypical and which are not, judgments which are them-
selves based on some pre-understanding of the tradition. Many would wish to
claim, for example, that caste is not a necessary part of Hinduism whereas some
other features are. “What is Hinduism?” is therefore a complex question the
response to which ranges from claiming that Hinduism in a unified, coherent
field of doctrine and practice to claiming that it is a fiction, a colonial construc-
tion based on the miscategorization of indigenous cultural forms.

Defining the parameters of the term is not simply an exercise for scholars but
is closely related to the questions, as Brian Smith observes, of “who speaks for
Hinduism?” and “who defines Hinduism?” (Smith 2000: 741–2). This debate
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goes way beyond academic formulations and arguments in the academy into the
politics of cultural identity and questions about power. But before we inquire into
these questions of value, what of the term itself?

“Hindu” comes from a Persian word hind, or in Arabic al-hind, for the area of
the Indus valley. This word is in turn derived from the Indo-Aryan sindhu
meaning “ocean” or “river,” and from the eighth century, when Muslims settled
in the Indus valley, Persian authors distinguished between Muslims and the 
non-Muslim “Hindus,” although it is not strictly true that the term was not 
used by those non-Muslims themselves. Sanskrit sources, however, are much
later. In fifteenth-century Kashmir the term Hindu is employed by the Śaiva
historian Śrı̄vara to distinguish Muslims from non-Muslims (see Sanderson
forthcoming) and the term was used in Sanskrit and Bengali Vais.n.ava sources
in the sixteenth century to denote those who were not “Yavanas” or Muslims
(O’Connell 1973: 340–4). In these sources it seems to refer to groups united by
certain common cultural practices, such as cremation of the dead and venera-
tion of the cow, not practiced by the Muslims (Sanderson: 1). Towards the end
of the eighteenth century “Hindu” or “Hindoo” was adopted by the British to
refer to the people of “Hindustan,” the area of northwest South Asia, who were
not Muslim, Sikh, Christian, or Jain, and the “ism” was added to “Hindu” in the
early nineteenth century. Indeed, Rammohun Roy was probably the first Hindu
to use the term in 1816 (Killingley in this volume: 513). The term became widely
adopted during the nineteenth century in the context of establishing a national
identity that would become opposed to colonialism and in the creation of a 
religion that could match Christianity and meet it on a basis of equality (see
Killingley and Viswanathan in this volume).

Many scholars have argued that the ascription of “Hinduism” to the multi-
plicity of South Asian traditions was an exercise in power and that the repre-
sentation of India in western scholarship in terms of mysticism, caste, and
kingship is an expression of the West’s desire for domination. On this view India
as the West’s exotic other became identified with despotism, imagination, super-
stition, and irrationality in contrast to the democracy, reason, and science of the
West arising out of the Enlightenment (Balagangadhara 1994; Inden 1990;
King 1999). This postcolonial reading of Western scholarship’s engagement
with India reveals a complex history, traced by Gauri Viswanathan in the present
volume, which shows both positive and negative evaluations are nevertheless
based on foundational assumptions about the nature of the West’s other. Others
have argued not from the perspective of postcolonialism, but on the foundation
of Western, philological scholarship itself, that the term “Hinduism” is a mis-
nomer, an attempt to unify into a single religion what in fact is a number of dis-
tinct religions (for example, von Stietencron 1997: 32–53). Yet others argue that
part of this “error” lies in the inappropriate use of the category “religion” in rela-
tion to the diversity of South Asian cultural forms, for that term has particular,
Christian theological connotations (Fitzgerald 2000: 134–55; Staal 1989:
388–406). On this view, religion is a category that entails assumptions that
belief has primacy over practice, that a person can only belong to one religion,
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that tradition stems from textual, written revelation, and that a religion is nec-
essarily coherent.

But in spite of these criticisms there are nevertheless Hindu analogues to cat-
egories of revelation, tradition, theology, and practice, although these arguably
do not point to a unitary referent. We might say, then, that Hinduism contains
both uniting and dispersing tendencies that we might, borrowing from Bakhtin,
call centripetal and centrifugal forces. On the one hand, there is the Sanskritic
tradition of brahmanical orthodoxy, flowing from the ancient revelation of
the Veda, concerned with correct ritual procedures, the maintenance of caste
boundaries, and the interpretation of scripture. This is a decisive constraint on
the traditions that comprise Hinduism. On the other hand, there is a great
proliferation of decentered traditions, often founded by a charismatic teacher 
or guru, and communities expressed in vernacular languages that cannot be
defined by a central, brahmanical tradition and which are often set against that
tradition. The teyyam tradition of Kerala or the Sant devotional tradition of
northern India would be examples here (see the essays by Freeman and Martin).

We can trace the history of the fairly recent term “Hindu” and “Hinduism”
from its initial coinage by those outside of the Hindu fold to its appropriation as
a term of self-description by “Hindus” themselves. Much before the nineteenth
century, people of South Asia did not consider themselves to belong to a wider,
united religious identity, but would rather be members of a tradition and com-
munity whose focus was a particular deity or practice. One would be a Vais.n.ava
whose focus is the deity Vis.n.u, a Śaiva whose focus is Śiva, a follower of partic-
ular Tantras (tāntrika) and so on (Oberhammer 1997: 19). But there were by the
medieval period if not earlier uniting features that cut across these diachronic
processes, such as pilgrimage to sacred centers, particularly great regional
temples, ritual offerings to deities in concrete form (mūrti), devotion (bhakti), and
the practice of textual exegesis by scholars in centers of learning.

South Asian cultures are highly textualized in the widest sense of the term
with many oral traditions, some of which stretch back thousands of years. There
are traditions of vedic recitation in several regions of India that function, as
Michael Witzel says in this volume, as “three thousand year old tape recordings.”
This revelation of the Veda, verses believed to have been revealed to and heard
by (śruti) the ancient sages (r. s.i), as symbol and legitimizing reference if not
actual text, is central as a constraining influence on later traditions, providing
the authority for tradition (Oberhammer 1997: 21–31). Some would argue that
this is a defining feature of Hinduism (Smith 1988: 40). As constraining force
the Veda has been used to legitimize different philosophical positions, as the basis
of Hindu law and power structures, and has provided a reference point against
which some traditions and charismatic teachers have reacted. Whether accepted
or rejected, whether traditions are indifferent to its injunctions, it is seldom
ignored as symbol. As Heesterman observes, the hold of “Vedism” on Indian
thought and imagination has persisted not withstanding the cult of the temple,
popular devotion, and tantric texts and practices (Heesterman 1993: 43). Given
this reference point, we might say that both centripetal and centrifugal tenden-
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cies operate in three interrelated realms, namely discourse (vāda), ritual (yajña,
pūjā), and narrative (itihāsa).

Discourse

Discourse or reflection and philosophical commentary developed from an early
date in the history of Hinduism. The ancient texts of the Veda reflect a symbolic
world in which ritual, notably sacrifice performed by a priest for a patron, was
central to the thriving of the community. Speculation about the meaning of the
sacrifice developed in texts still regarded as revelation, in the theological and
ritual commentary of the Brāhman.as and Upanis.ads (see Witzel in this volume),
and various traditions of textual exegesis and philosophy developed from around
the fifth century bce. These were expressed in the sacred language of Sanskrit in
commentaries on sacred scripture and on aphorisms (sūtra) formulated within
particular schools. The grammatical analysis of the language of revelation,
along with the etymological and semantic exploration of language, came to be
a prime concern (Kahrs 1998; Staal in this volume). Other sciences also 
developed such as astronomy and medicine (see Wujastyk and Yano in this
volume). The famous six systems of Indian philosophy or “critical worldviews”
(darśan. a, namely the three pairs Sāmkhya-Yoga, Mı̄mām. sā-Vedānta, and Nyāya-
Vaiśes.ika), considered to be “orthodox” because of their acceptance of the 
revelation of the Veda, follow the pattern of their tenets being articulated in
aphorisms and commentaries explaining their meaning. There are other systems
outside of this list, with the Śaiva, Buddhist and Jain traditions participating in
a shared discourse, along with the extremely important discourse about law
(dharmaśāstra) that strongly influenced British rule in India (see Rocher in this
volume).

By the early centuries ce the textual traditions had defined their boundaries
in relation to each other and had developed a shared language, with shared cat-
egories, and thinkers in the various traditions were well versed in their oppo-
nents’ texts and arguments. The authors of these texts were often, although not
necessarily, world renouncers who had chosen the fourth estate or stage of life
(āśrama) (see Olivelle and Madan in this volume). We can note here the highly
orthodox Mı̄mām. saka exegetes, whose focus was the interpretation of vedic
injunction, the Sāmkhya dualists, and the Vedānta, which developed a number
of metaphysical positions in its history from Śam. kara’s nondualism to Madhva’s
dualist theology. The Śaiva traditions were also important in this picture, regard-
ing their own scriptures, the Tantras, as transcending the lower revelation of the
other schools, with the Buddhists and Jains rejecting the very idea of sacred rev-
elation. The tenth-century Śaiva theologian Bhat.t.a Rāmakan. t.ha, for example,
knew the texts of other traditions and placed these at lower levels of under-
standing and attainment to his own in the hierarchical, Śaiva cosmos (Goodall
1998: 177), a feature common in the tantric traditions. This is a long way from
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the idea of tolerance that develops with modern Hinduism or the idea of modern,
inclusivist interpreters of Hinduism that all paths lead to a common goal. At this
period we have rigor of debate and the aggressive defense of the truth of one’s
tradition against rival philosophical and theological claims.

One response to the question “who speaks for Hinduism?” would therefore be
that we should listen to the theologians and religious experts who have discussed
questions of the text, of practice, and of metaphysics in a sustained way over
centuries. The foremost object of the historian of religion, as some scholars have
argued, is its theological articulation, particularly focusing on a tradition’s
canon and its exegesis (Smith 2000: 744–5; Smith 1982: 43; Olivelle 1993:
7–8). In studying Hinduism we are studying textual traditions with high degrees
of reflexivity, traditions, as Alexander Piatigorsky has observed, which have
already studied themselves (Piatigorsky 1985). But while there may have been
a shared language and terminology, because of the diversity of these philo-
sophical accounts of the world, it is clearly not doctrine that could define 
Hinduism. The unity provided by textual exegesis in commentary is not a unity
of content but a unity of genre, a common reference point in the Veda, and a
unity of shared metaphysical concerns.

Ritual

Alongside this shared discourse practiced over the centuries by the high-caste,
literate minority, we have popular ritual that has served to provide some coher-
ence to the diversity. Traditionally, ritual has constrained a Hindu’s life from birth
through marriage to death in the life-cycle rites (sam. skāra) and ritual orders
social relationships and relationships with divine, embodied beings, the gods of
temple and shrine. Ritual is passed through the generations from teacher to
student and from mother to child, and while ritual changes, it does so at a much
slower rate than other social forms. The relationship between ritual and social
history is difficult to assess. All ritual forms have originated at a particular his-
torical period, some have died out, but others have persisted with great tenacity
and resistance to change over time. Vedic ritual, such as the elaborate Śrauta
transformations of the sacrifice, still persists (Staal 1983). While there has been
erosion of tradition with modernity, especially in an urban context, this detra-
ditionalization has also been accompanied by a retradtionalization and tradi-
tions reinventing themselves and reconstituting ritual forms. We can see this, for
example, with tantric traditions in Kerala and Tamilnadu where a temple priest
might perform an old ritual enjoined in the tantric texts in a temple with no pre-
vious history of the rite.

The English word “ritual” covers a wide range of human behaviors from elab-
orate offerings to simple gestures, whereas Sanskrit analogues have more spe-
cific reference. In a Hindu context, the central structure of the rite known as pūjā
is modeled on the gift; the gesture of making an offering to a deity or esteemed
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person and in return receiving a blessing. There are many social implications of
gift giving in Hindu society and gods who receive gifts, as Brahmans who receive
gifts from a donor, might also be seen to be absorbing the impurity of the donor
(Raheja 1988; Parry 1994; see Quigley in this volume). The god, then, is an
honored guest akin to a king who has the power to absolve the person making
the offering (Fuller 1992: 107). There are principally two realms where pūjā has
been enacted, in the public space of the temple and in the domestic sphere of the
home. The temple as a home for a god developed around 700 ce and temple ritual
became all-pervasive and a marker of social boundaries. Large regional temples
developed which housed great deities such as the dancing Śiva at Cidambaram
or the form of Vis.n.u, Lord Jagannāth at Puri, and local temples and shrines
housed local deities. Different deities and kinds of substance offered, have been
closely related to social differentiation, with higher castes being focused on the
great deities of the Hindu pantheon and lower castes being focused on local,
often ferocious, deities, particularly goddesses (Babb 1975). While high-caste
deities and temples generally accept only vegetarian offerings, lower-caste deities
at local shrines and temples in order to be appeased often demand offerings of
blood and alcohol as well (see Freeman’s essay on the teyyams of Kerala). Ritual
serves to highlight social difference not only through inclusion, but more
importantly, through exclusion and high caste pūjā in temples has excluded the
lower castes who might, in the eyes of the Brahmans, pollute the sacredness of
the deity’s home.

Along with the shared pattern of making an offering and receiving a bless-
ing, usually in the form of food offered to the deity and received back as blessed
food (prasāda), there is a common notion that sacred power is embodied in par-
ticular, concrete forms (mūrti, vigraha). Furthermore, this sacred power is manip-
ulable by specialists, temple or shrine priests, with the authority to do so. A ritual
of consecration in which the consciousness or power of the deity is brought into
the image awakens the icon in a temple. This consciousness or sacred power can
be transferred; thus it can be temporarily placed in the festival icon (utsava
vigraha) for the purpose of parading the deity for the community to receive the
god’s vision (darśan.a, see Eck 1981). Or sacred power can also enter or be placed
in human beings, who become vessels for the god’s presence in the community,
perhaps during an annual festival (see, for example, Hiltebeitel 1991; Freeman
on teyyams in this volume).

Narrative

Closely related but not co-extensive with ritual are the regional narratives in
local languages and transregional narratives of the Sanskritic tradition. The
close connection between ritual and myth is attested in the Veda, which records
some myths and alludes to others, and many of those stories are developed at a
later date. There are two important groups of narrative traditions: the epics
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comprising the Mahābhārata and the Rāmāyan.a (see Brockington in this 
volume) and the vast collections of “ancient stories,” the Purān.as (see Matchett
in this volume). The epics reflect the rise of the theistic traditions and devotion
(bhakti) and are concerned with the restoration of righteousness (dharma);
a theme expressed in the idea of the incarnations (avatāra) of the supreme 
deity Vis.n.u, so richly elaborated in the Purān.as. These Sanskrit narrative
traditions develop themes present in the Veda, particularly the symbolism of the
sacrifice (yajña), and have penetrated all levels of society and different regional
languages. Thus there are local versions and interpretations of the epic stories,
recited in the villages and enacted in rituals (the cult of Draupadı̄ in Tamilnadu,
for example; see Hiltebeitel 1988, 1991). The stories also reflect social tensions
between Brahman and King. The King cannot be so without the authentication
of the Brahmans who are in turn entirely dependent upon the King (Biardeau
1997: 78). The King and the Brahman have been understood as representing 
a conflict in tradition between the King’s order of war and justice, embroiled 
as he is in the impurity of death, and the Brahman’s and world renouncer’s
realm of transcendence. The King desires to participate in the sacred level of
the Brahman, but through performing rituals for the King the Brahman
becomes entangled in the world and moves away from the ideal of tran-
scendence (Heesterman 1976: 7–9). The marvelous myths of the Purān.as
can be seen as reflecting attempts by a group of Brahmans called Smārtas, the
followers of secondary revelation (smr. ti), to bring diversity under a single, 
overarching and controlling system during the Gupta and post-Gupta period
(300–700 ce).

But the dominance of the Sanskrit narrative traditions should not occlude the
importance of regional narratives in local languages and the great narrative 
traditions of the South, particularly in Tamil. Here we have Tamil versions of the
Sanskrit material along with other accounts of myth and history particular to
Tamil culture. Long before the influence of Sanskrit or brahmanical culture,
Tamil culture was already rich in narrative traditions and all northern influ-
ences were adapted to Tamil sensibilities and ways. Of particular importance are
the genres of Tamil poetry of love and war and devotional literature expressing
an intense devotion to different forms of Śiva and Vis.n.u (see Cutler in this
volume).

Political Essentialism

Because of this narrative and ritual diversity, some scholars have expressed skep-
ticism about the category “Hinduism” and even “Hindu.” But nevertheless both
terms are here to stay and indeed can be meaningfully used. A last point needs
to be made, namely that the term “Hindu” has become charged with cultural
and political meaning and arouses strong feelings when its integrity is appar-
ently threatened, as, for example, by the controversial claim that Hindus have
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been beef eaters at times in their history (Jha 2002). Hinduism is part of the cul-
tural politics of India and the term “Hindu” is now highly politicized as a sign
around which to gather the hopes and aspirations of major sections of Indian
society (see Ram Prasad in this volume) as are particular religious symbols such
as the personification of the Tamil language (see Ramaswamy in this volume).
V. D. Savarkar, a president of the Hindu Mahasabha (1937–42), a party that set
itself against Congress and the Muslim League in the days before independence,
in his highly influential book Hindutva: Who is a Hindu? (1923) distinguishes
between “Hindu Dharma,” the various traditions subsumed under the term
“Hinduism,” and “Hindutva” or “Hinduness,” a sociopolitical force to unite all
Hindus against “threatening Others” (Jaffrelot 1996: 25–33). It is hindutva that
must take precedence as the force to form an exclusivist, national unity. Savarkar
defined a Hindu as a person who sees India “as his Fatherland as well as his 
Holyland, that is, the cradle land of his religion” (quoted in Pandey 1993: 247),
and Hinduism as an ideal that rests on the three pillars of geographical unity,
common race, and a common culture. In this formulation, Hindus are united by
bonds of love for the motherland and bonds of common blood, tracing their
descent from the original inhabitants of the land, the vedic Aryans (Pandey
1993: 238; Jaffrelot 1996: 28).

We might call this view “political essentialism” insofar as it sees Hinduism as
part of the nation’s ideology which is no construct of Western scholarship, but
a vibrant, living entity with roots stretching back into an ancient past. On this
view, at various times in their long history Hindus have been oppressed by
“threatening Others” but can now take a legitimate place in the field of cultural
politics and stand for a Hindu nationhood against the secular ideology of Con-
gress. Such sentiments are symbolized, for example, in the martial figure of the
god Rāma who comes to express Hindu nationalist aspirations (Kapur 1993:
74–107) and we have seen how forcefully these aspirations were focused in the
destruction of the Babri mosque and the further ensuing communal violence in
1992 (Larson 1995). Any ideology to be effective must addresses people’s real
concerns (Eagleton 1991: 45) and clearly the hindutva ideal, looking back to 
a glorious Hindu past, articulates a Hindu identity that has emerged partly
because of its previous occlusion from the political realm (Jaffrelot 1996: 82–3;
Larson 1995). The political party, the BJP, expressed nationalist Hindu senti-
ments and came to power with a complex of alliances in 1996 (see Ram Prasad
in this volume). The claim to ideological unity among Hindus is, of course, prob-
lematic and dissonant voices such as the Dalit movement and some sections of
the women’s movement do not recognize themselves in Sanskritic Hinduism let
alone in hindutva rhetoric (Omvedt 1995; Narayanan in this volume). The ide-
ology of hindutva tends to be exclusive, with homogenizing tendencies that move
against pluralism and diversity within the Hindu sphere. Some scholars, such as
Julius Lipner, would wish to claim back “hinduness” as hindutā for a pluralist
vision (Lipner 1996: 109–26). On Lipner’s account it is perfectly feasible to be
both Hindu and Christian, but this kind of hybridity would tend to be excluded
by hindutva claims.
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Philological and Other Methodological Issues

This book does not wish to make assertions about a unified Hinduism stretching
into the ancient past; the general thrust of scholarship goes against this. But it
does, in its structure, make implicit claims about the centrality and importance
of textual traditions and their exegesis that have led to the modern religion,
along with the importance of fieldwork. Although some theologians might
argue that texts are self-generating and contain their own developmental logic
– and it is true that we can trace a meaningful history through texts – they are
nevertheless social documents and indices of the communities who produced
them. The historian of South Asian religion or Indologist is sometimes able to
relate religious texts to other historical documents such as epigraphs, but so
often in the Indian context all we have are the texts themselves of uncertain date,
although we can often establish a chronology of texts. The study of textual tra-
ditions, however, is not straightforward and is inevitably embroiled in a politics
of translation.

Comparative philology and its offshoot Indology, the philological study of
South Asian languages, notably Sanskrit, developed in the nineteenth century
and was strongly advocated as a science akin to the natural sciences by Max
Müller. It claims that the philological method discovers an objective order that
is not constructed (Inden 1990: 14). In recent years this proclaimed objectivity
of philology has come under scrutiny and postcolonial critiques have argued
that it is strongly implicated in colonization, as a European colonization of
India’s languages. Linguistic typologies identified languages with different stages
of cultural development and so were able “to inferiorize the languages (and 
by implication the cultures) of the Other” (Inden 1990: 60). But if we take
philology to be the “study of civilization based on its texts” (Witzel 1997: v) then
clearly philology is indispensable in any intellectual inquiry into the past. While
philology has no doubt been put to different uses, sometimes morally dubious
uses, the enterprise itself subject to constant correction, forms the basis of
inquiry. In some sense philology is a temporary suspension of subjectivity in
highlighting grammar, or perhaps a better way of putting this is to say that sub-
jective (or indeed collective) understandings are constrained by the system of
grammar.

There are deeply interesting problems here that go beyond the scope of this
introduction, but let us briefly look at a cluster of issues as they relate to the
enterprise of this book, as so many of these essays assume the philological
method which is used to establish historical sequence (for example, Colas, 
Olivelle, Witzel) and as the basis of theological inquiry (Clooney). One of the
central activities of philology is the establishing of the critical edition through
critical emendation and establishing the stemma as the foundation upon which
other kinds of investigation can take place. But the establishing of the text
inevitably raises questions about authenticity – is the oldest version necessarily
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the more “authentic”? Is the correction of grammatical forms legitimate, assum-
ing as it does a fixed grammar? And so on.

A text in South Asia does not, of course, necessarily mean a written text. It
might well mean an oral one, although an oral text, particularly the Veda, is not
necessarily less stable through time than a written text. This compounds the dif-
ficulty for the philologist, and the kind of work needed on oral traditions has
hardly started, although important work has been done (for example, Blackburn
1988 on Tamil sources; Smith 1991 on the epic of Pabuji; Staal 1961 on vedic
recitation). The principle assumed by philology is that we need to establish the
text, as Witzel says, to find out what a thinker such as Śam. kara actually taught
(Witzel 1997: vi). If an apparent theological contradiction within a text is really
a contradiction, for example, we need to first establish the text and whether con-
tradictory elements are later additions or perhaps have entered from other texts
in the intertextuality of oral tradition. Let us look more closely at this problem,
taking our examples from the large group of medieval texts called Tantras.

The vast body of tantric material presents us with difficult questions. What is
the function of these texts? Who composed them and for whom? What are the
procedural difficulties of the outsider in approaching these texts? Is it possible to
establish an original text? And so on. Certainly the Tantras were regarded as 
revelation and treated as words of authority, and certainly they developed in a
social context that fostered their dissemination (see Colas’s and Flood’s essays).
But the difficulties of establishing critical editions, along with reading and
making informed comment on this material, are considerable. The texts them-
selves often use forms of Sanskrit at variance with “correct” usage; a form of
language known as “divine” or “belonging to Śiva” (aiśa), which, Goodall notes,
seems to cause commentators some embarrassment (Goodall 1998: lxvi).
Reading tantric texts we need to be aware that the context of their reception
would have involved oral comment by a teacher, practice, especially supereroga-
tory forms of ritual beyond those required by vedic orthopraxy, as well intellec-
tual speculation about their meaning by commentators and their audiences. The
aim of the commentaries is to establish a text within a particular field of inter-
pretation and, presumably, to explicate meanings to an educated, brahmanical
audience for whom the text was alive and important. These commentaries are
aware of themselves as establishing a particular interpretation over and against
other possible readings. Thus Ks.emarāja (ca. 1000–1050 ce) composed his com-
mentary on the Svacchanda Tantra to defeat adherence to the dualist interpreta-
tion of the rival tradition, the Śaiva Siddhānta (Kahrs 1998: 60). That these texts
require commentary is itself an indication of their openness and their non-
transparent nature. The “contextualizing practice” (Lemke 1995) of Ks.emarāja
certainly relates these texts to the practices of his culture and the texts of his
tradition. Indeed, the commentators highlight the texts’ intertextuality through
quoting other scriptural authorities, sometimes of rival traditions.

Almost from their inception, then, it was not possible to establish originary
texts. Even by the time of the commentator on the text, the dualist theologian
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Rāmakan. t.ha (ca. 950–1000 ce), sections of the Kiran.a Tantra were probably
“corrupt” and he had a number of readings to choose from (Goodall 1998: cxix).
That Rāmakan. t.ha could choose from a number of variant readings of the texts
upon which he commented, and Goodall quotes his commentary on the Mat.an

.
ga

Tantra saying this (Goodall 1998: cxviii–cxix), shows that even at this early date
there are a number of textual transmissions. But for Rāmakan. t.ha variant read-
ings (pāt.habhedah. ) are not original (na mūlatah. ) but due to the error of students.
For Rāmakan. t.ha there is an original or root text that is the divine revelation of
which the concrete texts transmitted through a line of scribes is an imperfect
reflection. Indeed, the Tantras themselves maintain that they are imperfect
reflections of an original, greater, text conveyed from the mouth of the deity (for
example, the Mālinı̄vijayottara Tantra 1.1–4; 14). Rāmakan. t.ha’s is an almost 
idealist understanding of text: an inaccessible, pure originary source, in contrast
to its imperfect manifestations or repetitions in human history and its gradual
degeneration (a theory perhaps not far removed from the nineteenth-century
idea of establishing the oldest, and therefore most authentic, text). On
Rāmakan. t.ha’s view, the purity of the authorial intention (that is, Śiva’s inten-
tion) is lost through the generations of the text’s transmission; a degeneration
due not only to scribal error, but to human ignorance.

This distinction between the authorial (and by implication pure and original)
and the scribal (by implication corrupted) text that Rāmakan. t.ha refers to, 
is echoed in traditional philological practice and theory. But in contrast to
Rāmakan. t.ha’s position, the general direction of modern philological thinking
privileges “the socialized, received, concrete text” (Greetham 1999: 47) over and
against some abstract ideal. This position tends towards the view that any edition
of a text simply reflects the time and place of its occurrence: as Greetham says,
texts “are real enough for our purposes” (p. 35). The concrete, received text is
what is presented to us, a repetition of a repetition, and it is this that must be
the focus of inquiry rather than a notional, abstract “work.”

All textual practice is empowered by theories of the text, even implicit ones,
and decisions about a text arrived at – say a critical edition – are not situated
beyond cultural consensus. But having said this, any textual interpretation
assumes philology and a dialogical reading of texts assumes the work of the
philologist in establishing or stabilizing a text within a particular time-frame. 
If texts are more than systems of grammar then they are constantly in 
transmission and change, being received through history in different contexts.
Rāmakan. t.ha’s Kiran.a Tantra, at one level, is the text we read today, but it is also
a wholly different text, hedged around with different assumptions by the differ-
ent communities who read it (a scholarly community or a Śaiva community). It
is also questionable whether Rāmakan. t.ha’s root text existed as a concrete object
and it is quite possible that the text was “corrupted” from its inception; that there
was never an “uncorrupted” text in history. While certainly the versions or rep-
etitions of a text are of a text, there are theoretical problems in establishing the
same text. The Tantras’ entextualization and contextualization, terms used by
Silverstein and Urban for the ways in which texts are recontextualized through-
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out their history, will affect the understanding conveyed in them (Silverstein and
Urban 1996: 1–3).

These methodological considerations about the notion of the text are central
to our inquiry into South Asian history and are concerns shared by many con-
tributors to this volume. Both philology and its critique are centered on text and
many of the essays here are surveys of South Asian “literatures.” While archae-
ology and art history are important for our understanding of the past and the
“materialization” of tradition is important, text remains the primary source 
of cultural meaning. Along with the emphasis on text there are accounts from
contemporary fieldwork (Freeman, Pintchman, Quigley) and readings of
tradition through the lens of gender studies (Narayanan), postcolonial studies
(Ramaswamy, Viswanathan), and political studies (Ram Prasad). Indeed,
implicit in the essays of Viswanathan, Ramaswamy, and Narayanan is the need
for a corrective reading of tradition, a corrective reading that can come from the
development of critiques in other contexts, such as feminism and Foucaultian
studies of power. It is the general contention of the volume that anthropologi-
cal study and critical reading of tradition in South Asia needs to understand the
textual tradition established, however tentatively, through philology, and con-
versely that the living traditions accessed through anthropology can throw 
light upon textual history. The meanings of the Kerala tantric manual, the
Tantrasamuccaya for example, can be made clear with reference to contemporary
Nambudri practice, which in turn is based on textual injunction.

An Overview of Contents

The volume is divided into four main parts, theoretical issues, text and tradition,
systematic thought, and society, politics, and nation. Each of these either
surveys a general area within the wider field, provides a discussion of specific
tradition or region, or approaches material from a fresh perspective.

1. Theoretical issues

The first part, “Theoretical Issues,” contains two very different essays. Gauri
Viswanathan opens the inquiry by examining the relation of British colonialism
to Hinduism and how the inability to perceive Hinduism in its own terms led to
a distortion within comparative religion. She also unravels the limitations within
the theory of the construction of Hinduism itself. David Smith, by contrast, in 
a somewhat controversial essay argues against recent postcolonial critique 
and defends the study of Indian languages and systems of thought by Western
scholars in the last two centuries, critically examining the arguments of Inden
and Said. Through these two essays we form a picture of some of the major 
issues that have dominated discussions about the nature of Hinduism and its
study and very different understandings of them.
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2. Text and tradition

The largest part of the book, “Text and Tradition,” systematically provides an
overview of the major textual traditions in Sanskrit and provides three 
examples of traditions in Indian vernacular languages. On the assumption that
a textual source cannot be separated from the tradition of which it is a part, this
section gives an account of both major texts themselves and the histories of the
traditions that revere and preserve them.

Beginning with the foundations of the textual traditions in the Vedas and
Upanis.ads, Michael Witzel presents a comprehensive account of the texts and
their categorization, the ritual traditions of which they are a part, and the
historical developments to the period of the formation of the sūtra literature. We
know much more now about this period, about vedic dialects for example, and
Witzel brings this recent scholarship to bear. Ludo Rocher takes up some of these
developments in his essay on Dharmaśāstras, the treatises on law, giving an
account of the texts themselves, problems of dating this material, and the
importance and impact of the Dharmaśāstras on the later system of law, espe-
cially during the colonial period. The great Indian epics are next accounted for
in John Brockington’s essay. We see how major themes in the traditions are
developed at a narrative level in the texts and their impact on the later traditions. 
Many themes, deities, and stories from the epics are elaborated and developed 
in the vast body of “ancient” texts, the Purān.as. Here Freda Matchett guides us
through a complex world of multiple narratives, quasi-history, and sectarian
divides and gives us an account of the history of their study. Some of the themes
and narratives of the Epics and Purān.as are also found in the literatures of ver-
nacular languages. The examples provided here are by Norman Cutler, who
problematizes the phrase “Tamil Hindu Literature” and goes on to develop a fas-
cinating account of devotion, poetry, ritual, and narrative in court, temple, and
village. Rich Freeman charts the development of Kerala’s Hindu literature,
showing how the Kerala cultural context transforms Tamil themes, and how the
texts reflect socioreligious practice. Moving into a very different world, Nancy
Martin provides an account of devotional literature in Hindi and the particular
form of devotionalism that developed in the north, focused on a transcendent
being without qualities or form. The famous poet Kabir is here placed in the
context of this devotional movement.

From particular genres, we turn to Gavin Flood’s chapter, which presents a
historical trajectory of Śaivism. Flood shows how Śaivas considered their reli-
gious practices and beliefs to be authorized by the Tantras, a revelation distinct
from the Veda, and discusses the relation between the Śaiva and Vaidika tradi-
tions. In a similar vein, Gérard Colas gives a detailed account of the history of
Vais.n.ava traditions based on Sanskrit and Tamil sources. He shows how devo-
tion to Vis.n.u articulates with the aristocracy, the yogic and ascetic traditions,
and discusses the forms of Vais.n.avism in the Pañcrātra and Vaikhānasa tradi-
tions, going on to discuss important later developments as well. Vais.n. avism (as
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did Śaivism) expanded beyond the borders of India into southeast Asia where it
has left an important legacy. Cutting across historical trajectories, being institu-
tions common to the Śaiva, Vais.n.ava, and Vaidika traditions, we have the lifestyle
options of the householder and the renouncer. T. N. Madan has done very
important work on this often neglected aspect of Hinduism. In his essay he looks
at what it is to be a householder and examines the idea in the textual sources as
both institution and ideal, indicating values set against the value of renuncia-
tion and turning one’s back on family and society. Closely allied to Madan’s essay
in that both are examining central institutions and realms of value within
Hinduism, Patrick Olivelle discusses the renouncer tradition. Here Olivelle gives
an account of the origins and institution of renunciation, showing how the
sources reveal a tension between the ascetic values of renunciation and the
values of the male householder, discussed by Madan, to marry, father children,
and perform ritual enjoined on him by scripture.

Lastly in this part we look at the particularity of contemporary, regional
traditions, with two examples taken from different regions and contexts. Rich
Freeman describes the fascinating phenomenon of the teyyam, the ritualized
dance-possession rituals of Kerala performed annually by low-caste specialists.
Tracy Pintchman gives an account based on previously unpublished fieldwork,
of women’s ritual devotions to Krishna in a Benares community, during the
month of Kārtik.

3. Systematic thought

Moving away from religious traditions and texts as such, part III is concerned
with systematic aspects of Indian thought. The part itself is divided into “The
Indian Sciences” and “Philosophy and Theology.” The section on the Indian sci-
ences is a unique feature of this collection of essays, as these areas are so often
neglected in introductory texts and surveys such as this. Rationality is not, of
course, the sole possession of the West, and India (as did China) developed very
early an empirical investigation of the world, especially an inquiry into lan-
guage, along with more speculative, philosophical inquiry. The purpose of this
section is an examination of some of these developments by scholars who have
worked closely together on this project, and to emphasize the importance of sys-
tematic, rational thinking that, at some levels, feeds directly into the philosoph-
ical discourse of the traditions. Frits Staal, whose work has done so much to
highlight the scientific and systematic nature of early Indian thought, begins
with a brief account of science in India followed by an essay on the science of
language, a precursor to modern linguistics. Takao Hayashi then discusses
Indian mathematics and shows how mathematical knowledge developed from
practical concerns of calculation, not only in relation to state income, but in
relation to the need to make measurements for vedic ritual, particularly the 
fire altar. More abstract considerations developed and Hayashi discusses, for
example, an Indian proof of Pythagorean theorem. While astrology is often
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acknowledged as an important feature of Indian traditions, the way in which
the zodiacal signs relate to mathematics and temporal measurement is not often
explicated outside of specialist discussions. In his essay, Michio Yano explains the
way in which the science of heavenly bodies (jyotih. śāstra) developed, how the
Indians adopted the Greek zodiac, and how this science relates to the measure-
ment of time. Shifting from language, mathematics, and the cosmos to the body,
Dominik Wujastyk takes up the inquiry, showing how an early science of
medicine developed in India, a science that is still practiced today.

Related to the discussion of the Indian sciences we have the development of
logic and rational thought which is often directed to a soteriological end in 
the Indian context. Jonardon Ganeri’s essay takes us through an account of the
practice of reason and its application to the goals of life. The various systems of
Indian philosophy and theology developed assuming these formal structures of
argument. In his essay on “Hindu theology” Francis Clooney critically examines
this category and discusses some of the fundamental theological problems as
they are dealt with in the Indian sources. These include important questions as
to whether there is a transcendent source of being and questions about the
problem of evil and suffering, concerns shared by Western theology as well.
Clooney discusses responses to these questions through the practice of learning
from scripture, meditation, and reasoned reflection. This very rich essay also dis-
cusses theological language, the community in which theology takes place, and
the style of theological commentary. Related to both Indian linguistics and
theology, the essay by André Padoux gives an excellent account of the centrality
of mantra in the history of Hindu traditions. He discusses the origin and
meaning of the word, of notable importance being Abhinavagupta’s definition
of mantra as forms of thought leading to liberation. Mantras occur early in the
Veda but take on great importance in the Tantras, where mantra is related to the
structure of the hierarchical cosmos and to consciousness.

4. Society, politics, and nation

The final part of the volume on “Society, Politics, and Nation” examines sociopo-
litical themes of particular relevance to the contemporary world. Having
provided great historical sweeps of the traditions we can now examine the devel-
opment of Hinduism as an entity in the last two centuries in more detail, the
central organizing principle of society, namely caste, the issue of nationhood,
and the issue of gender. Declan Quigley’s essay on the caste system raises import-
ant questions about the nature of social organization in India and asks the
central question whether Hinduism can be separated from caste. Quigley thinks
it can, but for interesting reasons that take us into problems of ritual and the
gift. The forces of modernity linked to European ideas of progress and rational-
ity have set themselves against caste. In his essay on modernity and the rise of
the Hindu reform movement, Dermot Killingley traces the nineteenth-century
history of Hindu reform with Rammohun Roy, the rise of the Brahmo Samāj and
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Ārya Samāj, and the relation of social reform to the British rule of law interfac-
ing with Hindu law. Developing the history into the twentieth century, C. Ram
Prasad shows the importance of the idea of Hinduism in contemporary India
and the wider Hindu world, discussing the ideology of hindutva, the rise of
Hindu nationalism, and political developments in the last years of the twentieth
century. In parallel to this theme, Sumathi Ramaswamy shows how nationalism
functions in relation to the Tamil language and its personification in the Goddess
Tamil

¯
ttāy, a deity who performs a similar function to Mother India (Bhārat

Mātā). Vasudha Narayanan’s essay on gender takes the idea of the social con-
struction of gender and examines this with particular reference to the Śrı̄
Vais.n.ava tradition (previously contextualized in Colas’s essay). The issues raised
by Narayanan of the relation of gender to sex, of role play to devotional sen-
sibilities, are centrally important in understanding contemporary gender roles
in Hindu society.

All of the essays in the volume are by recognized experts in their field. The
reader will appreciate in the range of material covered not only the richness and
complexity of Hinduism, but also that Hinduism is a highly contested area of
discourse. Yet along with a sense of diversity and the fragmentation of different
traditions, historical periods, and problems, it is also hoped that the reader will
appreciate some of the links, common threads, and issues that persistently
reoccur in the history of this vast and complex entity that “Hinduism” refers to.
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CHAPTER 1

Colonialism and the Construction
of Hinduism

Gauri Viswanathan

In The Hill of Devi, a lyrical collection of essays and letters recounting his travels
in India, E. M. Forster describes his visit to a Hindu temple as a tourist’s pil-
grimage driven by a mixture of curiosity, disinterestedness, loathing, and even
fear. Like the Hindu festival scene he paints in A Passage to India, the Gokul
Ashtami festival he witnesses is characterized as an excess of color, noise, ritual,
and devotional fervor. Forcing himself to refrain from passing judgment, Forster
finds it impossible to retain his objectivity the closer he approaches the shrine,
the cavern encasing the Hindu stone images (“a mess of little objects”) which
are the object of such frenzied devotion. Encircled by the press of ardent devo-
tees, Forster is increasingly discomfited by their almost unbearable delirium.
Surveying the rapt faces around him, he places the raucous scene against the
more reassuring memory of the sober, stately, and measured tones of Anglican
worship. His revulsion and disgust reach a peak as he advances toward the altar
and finds there only mute, gaudy, and grotesque stone where others see tran-
scendent power (Forster 1953: 64).

And then, just as Forster is about to move along in the ritual pilgrims’ for-
mation, he turns back and sees the faces of the worshippers, desperate in their
faith, hopelessly trusting in a power great enough to raise them from illness,
poverty, trouble, and oppression. Transfixed by the scene, Forster sees reflected
in their eyes the altered image of the deity before them. As he wends his way
through the crowd, he is overwhelmed by the confusion of multiple images of
the Hinduism he has just witnessed: of garlanded, ash-smeared, bejeweled stone
on one hand, and of the inexpressible power of deepest personal yearnings,
desires, and needs on the other. If he is disgusted by the noisy displays of Hindu
worship, he is moved beyond words by the eloquent silence of the pain and tribu-
lation from which believers seek deliverance. In their taut, compressed faces he



finds a Hinduism to which he can relate, as surely as he is alienated by the 
other face of Hinduism blazoned by conch shells, camphor, and cymbals. He can
conclude that, though “there is no dignity, no taste, no form. . . . I don’t think
one ought to be irritated with Idolatry because one can see from the faces of
the people that it touches something very deep in their hearts” (Forster 1953:
64).

Forster’s personal odyssey frames an experience of Hinduism that, in its
exquisite detail and ultimate compassion, is far more nuanced than is its por-
trayal in some of his other better-known works. In A Passage to India Hinduism
is depicted as a belief system with a “boum” effect, a metaphysically infuriating
religion blurring the manichean divisions between good and evil that inform
western theology as much as western law, and comprise the dualities that help
to define the nature, cause, and agent of crime as well as its punishment. But as
Godbole, the novel’s comically inscrutable Brahmin character, avers porten-
tously, how can crime be known so categorically when all participate equally in
its commission? If everyone is complicit in acts of evil, would not all have to be
punished equally too? It is this jumble of incoherent metaphysical murmurings,
apparently sanctioned by Hindu belief, that exasperates Fielding, the English
character most sympathetic to India. Unlike the colonial officers ruling the
country, Fielding develops an emotional affinity with Indians, particularly the
effervescent Muslim doctor Aziz. But even the resilient Fielding is overwhelmed
by the bewildering course of events culminating in Aziz’s trial for rape of an
English woman and then his subsequent acquittal. The trial turns Aziz into a
fiery nationalist, willing to sacrifice even his friendship with Fielding to act upon
his newfound political consciousness. An ecstatic scene of Hindu devotion
marks the climax of the novel. As the birth of the god Krishna is celebrated, vir-
tually turning princes and paupers alike into frolicking adolescents, the very
imagery of Hinduism as an infantilizing religion fuses into the central image of
the infant Krishna. It is no wonder that after the explosive confrontation between
colonizer and colonized unleashed by Aziz’s wrongful arrest, no one can tell, as
the English accuser Adele Quested discovers, whether evil lies in dark, hollow
mountain caves or in the cavernous courtrooms of the colonial state. The
raucous Hindu festival confirms the indeterminacy of events and their causes.
And as the disillusioned Fielding sets sail from India soon after these events, it is
only natural that he should feel the return of reassuring order and balance in
his life as he passes the stately, proportionate architecture of Venice, described
with barely disguised relief as “the civilization that has escaped muddle” (Forster
1970: 275). For Fielding, the decorum and harmony of the Venetian facades
restore the principles of perspective and truth that had been entirely lost in the
chaos of India, a chaos that is best represented by the metaphysical and aesthetic
insufficiency of its religions: “The buildings of Venice, like the mountains of
Crete and the fields of Egypt, stood in the right place, whereas in India every-
thing was placed wrong. He had forgotten the beauty of form among idol
temples and lumpy hills; indeed, without form, how can there be beauty?”
(Forster 1970: 275).
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The Modernity of Hinduism

That so sympathetic a figure as Fielding should resort to western aesthetic stan-
dards to evaluate Hinduism is a measure of how corrosive was the colonial expe-
rience even for those more favorably disposed to India. The western framework
was never far from being a point of reference, even when the object was to cri-
tique the doctrinaire aspects of Christianity and uphold the east as a spiritual
model for the materialistic west. An inability to view Hinduism on its own terms
has shaped the study of comparative religion, whether to prove the superiority
of Christianity or to show that Hinduism is part of the Christian teleology; to
demonstrate, as Antony Copley calls it, a universalist theology that includes
Hinduism as much as it does Christianity (Copley 1997: 58). The phase of
western scholarly engagement with eastern religions, commonly referred to as
the period of Orientalism, is often described as less hostile to Indian culture than
the Anglicism that superseded it. Yet colonial perceptions of Hinduism should
not be divided along the lines of those who were positively inclined and those
who were opposed, since this assumes hostile reactions are produced by the
intrusion of a western framework of reference and benevolent ones by its sus-
pension, whereas it is clear the same frame persists regardless of whether the
attitude is positive or negative.1 The comparative perspective reveals that western
observers of Hinduism were just as keenly assessing Christianity’s place in
European world domination as they were looking toward other belief systems to
locate the roots of a proto-religion.

The interest in other religions was inevitably sparked by the need to chart the
progress of civilization on scientific principles, which included tracing the evo-
lution of religious consciousness. The search for earlier prototypes of the more
evolved religions, of which Christianity was the prime example, led scholars to
seek out comparable features, such as monotheism, a salvational scheme, and
notions of the afterlife, in other religions. While the earliest travelers recorded
their accounts of idolatrous worship by the peoples of India (Embree 1971), later
scholars found in Vedic, Sanskrit hymns some indication that the object of Hindu
worship was not mere stone but an abstract entity bearing some resemblance to
the object of monotheistic worship. For such scholars, “Hinduism” was located
in this combination of oral and written texts, and this textualized Hinduism was
soon privileged as the religion on which subsequent attention was focused.
Though Sanskritic Hinduism was far from representative of the worship of
diverse peoples, it was made to define a whole range of heterogeneous practices
that were then lumped together to constitute a single religious tradition termed
“Hinduism” (Hardy 1995).2

The new textual discoveries of the eighteenth century led British Orientalists
like William Jones, Nathaniel Halhed, and Henry Colebrooke to conclude that
the religion practiced by Hindus was highly evolved, confounding the colonial
assumption that all cultures outside the Christian pale were primitive, tribalis-
tic, and animistic. As a result, in acknowledgement of the religious authority
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wielded by Hindu pandits (learned, religious men) who also doubled as native
informants and commentators of Sanskrit texts, British authorities scrupulously
sought to co-opt them in the colonial enterprise. Rather than alienate them by
opposing their practices, administrators found it more strategic to use their
knowledge as the basis for codification of Hindu law. Such accommodation of
native knowledge and practices was in stark contrast to colonialism’s systematic
effacement of indigenous practices of religious worship in certain African soci-
eties (Hefner 1993).

Whether as rank superstition or sublime philosophy, Hinduism challenged the
unimpeded exercise of British rule, especially when it was perceived to be closely
associated with the spread of Christianity. Because they feared that the colonial
control of India would be regarded entirely as a Christianizing mission, British
administrators remained at a distance from Christian missionaries and kept a
close eye on their activities to ensure that they did not jeopardize their strategic
relations with the comprador classes by provoking conflict with Hindus. To be
sure, current scholarship gives much less attention to the colonial engagement
with Indian Islam than with Hinduism (although there are notable exceptions:
Lelyveld 1978; Metcalf 1982; Gilmartin 1988). The standard rationale is that
Islam, like Christianity, was monotheistic, and since Christian missionaries were
singularly focused on an anti-idolatry campaign, which Islam also shared, Chris-
tianity and Islam would seem to share similar goals, at least with regard to Hin-
duism. Yet interestingly Christian missionaries never saw themselves in alliance
with Muslims in their campaign against Hinduism. In fact, there was a three-
way contestation between Hindu pandits, Christian missionaries, and Muslim
and Sufi pirs whose impact lies in the development of a field of apologetics assert-
ing the claims of the respective religions. In his study of anti-Christian apolo-
getics, Richard Fox Young suggests that “at about the time that Hindu pandits
were recovering from their reluctance to counteract the threat posed by an alien
and increasingly powerful religion in their midst, scholarly Christian evangelists
were engaged in developing specialized terminology in Sanskrit for propagating
their message more effectively than had theretofore been possible” (Young 1981:
15; Young’s focus is on Hinduism’s refutation of Christianity rather than of
Islam). In this context Young deems it more appropriate to term the develop-
ments in India post-1850 not as renascent but as resistant Hinduism.

One of the most striking advances in modern scholarship is the view that
there is no such thing as an unbroken tradition of Hinduism, only a set of dis-
crete traditions and practices reorganized into a larger entity called “Hinduism”
(Frykenberg 1989; von Stietencron 1989). If there is any disagreement at all in
this scholarship, it centers on whether Hinduism is exclusively a construct of
western scholars studying India or of anticolonial Hindus looking toward the
systematization of disparate practices as a means of recovering a precolonial,
national identity. Many will argue that there is in fact a dialectical relation
between the two. In this view, as summarized by Richard King in Orientalism and
Religion, nationalist Hindus appropriated a construct developed by Orientalist
scholars and used it for their own purposes, producing the notion of a cultur-
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ally superior Hinduism. In turn, nationalist adaptations of Orientalist scholar-
ship formed the basis for contemporary (New Age?) representations of India as
the eternal land of spirituality. The important point is that Orientalism remains
the point of reference for Hinduism’s current identification with mysticism and
spirituality. Indeed, the work of King among others suggests that it is often
impossible to distinguish western understandings of Hinduism from those of
Indian nationalists, since “through the colonially established apparatus of the
political, economic, and educational institutions of India, contemporary Indian
self-awareness remains deeply influenced by Western presuppositions about 
the nature of Indian culture” (King 1999: 117). In this view, all notions of
Hinduism deployed by Indian nationalists to create an overarching cultural
unity have little reference to the lived religious experience of the people but,
rather, derive from Western readings of a textualized Hinduism reconfigured to
correspond to the compulsions of the Judeo-Christian tradition.

To be sure, British colonialism’s relation with Hinduism has long been a
fraught one, ranging from antagonism to admiration, with a good measure of
sheer indifference thrown in between. Some scholars argue there was no such
thing as Hinduism in precolonial India, only a set of traditions and practices
reorganized by western scholars to constitute a system then arbitrarily named
“Hinduism” (Frykenberg 1989). The most radical position states that Hinduism
is not a single religion but rather a group of amorphous Indian religions. Hein-
rich von Stietencron writes that “Hinduism . . . does not meet the fundamental
requirements of a historical religion of being a coherent system; but its distinct
religious entities do. They are indeed religions, while Hinduism is not” (von
Stietencron 1989: 20). In denying Hinduism the status of a religion because it
does not constitute a coherent system, this view considers modern Hinduism to
be the product of a sociohistorical process distinct from the evolution of a doc-
trinal system based on successive accretions of philosophical thought. The for-
mation of modern Hinduism involves Christian missionaries and Hindu
revivalist organizations alike, which both contribute to the systematization of
disparate traditions for their own purposes.

However, the “construction of Hinduism” theory has several limitations. In
an effort to recover a more heterogeneous and diachronically diverse religion,
some scholars present modern Hinduism as more unified than it actually is.
Richard G. Fox’s critique of Ronald Inden’s anti-Orientalist approach is relevant
in this context. Fox’s argument that anti-Orientalism preserves the stereotypes
it seeks to demolish can be extended to the field of Hinduism studies (Fox 1993:
144–5). The tendency to interpret modern Hinduism as the unification of a loose
conglomeration of different belief systems remains trapped within a monothe-
istic conception of religion, which constitutes the final reference point for
judging whether religions are coherent or not. Nineteenth-century Hindu
reformers, seeking to rid religion of the features most attacked by Christian mis-
sionaries, are believed to have been driven by a similar will to monotheism in
their attempts to make the Hindu religion correspond more rigorously to the
Judeo-Christian conceptions of a single, all-powerful deity. Only to the extent
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that the western attribution of unity to Hinduism strategically helped anticolo-
nial Indians create a national identity in religion can it be said that western dis-
courses customized indigenous religions for native consumption. The notion
that modern Hinduism represents a false unity imposed on diverse traditions
replays a western fascination with – and repulsion from – Indian polytheism. In
this enduring perception, the existence of many gods must surely indicate they
were the basis of many smaller religions and therefore to describe them under
the rubric of “Hinduism” as if they constituted a single religious system must be
false, a distortion of heterogeneous religious practices. The reluctance of many
scholars to call Hinduism a religion because it incorporates many disparate prac-
tices suggests that the Judeo-Christian system remains the main reference point
for defining religions. Pointing out that “there is no single, privileged narrative
of the modern world,” Talal Asad warns against the dangers of writing the
history of world religions from the narrow perspective of Judeo-Christian history
(Asad 1993: 9).

Moreover, while conceding the need to examine the Orientalist and colonial
contributions to Hinduism’s modern-day form, one would need to be wary of
ascribing total hegemony to western discourses, which are given such power in
contemporary scholarship – even in work which purports to be anti-Orientalist
– that they appear to rob Indians of any agency in redefining Hinduism for their
own purposes. The view that Indians’ understanding of Hinduism is primarily
drawn from western sources minimizes the significance of local, vernacular
traditions for conveying a variety of precepts that are no less “Hindu” than 
those derived from the neo-Vedānta canon popularized in the west. These often
went unnoticed by western commentators, who continued to insist that their
“discovery” of Hinduism in such texts as The Bhagavad Gı̄tā facilitated Indians’
attempt to find a cohesive unity in disparate branches of indigenous worship.
Yet The Bhagavad Gı̄tā, which exerted a powerful influence on Mohandas K.
Gandhi’s concept of social action and is said to have reached him primarily
through Edwin Arnold’s English translation, first affected him through his
mother’s daily recitation of it in Gujarati (Gandhi 1957: 4–5). Gandhi attributes
his self-consciousness as a believing Hindu to his mother’s influence, to the oral
traditions she made available to him lying outside the formal instruction he
received in school and elsewhere. Yet he also contrasts instinctive religious devo-
tionalism, as derived from his mother, with rational critical reflection, which
western commentaries on Hinduism helped him to develop.3

The presence of vernacular traditions of Hinduism reminds one how difficult
it is to locate the precise point at which classical Sanskrit texts became synony-
mous with Hinduism. It is clearly not sufficient to resort to a “colonial invention
of tradition” explanation, with its suggestion that Sanskrit had no prior hege-
mony in Indian societies before the period of British colonialism. No doubt
Sanskrit was a dominant discourse in the precolonial period and acknowledged
as such by the Orientalists who undertook its study since the eighteenth century.
At the same time, Sanskrit literature contains a heterodox tradition that never
gets represented in Western discourse.4 When its dissenting strains are incorpo-
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rated into Hinduism, they contribute to that religion’s internal tensions. Thus
Sanskrit’s identification with Hinduism is itself a fraught one. One of the prime
difficulties in determining the origins of Hinduism’s interchangeability with the
Sanskrit literary tradition is how effortlessly that tradition has been naturalized,
so much so that it is no longer possible to distinguish between its precolonial
authoritative status and its construction by British Orientalism.

At the same time, the new scholarship reveals as much as about the charged
political climate of the 1980s and 1990s in which it was produced as it does
about the modern history of Hinduism. After all, the absorption of smaller, local
cults into a larger entity is not an unfamiliar one, and anthropological theory
has long described the process of Hinduization as involving precisely such amal-
gamations. To scholars like Heinrich von Stietencron, the earlier anthropologi-
cal approach is unsatisfactory because it is too rigidly structuralist in its
orientation and presumes that Hinduism “naturally” evolves from its absorption
of smaller cults (von Stietencron 1989: 71). Yet von Stietencron himself shows
that Hinduization occurred in pre-Muslim India, when a competitive religious
spirit among various sects – Śaivas, Vais.n. avas, Jainas, Bauddhas, Smārtas
among others – created a tendency to make one religious view prevail over the
others.5 Even without the pressure of a foreign religion, which might have
brought competing cults closer together if only to present a concerted front
against external threat, the rituals and texts of these various sects prescribed
ways of inducting believers into a dominant cult and making it prevail.
Somaśambhu’s manual, the Somaśambhupaddhati, written approximately in the
second half of the eleventh century, is the best known example of a text that
prepared initiates to enter Śaivism. Its procedural rituals laid the foundation for
an enhancement of Śaivism’s power through mass conversions, one of the 
key elements in the expansion of religion and as vital to Hinduization as to
Christianization or Islamization for the growth of these religions.

What then distinguishes Hinduization in earlier periods of history from the
nineteenth-century construction of Hinduism as a national religion? After all,
there is no reason why the pre-Muslim integration of other religious groups
within a Hindu framework should not be regarded as a “construction,” despite
supporting evidence that during this time frame there was a superimposition of
ritual structures on already existing rituals (von Stietencron 1989: 71). Von Sti-
etencron’s analysis offers a clue, for it suggests that ideological, structural, and
institutional differences between the Hinduism of pre-sixteenth-century India
and that of the nineteenth century make it impossible to describe the latter for-
mation in terms of Hinduization. One crucial difference is the concept of the
nation-state that becomes available to Hindus through the impact of British
colonialism. Not only was the Hinduism of the earlier period different, because
spiritual leadership was centered in the charismatic authority of individual
figures (gurus) rather than in all-India, institutional bodies. More importantly,
Hinduism was also driven by a missionary zeal to strengthen the claims to sal-
vation of one path rather than many paths. This reflects a pattern consistent
with the way conversion works to augment the power of one belief system and
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gain new adherents by absorbing multiple groups into its fold. After all, early
Christianity’s growth was precisely through such accretions of smaller cults into
a larger institution by means of conversion, and Hinduization in the precolonial
period follows a similar pattern of augmentation (Hefner 1993). By contrast, the
newly invigorated Hinduism of the nineteenth century is constituted as an
exclusive defense against the assault of “foreign” religions, Christianity as much
as Islam. This new Hinduism borrows features from European modernity and
rational religion; most importantly, it relies on the concept of the nation-state in
order to claim a national, all-India character.6

The Problem of Historiography

This differential history notwithstanding, the more interesting question to ask
concerns the production of knowledge. What developments in history and
method have enabled recent scholars to study Hinduism as a relatively modern
construction? And to what extent, if at all, are these developments related to
studies of the invention of tradition in other disciplines and regions? Since the
publication of Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger’s influential collection of
essays The Invention of Tradition in 1983, there has been a proliferation of studies
drawing upon the insights of Foucault and Gramsci in order to examine the 
representation of governmental stratagems as eternal verities. The structure 
of rituals and ceremonials, diverse schools of thought, academic disciplines, and
key canonical texts have all come under the steady gaze of historians, anthro-
pologists, and literary critics, who have turned to examining the conditions
reorganizing class interests into unbroken, universal traditions. “Invention of
tradition” studies are popular in western scholarship because they have allowed
a productive application of both Marxist and poststructuralist theories. They
have also opened up a new historiography that claims a skepticism towards all
forms of positivism and empiricism, just as it also casts suspicion on concepts of
origins as privileged sites of authority.

Yet for all the parallels between the new historiography and contemporary
scholarship on the colonial construction of Hinduism, poststructuralism is not
the immediate context for studies of Hinduism as a modern construction,
though its insights have certainly been important in developing new approaches
to the study of Hinduism. Rather, recognition of Hinduism’s modernity is possi-
ble because of (1) the recent rise of political parties claiming Hindu nationalism
as their main election platform (Jaffrelot 1996; Hansen 1999); (2) the import-
ant contributions of feminist scholarship to a reexamination of Hinduism and
patriarchy (Sangari and Vaid 1998; Mani 1998; Viswanathan 1998); and (3)
the growing power of formerly “untouchable” groups in both changing the
political equations and challenging the cultural history of India as a history
written by the upper castes. These developments in Indian politics, feminism,
and caste structures resist any attempts to write off the new scholarship as
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merely derivative of western academic trends. Indeed, just as much as the sub-
altern studies collective may be said to have inspired a wave of studies “from
below,” so too the urgency of the challenges before the Indian electorate has
given a new political edge to the study of the “invention of tradition.” The point
of reference for much of this scholarship is the present struggle for power
between so-called secular and religious forces in India. Critical work is motivated
by the perception that contemporary electoral politics is caught up in a web of
(mis)perceptions of Hinduism that stretch as far back as the first missions to
India and the period of British colonialism. One of the key concepts introduced
by democracy and the nation-state is numerical representativeness. “Majority”
and “minority” are equally legitimate categories organizing the electorate. The
need to prove the claims of belonging to a majority group is a powerful one, so
powerful that it contributes to a mythology of a coherent religious tradition
sanctioned by scripture, confirmed by ritual, and perpetuated by daily practice.
“This, indeed, is a case where nationalist politics in a democratic setting suc-
ceeded in propagating Hindu religious unity in order to obtain an impressive
statistical majority when compared with other religious communities” (von
Stietencron 1989: 52).

Likewise, feminist scholarship has had a powerful effect on the deconstruc-
tion of Hinduism as a patriarchal religion. Some of the most powerful insights
into the colonial construction of Hinduism have come from the perspective of
gender studies. Studies of satı̄ (Mani 1998), female conversions (Viswanathan
1998), and prepubertal marriages and the age of consent (Chakravarty 1998;
Sinha 1995; Chandra 1998) show the extent to which Hindu law was reorga-
nized in British courts to affirm the values and goals of the Hindu elite, the
uppercaste Brahmans. Far from applying legal insights based on local practices,
as urged by a few exceptional British voices such as James Nelson, British judges
relied on the textual interpretations offered by Hindu pandits. Nelson, register-
ing his vehement disapproval of such excessive reliance on elite Hindu inter-
preters, urged that colonial administrators attend to the nuances of local custom
and practice to decide points of law, rather than force Sanskrit-based law upon
non-Hindu peoples.7

And finally, the political rise of dalits, or noncaste groups known also as
“untouchables,” put a dent into Hinduism as an expression of brahmanism. The
writings of dalit leader Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar punctured the logic of caste
hegemony and retold the history of India as a struggle between a power-hungry
but stagnant Hinduism and a flourishing Buddhism. In Ambedkar’s retelling of
Hinduism’s conquest of Buddhism, those Buddhists who refused to convert to
Hinduism or adopt its non-meat-eating practices were turned into chattel labor.
Thus, according to Ambedkar, untouchability was a result of the refusal of Bud-
dhists to reconvert to Hinduism, not of their social inferiority. In historicizing
untouchability, Ambedkar restored a sense of agency to dalits.

As some scholars have noted, one of the pitfalls in challenging the national-
ist, exclusivist evocation of an ancient religion, existing uninterruptedly for five
thousand years, is that its opposite is asserted more as a matter of counter-
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argument than historicity. In the attempt to disparage the contemporary Hindu
ideologues, Hinduism is also being rewritten as a religion that “originally” had
multiple differentiations that have now been lost under the umbrella term “Hin-
duism.” To some extent, this has involved rewriting the very category of religion.
If we can assume that most religions have sects, would the presence of Śaivas,
Vais.n.avas, Jainas, and other groups, though many in number, necessarily inval-
idate the existence of a loose confederation of religions called Hinduism? After
all, the early history of Christianity is no less divided along sectarian lines (some
with hairsplitting differences), yet few would deny calling it by the name of
Christianity. In the case of Hinduism’s history, is the motivation to debunk the
claims of Hindu ideologues driving the writing of another history, which
involves the separation of “religion” from “sect” and a view of each sect as con-
stituting a separate religion? Indeed, Śaivism is now considered as different from
Vais.n.avism as it is from, say, Buddhism, yet Śaivism and Vais.n.avism have tradi-
tionally been described as two competing sects of Hinduism. The important con-
tribution of the new scholarship is that, by questioning whether even rival sects
can be regarded as part of one religion, it disaggregates religion from territori-
ality. After all, if Śaivism and Vais.n.avism have different forms of worship, dif-
ferent scriptures, and different concepts of the godhead, one must confront the
question whether they are regarded as part of Hinduism solely because they are
confined to the specific geography of the subcontinent. Such questions force a
critical distance from conventional notions of religion and nationality, and pro-
hibit a discourse of origins based on geography and territory from taking root.
History as contested ground is equally evident in what Partha Chatterjee
describes as Hindu nationalism’s “consciousness of a solidarity that is supposed
to act itself out in history,” as much as in the secularist attempt to deconstruct
that unity as a contrived one (Chatterjee 1993: 110).

Secondly, in seeking to critique Hindu nationalism without rejecting
Hinduism in toto, some scholars have felt the need to assert a preexisting
Hindu–Muslim harmony that had subsequently been disrupted by the policies of
a divisive colonial government. Ashis Nandy, for instance, distinguishes Hin-
duism as a way of life from religious ideology, and argues that as a daily prac-
tice Hinduism has traditionally observed religious tolerance, but that subsequent
manipulations by state and local political forces disrupted the amity between
Muslims and Hindus (Nandy 1993). Drawing upon such data as the 1911
Census, he points out that in some parts of Gujarat individuals identified them-
selves as “Mohammedan Hindus,” and he concludes that these overlapping
identities serve to question the arbitrary categories imposed by the British
administration for its own bureaucratic purposes. No doubt observations of this
kind are occasioned by a strategic necessity to recuperate some aspect of indige-
nous life not wholly overtaken by colonial power. If Hinduism as a way of life is
asked to serve this role, it is offered as an acknowledgement that the social prac-
tices of people, as well as their ways of relating and cohabiting with members of
other communities, are organized around religion. Religion as social organiza-
tion and relationality need not necessarily be equivalent to religious ideology, as
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Nandy argues, and such distinctions would have to be made to do justice to reli-
gion’s instrumental value in allowing communities to develop. It is certainly true
that on the many occasions when communal violence has broken out in India,
activist groups (like Sahmat, for instance) are prone to evoking an earlier spirit
of precolonial Hindu–Muslim harmony, tragically marred by the destructive and
divisive legacies of the colonial state which persist into the structures of post-
colonial India. In fiction Amitav Ghosh evokes memories of a similar fraternal
spirit as a counterpoint to the unbearable horror of religious violence between
Hindus and Muslims in the aftermath of partition (Ghosh 1992; Viswanathan
1995: 19–34).

The Impetus for Reform in Hinduism

The colonial policy of “divide and rule” has had some of its deepest conse-
quences for Hinduism, its relation to Indian Islam not being the least of them.
British colonialism’s attitude to Hinduism has long been a fraught one, ranging
from antagonism to admiration, but never complete indifference. The existence
of a highly evolved religious system practiced by the Hindus confounded the
colonial assumption that all cultures outside the Christian pale were primitive,
tribalistic, and animistic. Confronting the religious authority wielded by Hindu
pandits, British authorities scrupulously sought to win their allegiance rather
than alienate them by opposing their practices. This led to strategies of co-
optation, which was in stark contrast to colonialism’s systematic effacement of
indigenous practices of religious worship in other colonized societies, particu-
larly in Africa and the Caribbean. Because of the colonial state’s complex nego-
tiation of Hinduism, conversion, as well as colonial governance and educational
policy, followed a different course in India than in other colonized societies. The
prominence of education in the preoccupations of administrators and mission-
aries alike can be attributed to the recognition that the exercise of military
strength – in the case of administrators – or the practice of itinerating – in the
case of missionaries – was not sufficient to securing the consent of the colonized.
Subjects had to be persuaded about the intrinsic merits of English culture and
Christianity if they were to cooperate willingly in the colonial project
(Viswanathan 1989; Copley 1997). The Gramscian theory of hegemony by
consent has one of its strongest proofs in the Indian case, as colonial adminis-
trators sought to win the consent of Indians. Modifying Indian attitudes to Hin-
duism was central to the project. One result was the creation of a whole class of
Indians alienated from their own culture and religion, even as they were sys-
tematically excluded from full participation in the structures of self-governance.
It was this class that was later to initiate a series of reforms of Hinduism and
establish its modern identity. While some prominent Hindus converted to Chris-
tianity, their conversions did not necessarily signify a pro-colonial stance, con-
trary to what many of their countrymen believed. In fact, many converts were
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also part of the momentum to reform Hinduism. Pandita Ramabai, Cornelia
Sorabjee, Krupabai Satthianadhan, and Narayan Viman Tilak, who all converted
to Christianity, were also central figures in the major social reform movements
of the nineteenth century. Keshab Chander Sen was one of the founders of the
Brahmo Samaj, a reform movement intended to make Hinduism less caste-based
and less focused on idol worship and rituals. Tilak turned to vernacular sources
to find a meeting point between Hinduism and Christianity, which he wanted 
to make a national rather than foreign religion. Ramabai, Sorabjee, and 
Satthianadhan were all involved with women’s reform: Ramabai established a
home for widows in Pune; Sorabjee was trained as an advocate in England and
was keenly involved with issues of property reform, as well as the professional
education of women; and Satthianadhan, trained as a medical doctor, took up
the cause of education for women (Kosambi 1999; Satthianadhan 1998).

One reason why Indian converts to Christianity were able to maintain a dis-
tance from the colonial state was that the history of Christian missions in India
was never identical with British colonialism, though this is not to say the mis-
sions opposed the colonization of India. Until the passing of the Charter Act of
1813 there were numerous curbs on missionary activity in India because of the
apprehension that it jeopardized the Company’s relations with a primarily Hindu
population. An insurrection at Vellore, near Madras, in 1806 was blamed on
missionary proselytization, and the Company feared that Hindu resentment
would soon spread and threaten the delicate relationship it had established with
Indian merchants. In the name of protecting the Company’s commercial inter-
ests, a policy of religious neutrality was encouraged, whereby the Company
refrained from interfering in indigenous religions. This did not imply that the
Company approved of Hinduism, but merely that they considered their own
mercantile interests more important. So scrupulous were Company officials in
giving no offense that they were even willing to provide funds for religious
schools and employ pandits and shastris as local informants, a practice that
appalled Macaulay and James Mill who denounced such funding as a violation
of religious neutrality.8 Missionaries too used this as an opportunity to expose
the inconsistencies of the Company, which put restrictions on the work of Chris-
tian missionaries but gave grants to Hindu and Muslim schools. Missionaries
raised a fierce uproar, organizing the Anti-Idolatry Connexion League in
response, and were so vociferous in their protests that in 1833 the government
was forced to withdraw its funding and leave the religious endowments in the
hands of Hindu religious bodies. Though it was not until 1863 that a law was
passed that officially mandated noninterference, Robert Frykenberg argues 
that by this time a new Hindu public had begun to emerge, which drew upon
the “structure of legal precedents for the rise of an entirely new religion”
(Frykenberg 1989: 37).

Whether it was perceived negatively or positively, Hinduism posed an effective
challenge to the unalloyed exertion of British rule, especially considered inter-
changeably with the spread of Christianity. The colonial engagement with
Indian Islam was never as intense as it was with Hinduism. The conventional
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explanation is that Islam, like Christianity, was monotheistic, and Christian mis-
sionaries were far more focused on an anti-idolatry campaign that Islam, to
some extent, also shared. Yet Christian missionaries never saw themselves in
alliance with Muslim pirs, and there was indeed a three-way contestation
between Christianity, Hinduism, and Islam revealing that the tensions between
religions have as much to do with historical rivalries between them as with
whether they are monotheistic or polytheistic. James Mill regarded Islam more
favorably than Hinduism, yet attributed the decline of the Indian polity in the
eighteenth century to effete Islamic rule (Mill 1858). The relationship of reli-
gion to effective governance, rather than the merits of doctrine, emerges in such
accounts as the yardstick for evaluating the quality of religion. A civilizational
theory of religion, akin to Hegel’s schematization of phases of religious devel-
opment, gained ground as the post-Enlightenment rationale for religion in
culture. Under these conditions, both Hinduism and Islam came under sharp
attack for their role in the decline and stagnation of material growth. Chris-
tianity’s identification with the ascendancy of western civilization was the sine
qua non of such attacks.

James Mill marked a disruptive moment in the European perception of Hin-
duism. After a long period of opprobrium, when Hinduism was considered akin
to Catholicism in its “paganism” and rank superstition, Hinduism came to be 
discovered as a highly sophisticated philosophical system. The discovery went in
tandem with a progressive, cosmopolitan Enlightenment project that sought out
natural reason in religion as the feature that distinguished it from supernatu-
ralism. In India, one consequence of the progressive, cosmopolitan Enlighten-
ment project is to argue that only those elements of native culture that accord
with natural reason are authentically Indian and hence that all other native
South Asian cultural practices are monstrous and inappropriate for a modern
civil society. A Vedāntic concept of Hinduism was already in the making, as an
abstract, theistic philosophical system came to represent Hinduism, while all
other popular practices were denounced as idolatrous. The splitting of Hinduism
into popular and intellectual systems contributed to a parallel splitting of anti-
colonial responses into those for whom popular beliefs and “superstitions” were
an essential part of Hindu identity and those for whom Hinduism was purged of
some of its casteist, polytheistic, and ritualistic features. Dipesh Chakrabarty has
shown how popular beliefs confounded both colonizers and Indian intellectuals
alike and came to be identified with a sinister, subversive underside of subaltern
opposition (Chakrabarty 2000: 72–113). Increasingly, there is more interest in
these subaltern expressions of Hinduism as the site of an anticolonial, anticas-
teist resistance that rewrites the very categories of “natural reason” and “super-
naturalism.” Looking at peasant “superstitions” and animistic beliefs also offers
alternative views of Hinduism obscured by the elitist monopoly of theistic
religion.

But for Indian intellectuals intent on purifying Hinduism of its popular, idol-
atrous associations, a newly defined religion could give them an identity com-
patible with the modernity they craved, while retaining their roots in indigenous
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traditions. The Hinduism of Vedānta perfectly fit their needs. A rational religion
consisting of intellectual systems and critical epistemologies, modern Hinduism
made Christianity appear nonrational, intuitive, and idiosyncratic, a religion
riddled with inconsistencies and confusing dogmas. To Hindus seeking rational
bases in religion, the concept of the Trinity was one of Christianity’s most vexing
puzzles. The Christian convert Pandita Ramabai’s main quarrel with Trinitari-
anism was that its concepts of God, the Son, and the Holy Spirit dispersed deity
in three different figures, and confounded the promise of monotheism that led
her to leave Hinduism in the first place. By contrast, Vedāntic Hinduism pos-
sessed almost a cold logic that the Hindu elite could proudly display as a sign of
their own cultural superiority. Moreover, its severe intellectualism was com-
patible with the scientific temperament, unlike in the west where religion and
science were virtually opposed terms. This was a religion Hindus could be proud
of: instead of gaudily decorated stone, theirs was a Hinduism of the mind, that
faculty praised by the colonizers as the index of civilization.

On the other hand, the push toward a monotheistic version of Hinduism was
intended to contest Christianity on its own ground and win back converts to the
Hindu fold by offering the same egalitarian promises as Christianity. The Ārya
Samāj, to name one of the most successful of these movements, eliminated many
of the cumbersome rituals of Hinduism and loosened caste strictures. It was
especially attractive to those who were neither keen on converting to Christian-
ity nor content to remain in a past-oriented Hinduism, out of touch with the
compulsions of modernity. Although Hinduism traditionally claimed that,
unlike Christianity and Islam, it was not a proselytizing religion and that Hindus
were born not made, the Ārya Samāj introduced practices that unsettled those
claims. A practice akin to the baptismal rites of conversion, the ritual purifica-
tory act of śuddhi initiated non-Hindus to the religion (Seunarine 1977). Though
claiming earlier scriptural antecedents, śuddhi was intended to help Hindus
reclaim converts to Christianity. The ritual is an example of how Hinduism
adapted to the new challenges set by colonialism by borrowing some of the very
features – such as conversion – that it had earlier repudiated, claiming Hin-
duism’s privileged status on the basis of birth. Reconversion rituals have been a
fundamental part of modern Hinduism’s attempt to reclaim and sustain its
majoritarian status.

Orientalism and reformism thus often went together in the nineteenth-
century construction of Hinduism. If the Hinduism approved by Orientalism
reflected a European view of natural religion, reform movements were a double
reflection of that view. Orientalism and reform enter a dialectic that kept Hin-
duism bolted within the vise of European perceptions – as if in an interlocking
set of infinite mirrors – regardless of whether the intent of Hindu reformers was
to break free of them or not. The texts that reformers consulted were often based
on translations authorized by western scholars, such as William Jones, Charles
Wilkins, Nathaniel Halhed, Henry Colebrooke, and Henry Prinsep. Rarely did
reformers turn to oral traditions or local practices for alternative understand-
ings of Hinduism. Rosane Rocher’s argument that the privileging of Vedānta by
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the British and by reform movements within Hinduism was an “accident of intel-
lectual history” fails to account for why reformism was so restricted in its range
of textual sources (Rocher 1993). Jadunath Sarkar, a Bengali reformer, reveals
how narrow was this range:

In the nineteenth century we recovered our long lost ancient literatures, Vedic and
Buddhistic, as well as the buried architectural monuments of Hindu days. The
Vedas and their commentaries had almost totally disappeared from the plains of
Aryavarta where none could interpret them; none had even a complete manuscript
of the texts. The English printed these ancient scriptures of the Indo-Aryans and
brought them to our doors. (Sarkar 1979: 84 in Chakravarty 1998)

The core of Hindu tradition was located in the Vedas and the Upanis.ads, the time
of whose composition marked the golden age of India’s civilization. The won-
drous past unearthed by Orientalist scholars became all the more valuable to the
indigenous literati as they faced a present denounced by missionaries and utili-
tarian reformers alike for its benightedness and social inequalities.

However, drawing upon Orientalist scholarship does not mean that Hindu
reformers were passive recipients of knowledge about their glorious past. As
Uma Chakravarty points out, the indigenous elite were “active agents in con-
structing the past and were consciously engaged in choosing particular elements
from the embryonic body of knowledge flowing from their own current social
and political concerns” (Chakravarty 1998: 32). These concerns interacted with
the texts made available by Orientalist scholars through translations and new
critical editions, which enabled a reinterpretation of the past as a vital period of
Indian history from which a more positive Hinduism could be reconstructed
from its now fallen state.

Of particular interest in the return to the golden past was a search for a time
when women held a more exalted position than at present or under Muslim rule.
Instead of denouncing Hinduism for perpetuating degrading practices like satı̄
and infant marriage, as Christian missionaries did, Hindu reformers resolved the
problem of seeming to approve a religion they themselves felt some distance
from, by claiming that the earlier history of Hinduism showed a much more pos-
itive attitude to women. This move consisted of evoking heroic women figures in
Hindu narratives, like Savitrı̄, Gargı̄, and Maitreyı̄, whose devotion to their hus-
bands not only earned them the exalted title of pativrata, but whose learning,
resilience, courage, and assertiveness also made them particularly worthy of
general emulation, particularly in a colonial setting where the emasculation 
of men threatened to rob people of strong role models. Such an exalted view of
women in Indian history was in stark contrast to the general portrayal of women
as victims, which missionaries were fond of depicting when they alluded to the
practices of widow burning, female infanticide, and child marriage. Early Hin-
duism’s capacity to give women a place in society beyond their subordination to
men was an underlying refrain in the writings of reformers, who remained
dependent on Orientalist presentations of their own texts to them. That these
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presentations drew upon some of the west’s own romantic longings for some
essential spiritual unity was not lost on the Hindu elite, whose spiritualization
of women, as Partha Chatterjee points out, compensated for their emasculation
by colonial control (Chatterjee 1993).

Significantly, the impetus to look for alternative traditions often came from
Christian converts who, imbued with a desire to address Hinduism’s shortcom-
ings, turned to folk traditions to locate other ways of finding a synthesis of Hin-
duism and Christianity that could truly be called indigenous. For instance, the
Marathi poet Narayan Viman Tilak, who converted to Christianity, was a major
Indian nationalist figure who used his conversion as a standpoint from which to
offer proposals for a revitalized India. He believed Christianity could help rid
Hinduism of its casteist features, yet at the same time he wanted to indigenize
Christianity to make it more adaptable to the needs and emotions of the people,
as well as to critique the alienating effects of British colonialism. Dissatisfied 
with Sanskrit texts because they excluded the mass of people, he turned to 
the older Marathi devotional poetry of Jñāneśvar, Nāmdev, and Tukārām 
(through whom he claimed he reached Jesus Christ), and sought to adapt the
bhajan form to Christian hymns (Viswanathan 1998: 40). The result was a
unique synthesis of Hindu and Christian cultural forms, largely made possible
by mining the folk traditions ignored by Hindu reformers.

Hinduism and Colonial Law

It was in the arena of law that Hinduism received its most definitive colonial
reworking. This is one of the most complicated and dense aspects of Britain’s
involvement with Indian traditions, yet it is also the most far-reaching, as the
texts that constituted the basis of legal decisions achieved a canonical power 
as religious rather than legal texts. This had a great deal to do with the consol-
idation of patriarchal power over practices involving women, such as sati,
prepubertal marriage, and conversion to other religions. Each of these had a sig-
nificant role in the construction of Hinduism. If modern Hinduism’s practice is
theoretically based on law, it is to that law that one must turn to examine how
it was yoked to the interests of both colonizers and the indigenous elite, even as
it showed the wide gap between them.

Instead of rehearsing a linear chronology of the laws of India, we would do
well to begin with a pivotal act that reveals as much about what preceded it as
how it affected (or did not affect) the course of subsequent Indian legal history.
The Caste Disabilities Removal Act was passed in 1850, and it was intended to
protect converts from disenfranchisement of their rights, including rights to
property, maintenance, and guardianship. But its immediate precursor was the
Lex Loci Act, which was drafted in 1845 (as the name suggests) to constitute the
law of the land, irrespective of individual differences between the various per-
sonal, customary, and statutory laws of Hindus and Muslims. The preservation
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of these laws goes back to Warren Hastings’ Judicial Plan of 1772, which pro-
vided for the application of different traditional laws for Hindus and Muslims –
a decision that, Dieter Conrad argues, was instrumental in introducing a two-
nation theory in India: “One has to date from that decision the establishment of
personal laws on the plane of state legality in India: laws administered by ordi-
nary courts, yet applying not as the common law of the land on a territorial basis 
(lex loci) but on account of personal status by membership in a social group
defined by its religion.” Conrad is careful to point out that this was not neces-
sarily a “divide and rule” strategy, but that it was “largely a ratification of exist-
ing practices” (Conrad 1995: 306). Even this last statement is only partially
correct, as these practices did not have a history that stretched back indefinitely.
Indeed, many of them were no more basic to Indian society than the amalga-
mation of Indian and English law that superseded them. The laws had been 
carefully developed through translations undertaken by prominent British 
Orientalist scholars, including William Jones, Nathaniel Halhed, Henry Cole-
brooke, and William Grady. The application of laws derived from Sanskrit clas-
sical texts leveled the community of Hindus to include all those who were not
Muslims or Christians, and it absorbed under the category of “Hindu” both out-
castes and members of religions as diverse as Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism,
Judaism, and Zorastrianism. Only Islam was considered separate from Hinduism.
Christianity suffered a more ambivalent fate. Though there were separate laws
for Christians, these depended on what category of Christian one was. British
residents, of course, had their own laws; East Indians (Anglo-Indians) too were
governed by English law; native Christians claimed English law, but court rulings
were inconsistent in this regard, at times deciding that they came under the
administration of Hindu law.9 And finally, from a legal viewpoint, Christian con-
verts were in the most liminal position. One of the paradoxical effects of Chris-
tian conversions was a tendency in colonial courts to regard the conversions as
not having occurred at all, with the result that Christian converts were still
placed as Hindus for purposes of law (Viswanathan 1998: 75–117).

So much has been written about satı̄ in recent scholarship that it has come to
stand for a pivotal moment in nineteenth-century reform legislation, as well as
the culmination of a crisis involving women’s subjectivity. Partly because of its
sensationalism, and partly because of its romantic representation in both Indian
and European texts, satı̄ has overshadowed (not always justifiably) other crucial
issues involving women, such as education, early marriages, and the effects of
conversion. This is not the place to go into the vast literature on satı̄, but several
observations are in order for understanding why satı̄ has engaged scholarly
attention to the extent that it has, and how that attention is now focused on the
emergence of Hinduism in its present form. Colonial discourse studies have illu-
minated the connections between satı̄ and the colonial construction of Hin-
duism in powerful ways. The work of Lata Mani emerges from this approach,
though it has been taken to task for attributing too much power to colonial
knowledge and not enough to other indigenous sources comprising both textual
and oral traditions. Nonetheless, Mani’s work is a useful starting point for 
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analyzing the relations of Hinduism and colonial law. Mani’s principal argument
is that “tradition” is reconstituted under colonial rule and that woman and brah-
manic scripture become “interlocking grounds for this rearticulation” (Mani
1998: 90). Drawing from the colonial archive, she shows how women were the
ground for defining what constituted authentic cultural tradition. If there was
a privileging of brahmanic scripture, and tradition was equated with scripture,
Mani suggests that this was the effect of the power of colonial discourse on India,
which rewrote woman as tradition. Less convincing is Mani’s explanation that
such representations were forged out of a colonial need for systematic gover-
nance. It is more likely that colonial administrators were attempting to find a
coherent point in Hindu law on which they could peg certain existing assump-
tions in British culture about women, tradition, and the domestic sphere, thus
achieving a manufactured version of Hinduism suitable for their own purposes.

Considered the bane of Hindu society, child or prepubertal marriages were
vehemently opposed by Christian missionaries, who objected on the grounds of
both health and morality. Child brides were perceived to be so ill trained in
hygiene and well-being that the children they gave birth to were believed to suffer
from congenital disorders and not destined to live long. The later a woman
married, the longer her children were expected to live. Even Hindu men could
not find much to dispute in this argument. However, the issue of morality put
them fiercely on the defensive. The right to repudiate an early marriage, espe-
cially when there was neither consummation nor formal cohabitation, threat-
ened to destroy the idea of marriage as a sacrament, which none of the male
Hindu reformers were willing to do. Nor were they keen to raise the age of
consent for females. The infamous Rakhmabai case, involving a woman’s right
to repudiate a forced marriage, resulted in the woman being returned to her
husband. At stake was the sanctity of Hindu marriages: if the verdict had gone
in the woman’s favor, marriage would been turned from a sacrament to a con-
tract issue, which the Hindu elite resisted fiercely (Chandra 1998).

Finally, colonial conversions reveal the reach of colonial law to fix religious
identity, especially in the face of challenges by converts to subvert assigned iden-
tities. That the British administration was involved at all was solely due to the
fact that missionaries helped in bringing to court the cases of converts denied
certain rights upon conversion. Subject to forfeiting their rights to property, con-
jugality, guardianship and maintenance, converts from Hinduism suffered “civil
death,” a state of excommunication. Realizing that they could turn their failures
in the mission field to good account by becoming legal advocates, Christian mis-
sionaries urged the colonial courts to protect the rights of converts on principles
dear to English political thought, the right to property being a key one. Of course,
the missionaries were primarily interested in removing the obstacles against con-
version, since the dreaded prospect of civil death made Hindus more reluctant
to convert. But the British judicial decisions reveal a curious feature: while they
remained true to form by asserting the right to property by individuals, they did
so by denying the subjectivity of converts. That is, the solution to protecting con-
verts’ rights was by regarding them as still Hindu under the law. The rationale
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for this move was the belief that customs and usages (often deferred to in civil
suits as a last resort) were slower to change than beliefs. British judges resolved
the dilemma of applying English liberal principle that might be offensive to
Hindu patriarchy by declaring that converts to Christianity could remain Hindus
for purposes of law, especially if their habits and manners remained essentially
undifferentiated from so-called Hindu customs. The rationale for this solution
was simple: If Christian converts were really Hindus, they could not be treated
as civilly dead and their civil rights could not justifiably be revoked under Hindu
law. The net result of such judicial rulings was the creation of a homogeneous
Hindu community, impervious to the discrepant articulations of individual
members claiming fealty to other faiths.

Notes

1 Richard G. Fox’s proposal that we distinguish Orientalism between two forms – 
affirmative and negative – fails to acknowledge that even affirmative Orientalism was
deeply embedded in structures of domination. See Fox 1993: 152.

2 Many of the contributors, as well as the editors, of Representating Hinduism empha-
size Hinduism as a nineteenth-century construct, forged largely as a nationalist
response to British colonialism. Of particular interest for this argument are the essays
by Friedhelm Hardy and Heinrich von Stietencron.

3 For instance, Gandhi maintained that though he had read The Bhagavad Gı̄tā in his
native Gujarati, it was only when he read it in an English translation that he was able
to make the philosophical connections between such key concepts as dharma, satyā-
graha, and ahim. sā from which he was then able to develop an activist program of civil
resistance (Gandhi 1957: 67–8).

4 It is equally important to note, as Amartya Sen does, that Sanskrit literature has a
long history of heterodoxy, yet this tradition of writing does not get as much atten-
tion in Western discourses as does a representative “Hindu” text like The Bhagavad
Gı̄tā. Sen observes that “Sanskrit and Pali have a larger atheistic and agnostic litera-
ture than exists in any other classical tradition. . . . Through selective emphases that
point up differences with the West, other civilizations can, in this way, be redefined
in alien terms, which can be exotic and charming, or else bizarre and terrifying, or
simply strange and engaging. When identity is thus defined by contrast, divergence
with the West becomes central” (Sen 2000: 36).

5 I use the phrase “pre-Muslim India” with some reservations, even though it is part
of von Stietencron’s description. As Romila Thapar among other scholars has argued
in numerous writings, dividing India into “Hindu India,” “Muslim India,” “British
India” is too neat a formula, since it reintroduces James Mill’s language (as present
in his History of British India) of considering Indian history within this tripartite divi-
sion. Such a historiography, Thapar argues, has been instrumental in fueling the pas-
sions of Hindu nationalists to recover a Hinduism compromised or threatened by
Islamic conversions and the destruction of Hindu temples.

6 Von Stietencron observes that Hinduism in pre-Muslim India did not have all-India
religious bodies invested with the power to authorize official religious interpretations,
and hence heterodox readings could not be banned entirely (von Stietencron 1989:
71).
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7 James Nelson, A View of the Hindu Law as Administered by the High Court of Judicature
at Madras (1877). Nelson noted that the usages and customs of inhabitants of his
district in Madurai were altogether different from the practices associated with
Hindus and that were “judicially recognized” by the High Court of Judicature at
Madras. He concluded from this observation that, far from being Hindu in faith and
thought, Tamil people “believe, think, and act in modes entirely opposed to and
incompatible with real, modern Hinduism” (p. ii). Lashing out at the “grotesque
absurdity” of applying the strictest Sanskrit law to tribals, Nelson argued that no
such thing as Hindu law ever existed. The artifact of Sanskritists, Hindu law came
into being as a result of the ignorance of the actual history and circumstances of the
vast majority of social groups in India, maintained Nelson, one of the few voices in
the British judicial administration who dared to take this position.

8 Macaulay’s infamous “Minute on Indian Education” is partly inspired by his outrage
at the British government’s subsidies to indigenous schools, which taught what he
described as wildly extravagant fairy tales masquerading as religious truth. His plea
for the study of English literature was the culmination of a long argument that orig-
inated in an Orientalist policy encouraging indigenous learning. See “Minute on
Indian Education,” in G. M. Young, ed., Macaulay: Prose and Poetry (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1957).

9 Abraham v. Abraham was one of the most prominent cases involving East Indians. In
this case a widow of a native Indian Christian contested her brother-in-law’s claim
that, as native Christians who were formerly Hindus, even several generations ago,
Hindu law was applicable in cases of joint property and coparcenerships. The widow
protested that as Christians they were governed by English law. The ruling went in
the brother-in-law’s favor.
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CHAPTER 2

Orientalism and Hinduism

David Smith

“The horror, the horror.” These words transposed by Coppola from Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness (1899) sum up in Apocalypse Now (1979) both the American
war against Vietnam and Oriental religion. In Coppola’s film the US soldiers in
Cambodia confronted by the ruins of Angkor exclaim at their strangeness, at 
the giant heads of the Bodhisattva-Śivas entwined with the roots of the all-
swallowing jungle. Amid the ruins, the boat rounds a bend in the river to
discover a motley array of native soldiers, accompanied by a profusion of
hanging corpses. The lost colonel Kurtz – like Conrad’s Kurtz – has gone mad
and is killing wildly deep in the jungle. He, then, is horrifying to those who are
searching for him. But Kurtz has a little shelf of books in his womb-like center
of the temple complex, where a statue of the Buddha sits beside him, a shelf that
bears the Golden Bough and Jessie Weston’s The Quest for the Holy Grail. The mad
colonel, once an “outstanding officer,” is not only waging a private war, but is
also a solitary student of Religious Studies. He has been overwhelmed by what
he sees as the obscenity, the horror of America’s war machine, but is driven to
rival it, his chamber containing what seems to be a large wall panel of Kālı̄. The
venturing hero of the film slays this wicked colonel with the sacrificial axe from
a buffalo sacrifice just about to take place. The film in its released version ends
with the wicked American bombers raining destruction on the wickedness of the
mad colonel. There is a bizarre diversion here of the American bombing from its
perceived exterior foe to Kurtz, its inner self. Perhaps the most startling contrast
between the film and Conrad’s novel is between the massive fire power of the
Americans and the impotence of the French gunboat blindly shelling the jungle
shoreline – but the Americans were no less impotent in the end. In Coppola’s
film we have modernity gone mad, no less mad than the film’s version of eastern
religion!

A year before Coppola’s film a book was published that has proved to be an
extraordinarily successful counterblast to the imperialism and colonialism



implicit in modernity – Edward Said’s Orientalism. Once the study of “oriental”
or near eastern and Asian languages and literatures, orientalism is now taken
to mean the western domination and exploitation of the east, the west viewing
the east as alien, as “the other.” All study of Hinduism in the west is taken to be
an instance of Orientalism in the new sense. It was the literary critic Said, a
Palestinian Christian, who brought about this revolution. His first book a study
of Joseph Conrad, in Orientalism Said introduced and popularized the ideas of
Foucault. Although partly inspired by Raymond Schwab’s La Renaissance
Orientale (1950), which makes India the centerpiece of an expected cultural
rebirth of Europe through the study of the Orient, Sanskrit performing the role
of Greek in the first Renaissance, Said is principally concerned with the Arab
world and its treatment by the west. European novels remain his primary area
of expertise, and not for a moment does he take on-board Schwab’s thesis 
that the East has influenced the West. Said makes use of Foucault’s notion of
discourse, of a manner of thinking that is adopted willy-nilly by a generation or
more of writers, while at the same time having as his preferred procedure 
the literary analysis of individual works of literature. The two methods sit 
ill together: “Said denounces with Foucaultian vitriol what he loves with
Auerbachian passion” (Ahmad 1992: 168). Nevertheless, following Foucault,
Said suggests that the effect of Orientalist discourse is “to formulate the Orient,
to give it shape, identity, definition with full recognition of its place in memory,
its importance to imperial strategy, and its ‘natural’ role as an appendage to
Europe” (Said 1978: 86).

A significant and malign maneuver on Said’s part is to extend the term
Orientalist from students of Oriental languages to all those who deal with the
Orient, whether or not they use texts in the original languages. His final option
for the meaning of Orientalism of course turns it on its head; as taken up by the
sociologist Bryan Turner, Orientalism means ignorance of the Orient: “From the
seventeenth century onwards, orientalism had constituted a profound sense of
otherness with respect to alien cultures”(Turner 1994: 183). This perverse
sleight-of-hand magics away into thin air the editions, translations, and
dictionaries of the true and original Orientalists who devoted their lives to
understanding the meaning of instances of Oriental culture and civilization. 
In the words of Gyan Prakash, “The towering . . . images of men like William
(‘Oriental’) Jones have cracked and come tumbling down” (Prakash 1995: 200).

So well established is Said that Joan-Pau Rubies, a young scholar, recently
wrote that “ ‘Orientalism’ has traditionally been defined as a western imperial-
ist attitude in which the colonized subjects are perceived according to purely
western ideological concerns” (Rubies 2002: 287). Said’s brilliant success has
swept away all that preceded it, and his redefinition of Orientalism has become
“traditional”! The choice of the term Orientalism is unfortunate on several
counts. In the first place, why limit it to the west? As Rubies remarks, “If we
define orientalism as a manipulative historical gaze based on a crude separation
between us and other, and which denies the representation of this other any
intrinsic voice, then there was very little in the Muslim discourse about Hindu
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India which was less orientalist than what contemporary Europeans perceived
and wrote” (Rubies 2002: 286). Then again, within Hinduism, Brahmans might
be said to have an Orientalist attitude to the lower castes. Original Orientalism
was precisely the attempt to understand the Oriental Other. This attempt was 
not completely successful, but it was all the attempt at understanding there was.
Orientalism can be faulted for undue concentration on classical texts, but this
was only mirroring the crucial role of study of ancient Greek and Latin, the
Ancients, in the intellectual life of the west.

First and foremost a literary critic, turning again and again in his Orientalism
to the modern European novel as his favorite medium and source, Said sweep-
ingly dismisses Orientalists in the strict sense in exactly the same way as he says
that the west dismisses the east, as inferior others. Said has not altogether
unfairly been dismissed as “a literary critic rummaging through history to find
scraps of evidence to support his personal and political purposes” (Kopf 1991:
21) by Kopf, author of a pioneering historical study of British Orientalism in
India (Kopf 1969).

Said’s work is continued with reference to India by the anthropologist turned
historian-Sanskritist, Ronald Inden, in his Imagining India (1992), a book whose
success has been scarcely less than that of Said’s. Indeed, its intellectual basis is
perhaps stronger than that of Orientalism; Inden’s thesis is that Orientalists have
deprived Indians of “agency” “by imagining an India kept eternally ancient by
various Essences attributed to it, most notably that of caste.” Inden contends
that Indologists present the texts they study as “distorted portrayals of reality,”
as “manifestations of an ‘alien’ mentality” (1992: 1, 39).

Early in the book he gives as an example of some remarks on Vedic ritual by
Louis Renou (1896–1966), the great French Sanskritist. These remarks are
taken from Renou’s masterly survey of the main problems in the study of Indian
religion, as he saw them in 1950. Renou says in the quoted passage that Vedic
ritual is overburdened with system, that there was “an advancing scholasticism”
(1992: 39). Two paragraphs later in Renou’s text, the following sentences are
quoted by Inden: “Ritual has a strong attraction for the Indian mind, which
tends to see everything in terms of the formulae and methods of procedure, even
when such adjuncts no longer seem really necessary for its religious experience”
(1992: 39). Inden believes that this is to transform “the thoughts and actions of
ancient Indians into a distortion of reality.” Renou might have shown that the
Vedic priests “were part of a coherent and rational whole” based on different pre-
suppositions than his own; but Renou, like many Indologists, holds that there is
a single external reality to which Western science has privileged access. Implicit
in the text of Renou and other Indologists, is the “metaphor of the Other as a
dreamer, as a . . . mad man.” Like Freud on dreams, Indologists attribute con-
densation and displacement to the Indian mind. For Renou, says Inden, “the
priestly mind takes up rituals which are not meant to be enacted while the
priestly hand performs rituals that have no religious rationale.” “Renou, we have
seen [!], attributed the same dreaming irrationality to the Indian mind that Hegel
did” (1992: 42).
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Inden’s polemic leads him to distort Renou’s statements. When Renou speaks
of the Indian mind, he means the Indian mind as expressed in Vedic texts, a con-
tinuous and highly specific tradition to which certain general characteristics
might fairly be attributed. Renou goes on to say that there is a tendency in the
ritual texts to build up complex structures from simpler elements, that they are
sometimes intellectual exercises – “we must not regard them as consisting
entirely of accounts of actual religious practice” (Renou 1968: 30). Renou’s
account of Vedism to my mind is sympathetic and luminous. As Renou says, “Of
religious feeling and community life in the Vedic period we can know virtually
nothing” (Renou 1968: 44). But he gives us a description of a present-day per-
formance of a Vedic sacrifice, ending with the following comment on ancient
times: “In those distant days India had a feeling for liturgy comparable to that
of the Roman Church” (Renou 1968: 35). We might also note Renou’s remark
that “the prose-style of the Śatapatha [the largest of the sacrificial texts] is a
model of skilful articulation, and in its severe purity reminds us of Plato” (Renou
1968: 45). In another essay on Vedic studies Renou notes that “Indian scholars
have come relatively late to these studies. It may be that an excess of attachment
(very respectable in itself) to the tradition has prevented them from considering
the Veda with eyes sufficiently objective, with the same ‘indifference’ with which
a naturalist studies a plant” (Renou 1950: 46).1

Not only did Renou devote his life to the objective study of Sanskrit and the
Veda, more than most Sanskritists he took the large view, giving an accurate
account of the whole scope of classical Indian civilization in the two volumes of
L’Inde Classique which he edited with Jean Filliozat, writing much of it himself.
To say that Renou attributed “dreaming irrationality” to the Indian mind is false.
As his pupil Malamoud wrote in the preface to a posthumous collection of
Renou’s essays, L’Inde Fondamentale, Renou described an India that was rigorous
and cheerful, animated by a powerful ardor for speculation, directed to the intre-
pid analysis of language rather than to rumination on the ineffable (Malamoud
1978: 1).

Renou had no conceivable imperial designs on India. Nor did Georg Bühler
(1837–98), the Sanskritist’s Sanskritist of the second half of the nineteenth
century, who worked for the Raj’s Bombay Presidency. This Austrian scholar had
the reputation of having read everything extant in Sanskrit; and conceived and
edited the Encyclopedia of Indo-Aryan Research, contributed to by Indologists from
all over the world. Renou and Bühler are prime examples of the mastery sought
by all scholars, the lordship of understanding that is as complete as possible.
British Orientalists had the same ambitions, of understanding through firsthand
knowledge. Mill and Hegel, on the other hand, claimed universal dominion for
their ideas without any firsthand knowledge of India or Indian languages – this
is the difference between scholars and philosophers.

On the other hand, it is certainly true that the understanding of many
Sanskritists was limited to their particular texts, and that some had little or no
sympathy for modern India. Thus for Garbe, who visited India in 1885/6, the
worship of the common Hindu was a worthless fetishism, and he confessed to
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the anger of a Hebrew prophet, wanting to whip the Hindus, especially the
priests, from the stinking lairs that were their temples (Garbe 1925: 56). But it
behooves us to remember how far away India was from the west before airplanes
– both Garbe and Deussen give a careful account of the ships in which they
voyage to India. Very little was known about how Hindus lived and thought.
There is nothing to be gained by reduplicating Garbe’s moral indignation and
heaping it back on him, for he lived on a different planet; and he had a very good
understanding of Samkhyan and other texts.

Said’s reversal of the meaning of the word Orientalism has been so success-
ful because there was a need for a word for western misunderstanding and mis-
treatment of the East, but his choice was unfortunate. No one has offered any
evidence that Indological Orientalist learning, in the strict old sense of linguis-
tic and textual study, served imperial ends. Those concerned with conquest and
exploitation, with practical affairs, had no time and little sympathy for such
studies.2 Warren Hastings was the exception here, but he had a great love of all
things Indian. It was he who set Orientalism – in its old and original meaning –
in train in India. He found Hinduism scarcely less attractive than Christianity.3

He spoke of himself as well as others when he told the man he was sending to
explore Tibet, “there were ‘thousands of men in England’ who would listen to
the story of an expedition ‘in search of knowledge’, with ‘ten times’ the interest
they would take in ‘victories that slaughtered thousands of the national
enemies’ ” (Feiling 1996: 105). Nor does colonial discourse theory make
allowance for the kind of love of learning that led Anquetil-Duperron to enlist
as a soldier so that he could get to India and study Old Persian and Sanskrit
(Anquetil-Duperron [1771] 1997: 75–7). Indeed, Said speaks of “the madness
of Anquetil-Duperron’s life” (Said 1984: 252).

Not only does Inden without a shred of justification accuse Renou of attribut-
ing “the same dreaming irrationality to the Indian mind that Hegel did,” he
makes the astonishing claim that the writings of James Mill (The History of
British India) and Hegel were hegemonic texts for Indology (Inden 1992: 4). As 
Trautman says, “neither Mill nor Hegel learned an Indian language or set foot
in India” and “they used their secondhand knowledge to fashion arguments
against the authority of the Orientalists and the enthusiasm for India with which
it was associated” (Trautman 1997: 23). Numerous writers today claim that
Mill was studied at Haileybury, the East India Company’s college in England, but
a rare published account of life there makes no mention of the History of British
India. John Beames, an Indian civil servant whose love of learning led him to
write a Comparative Grammar of Indo-Aryan languages, describes his time at
Haileybury learning languages, but nothing whatever about life in India, not
even what Mill has to say.

[I]t was considered “bad form” to talk about India or to allude to the fact that we
were all going there soon. Even the study of Oriental languages, which was the
chief feature of the place, and in fact the reason for its existence, was carried on
as though we had no personal interest in the countries in which those languages
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were spoken, and no attempt was made to practise talking them or to acquire any
practical familiarity with them. If at any time one wanted to know what sort of
place India was, or what one’s future life or work there was to be like, it was impos-
sible to find anyone who could give the requisite information. (Beames 1996: 64)

The indifference to India on the part of Beames and his fellow students seems to
be innocent of any knowledge of the History of James Mill.

Oriental Despotism

Coppola transposes the Horror from the African jungle with its cannibals and
fences topped with skulls to the jungle of Cambodia, where the giant heads of
the divine kings of Angkor loom out of the vegetation. Angkor, “The City,” from
the Sanskrit nagara (“city”), was on the eastern edge of the huge spread of
Sanskritic culture. Sanskrit was “the paramount linguistic medium by which
ruling elites expressed their power from Purusapura (Peshawar) in Gandhara in
the northwest of the subcontinent to as far east as Panduranga in Annam (south
Vietnam) and Prambanam in central Java” (Pollock 1996: 198). In describing
the formation of what he calls the Sanskrit Cosmopolis, Pollock refers to the
“efforts of small groups of traders, adventurers, religious professionals. There is
no evidence that large-scale state initiatives were ever at issue, or that anything
remotely resembling ‘colonization’ took place” (Pollock 1996: 241).

Yet, however Sanskritic religious culture spread to southeast Asia, the huge
temple-palaces in Cambodia are patent manifestation of royalty’s will to power.
An important early instance of Said’s version of Orientalism is the European
notion of Oriental Despotism, a category that allows the west to dismiss eastern
political concerns as inherently inferior. The notion goes back to Aristotle:
“Asians are more servile by nature . . . hence they endure despotic rule without
protest” (Aristotle, Politics III, ix, 3 cited in Anderson 1974: 463). Francois
Bernier (1620–88), philosophe and traveler, is here a key figure, for his account
of the despotism of the Mughals was taken up by Montesquieu and Marx, to
name only two. In fact, as Murr suggests, Bernier’s account of India under
Aurangzib and his predecessors reflects his fear that the absolutism of Louis XIV
might degenerate into tyranny. He studiously resists using the term despot, and
presents Aurangzib as by no means a barbarian, but as a great king worthy of
comparison with European kings (Murr 1991). The Mughal emperors differed
from European kings in that the most powerful son rather than the first-born
became the successor; and in parallel with this lack of regularly rewarded
primogeniture there was no landed aristocracy as independent counterweight
to the sovereign, since nobles were salaried and liable to dismissal if their
performance was not satisfactory. Oriental Despotism becomes a key concept in
pro-imperialist interpretations of ancient Indian politics and society. Anquetil-
Duperron was the first European to argue against the notion that there was no
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ownership of land in India, though his motive was primarily antipathy to the
British. It is interesting to note a lack of such anti-British animus in the most
important Enlightenment work on colonialism, Raynal’s Philosophical and
Political History of the Two Indies (first published 1760), no less a contributory
factor to the French Revolution than Rousseau, now scarcely known. For Raynal
England is one among four powers in contemporary south India, no more out of
place than the Marathas, Tipu Sultan, and the Nizam of Hyderbad (Raynal
1820, vol 3: 187). All four powers were conquering outside their own territo-
ries. But the notion of Oriental Despotism is an instance where Said’s critique is
fully justified. So too the notion of the unchanging Indian village, dealt with by
Inden. But in these, and many other cases, the mistaken interpretation arises
from ignorance, from lack of sources of information.

Orientalism and Empire

Today the British Empire is widely seen as a blot on the history of the world.
Assessment of British rule in India is difficult. Postcolonialism has produced a
vast amount of literary criticism predicated on the cruelty and injustice of the
Raj; Vinay Lal declares that getting to grips with the products of this industry
leaves no time for old-fashioned history – even “the quest for objectivity” in
assessing the British Empire is “morally dubious.” A balanced judgment relevant
in the present context is that of Nirad C. Chaudhuri, even if Lal dismisses 
him as “an indefatigable Anglophile” (Lal 1997: 100). Describing the 1920s,
Chaudhuri’s empathy with Englishness – though he disliked the few Englishmen
he met while under the Raj – does come out in his not unfavorable summary 
of early British imperialism as “a mixture of humanitarianism, Evangelism,
Utilitarianism, and Liberalism.” But Chaudhuri continues:

That old imperialism had been replaced by the end of the nineteenth century by a
wholly shoddy theory, which was nothing better than boastful verbiage. By 1920,
even that had been discredited, and the Empire in India survived only as a 
practical reality supported by vested interests. (Chaudhuri 1988: 775)

Tapan Raychaudhuri in his important assessment of British rule in India
remarks that “In post-independence India, serious thinkers and historians who
see anything good in the imperial record can probably be counted on the fingers
of one hand” (Raychaudhuri 1996: 358); nor is he one of their number.

There can be no doubt that the British, with a few exceptions, had no
sympathy for Indian culture or religion, least of all sympathy for Hindus and
Hinduism. But that is all the more reason to give due allowance to the excep-
tions. Kejariwal shows commendable boldness in blaming Indian nationalism
for not giving credit to the early British Orientalists: “Indian historians 
were more than eager to accept the glory of India’s past as revealed by British
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historians, but the historians themselves were rejected as biased and motivated”
(Kejariwal 1988: 233).

The British Empire should not be considered in isolation from other empires.
Not only is the British Raj to be set beside the Turkish, Persian, Roman, and other
Empires, we must also note Chaudhuri’s assertion of Hindu imperialism:

I had better confess that all Hindus are traditionally imperialists, and they con-
demned imperialism only in so far as British imperialism made them subjects to an
empire instead of its masters. This is due to the fact that the strongest political
passion of the ancient Hindus was directed towards conquest and domination. All
Sanskrit literature and all the historical inscriptions are full of glorification of both.
This aspiration to conquer and dominate was suppressed during Muslim and
British rule, but today, even if not given practical expression, it conditions the
attitude of the present Hindu ruling class towards the neighbours of India.
(Chaudhuri 1988: 774)

Har Bilas Sarda’s Hindu Superiority (1906) invents an account of Hindu colo-
nization of the world (Jaffrelot 1997: 331). R. C. Majumdar’s history of India,
widely used in schools and colleges in India, sees the spread of Hinduism and
Buddhism in southeast Asia as the result of colonization by the Indian master
race. Pollock claims that the source of such thinking is European (Pollock 1996:
233). True, but the goal of the traditional Hindu king was universal empire.
Pollock concedes that domination did not enter India with European colonialism
and that “gross asymmetries of power . . . appear to have characterized India in
particular times and places over the last three millennia and have formed the
background against which ideological power, intellectual and spiritual resis-
tance, and many forms of physical and psychological violence crystallized”
(Pollock 1993: 115) “Sanskrit was the principal discursive instrument of domi-
nation in premodern India and . . . it has been continuously reappropriated in
modern India by many of the most reactionary and communalist sectors of the
population” (Pollock 1993: 116). Inden’s Imagining India seeks to refute the
“Orientalist” account (in Said’s sense) of India which Inden says deprives Hindus
of agency by defining Hinduism in terms of essence, caste, and spirituality. Yet
his refutation of the supposed colonialism and imperialism of his predecessors in
the field of Indology proceeds by setting against them the medieval imperialism
of Hinduism – universal empire was always the theoretical goal of Hindu kings.

Orientalism and Racial Theories

Various views on the origin and types of mankind were current in seventeenth-
century Europe, including the theory of Pre-adamite man, but “racial theory
has as its official birthdate 24 April 1664” (Toth 1988: 23), when Bernier
published in the Journal des Scavans a new division of the earth according to the
different races that occupy it. He did not sign his paper because of intense
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theological opposition to the theory of Pre-adamite man published by his friend
La Peyrère nine years earlier. Bernier’s conception was biological and based on
heredity. Bernier distinguishes four or five “species”; we need only note that he
considered Europeans and a good part of Asia (including the States of the Great
Mogol, the Kingdom of Golconda, and that of Bijapur) to be of the same race.
He made no other mention of India. Amongst the peoples with whom he is well
acquainted, Bernier makes no hierarchical distinction.

The worst and most dangerous aspect of the British empire was its racism. As
Veer notes, “Racial difference between the British and the colonized and among
the colonized themselves became the explanation and legitimation of colonial
rule” (Veer 2001: 49). The British thought that they proved their superiority to
Indians by conquering and holding India with a remarkably small number of
men. They achieved this by convincing themselves of their invincibility and per-
suading many Indians that they were inferior to the British in respect of ability
to rule and wage war; though bribery was often more useful than bravery. The
matchless self-confidence of the British produced the inverse effect on those who
beheld it. The British rulers kidded themselves and kidded the Indians, but it
might well be argued that the confidence trick took its inspiration from India,
from the caste system. It was Brahmans who did the trick first, claiming to be
the mouth of God, Gods among men, the twice born. The British civil servants
took over for themselves the very term “twice born.” Brahmans did not eat with
non-Brahmans; the British rulers would not eat, drink, or mix with Indians. The
Brahmans were essentially different from the other castes, for all castes were
essentially different from each other. Well and good, the British rulers would be
essentially different from the Indians, just as they were from their own lower
classes back in England.

The British caste maintained its mindset all the better by having nothing to
do with Hinduism. Their rejigging of the Hindu legal system and their censuses
sharpened up notions of caste, but they hid from themselves the caste nature of
the imagined essential inner power that enabled them to rule successfully, and
they hid this from themselves by having as little as possible to do with Hinduism.
In some sense it was their ignorance of Hinduism that enabled the British to rule
for so long. When Nietzsche’s friend, Paul Deussen, the German Vedanta scholar,
traveling by train in India in 1893 rejoiced in friendly relations with Hindus, the
cold and unfriendly Englishman in the same compartment remarked, “We have
to rule these people” (Deussen [1904] 1995).

Many of the statistics of British imperial presence in India are striking, as for
instance that “In one district of Lower Bengal, 20 Britons lived among 2.5
million natives. As late as 1939, about 28 million Punjabis – people not
renowned for their docility – were governed by 60 British civil servants.”
However, the size of the army – “65,000 white soldiers in an area populated by
300 million people that now includes not only India but Pakistan, Bangladesh,
and Burma” (Gilmour 1997: 35) – was not puny, given modern weapons and
transport. For the civil and military officer cadres English public schools pro-
duced “a courage caste with its ambitions turned from gain or learning towards
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an ideal of rule” (Geddes 1962: 95). The British civil servant, incredible as it
seems now, believed that he was infallible and invulnerable in dealing with
Indians. The army was there in the background, but many Indians had never
seen British soldiers. As Walter Lawrence put it in the 1920s, British power in
India was based on “mutual make-believe”: “They, the millions, made us believe
we had a divine mission. We made them believe that they were right” (Lawrence
1928: 42–3). It rested on mutual collusion, on illusion.

But this dominance came to be explained by race. Risley (1851–1911),
Commissioner for the 1901 Census of India, tried to show that caste had its
origins in the interactions of the Aryan and Dravidian races: the caste system
had its basis in community of race rather than community of function. He takes
as starting point in his People of India (1915) a carved panel from the Buddhist
stupa at Sanchi (100 bc to 100ad) which shows a monkey offering honey to the
Buddha.4 Tutelary spirits, yaks.as, look on. The Buddha was not shown in person
in this early phase of Buddhist art – his presence is signified by the empty dais
beneath a sala tree. Risley bizarrely misreads this compassionate representation
of spiritual community as an “expression of the race sentiment of the Aryans
towards the Dravidians,” showing us “the higher race on friendly terms with the
lower, but keenly conscious of the essential difference of type and taking no
active part in the ceremony at which they appear as sympathetic but patroniz-
ing spectators” (Risley 1915: 5). Through ignorance of the basic conventions of
Buddhist art, Risley sees only a primitive ritual devoid of point carried out by a
subhuman no better than a monkey. He sees the demi-god yaks.as as Aryans, and
the monkey as a Dravidian!

In trying to understand caste as race, imperial officials were not setting India
aside as a separate ethnographic park, as the Other that is the unavoidable trope
of colonial discourse analysis. Such racial analysis was to be applied everywhere.
As Susan Bayly has pointed out, their work for them was pathbreaking science
(S. Bayly 1997: 167). It was neither oldstyle Orientalism nor new Orientalism.
It was for them an application and instance of universal reason, even though
today it seems false and absurd.

Cannadine argues that the British Empire was not really concerned with the
creation of “otherness”: society on the imperial periphery was the same or even
superior to society in the imperial metropolis; “for the British, their overseas
realms were at least as much about sameness as they were about difference”
(Cannadine 2001: 4). British colonialism exacerbated caste, made it a system,
but British interest in caste was by no means merely knowledge as power over
its object, for it arose from a sense of similarity, of fellow feeling. For many
Britons, says Cannadine, “the social arrangements in South Asia seemed easily
recognizable and comfortingly familiar” (2001: 16). The rigid hierarchy of the
British in British India has often been remarked on. “British India was as much
infected by caste as Indian India” (Mason 1978: 80).

Cannadine’s revisionism, salutary as it is, must not prevent us from examin-
ing the role of racial theory in understanding western and eastern confron-
tation. The supposition of racial characteristics and stereotypes, beyond the
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natural tendency of all peoples to believe themselves and their ways the best, has
one supremely bad quality. This is ranking, forming a hierarchy, asserting supe-
riority and inferiority. Without going into the question of what is race and what
is caste, the clearest model of such ranking of peoples is the caste system, where
birth determines value and status. It is striking how the notion of caste comes
to permeate English discourse in the nineteenth century, to the point that Marx,
for example, worries about his daughters losing caste through not being able to
return hospitality (letter to Engels 1867 in Wheen 2000: 298). Doubtless the
notion of caste resonated with aspects of the class system in Britain, but the
implacable and powerful presence of caste in India, it may be argued, had a pro-
found effect on the British. This effect was much greater once Muslim power was
crushed, and the British had ever more consequential dealings with Hindus,
whose quite different patterns of hospitality became increasingly significant. It
is surely likely that British exclusivity mirrored the pre-existing caste exclusivity
of the Brahmans. Cannadine finds similarity between British and Indian society,
but the radical change from Georgian to Victorian society marches in parallel
with the British discovery of caste. The separation of human levels in the
Victorian country house, for instance, where “it was considered undesirable for
children, servants and parents to see, smell or hear each other except at 
certain recognized times and places” (Girouard 1979: 28) parallels the newly
discovered social distinctions of the caste system in India.

A term used tirelessly from the appearance of Orientalism is “the Other.” Its
origins go back to Hegel, and Jacques Lacan made much of it. In the context of
the Orient, it has been grossly overworked. MacKenzie makes the important
point that in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries Britain’s principal
“other” was France; and in the century and a half that followed, France, Russia,
Germany and the Soviet Union (MacKenzie 1994: 16). Risley’s misinterpreta-
tion of the monkey in the Sanchi sculpture referred to above is perhaps less
obnoxious when we remember the story that during the Napoleonic wars
Hartlepool fishermen hanged a shipwrecked monkey because they took it for a
Frenchman. The rudimentary logic of self and other has today led to an exag-
gerated idea of the importance of the East for nineteenth-century Europe. Bayly
points out that “Indological debates were almost always occidental debates as
well; Orientalism was as much a representation of the Contested Self as it was
of the Other.” Many of the offensive characterizations of Hindus made by
Englishmen “are indistinguishable from what contemporaries were saying about
those addicted to the Demon Drink, the working class, the Irish, Roman
Catholics in general, or indeed about women” (C. A. Bayly 1990: 1313).

Orientalism and the Female

It is fascinating to note how the contemporary decline of philology, of the study
of foreign literatures in their original languages, has been accompanied by the
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use of philological terms such as grammar, syntax, and poetics in sociological
discourse. Vinay Lal declares that “the trope of effeminacy, the first element of
an Orientalist grammar of India, had a particular place in colonial discourse.”
Lal refers to Robert Orme’s essay on “The Effeminacy of the Inhabitants of
Hindustan” (1782), summed up in the confident assertion that “very few of the
inhabitants” of India were “endowed with the nervous strength, or athletic size,
of the robustest nations of Europe” (Lal 1996).

Most frequently cited on this subject are Macaulay’s words:

The physical organisation of the Bengalee is feeble even to effeminacy. He lives in
a constant vapour bath. His pursuits are sedentary, his limbs delicate, his move-
ments languid. During many ages he has been trampled upon by men of bolder
and more hardy breeds. Courage, independence, veracity, are qualities to which his
constitution and his situation are equally unfavourable. (Macaulay [1841] 1895:
611)

Few bother with the context, his characterization of Warren Hastings’ implac-
able foe, the Maharajah Nand Kumar, whose composure and serenity in death
Macaulay honors. Nand Kumar “prepared himself to die with that quiet forti-
tude with which the Bengalee, so effeminately timid in personal conflict, often
encounters calamities for which there is no remedy.” Of the Bengali in general
Macaulay adds,

Nor does he lack a certain kind of courage which is often wanting to his masters.
To inevitable evils he is sometimes found to oppose a passive fortitude, such as the
Stoics attributed to their ideal sage.

This is not slight praise from a devoted classicist. But otherwise Macaulay 
was merely expressing with his incomparable trenchancy the general view of
European travelers. For instance, Bernier’s compatriot, the jewel merchant
Tavernier, noting that for one Muslim there are five or six Hindus, finds it aston-
ishing “to see how this enormous multitude of men has allowed itself to be
subjected by so small a number, and has readily submitted to the yoke of the
Musalman Princes,” but “the Idolators were effeminate people unable to make
much resistance.” Tavernier finds further explanation for their defeat in their
superstition which “has introduced so strange a diversity of opinions and
customs that they never agree with one another.” He also notes that the second
caste is that of warriors and soliders: “These are the only idolators who are
brave, and distinguish themselves in the profession of arms” (Tavernier [1676]
1925, vol. 2: 141, 137).

Insofar as there was caste specialization, it is perhaps only reasonable that
there should be specialization in bravery. McClintock claims that “imperialism
cannot be understood without a theory of gender power . . . gender dynamics
were, from the outset, fundamental to the securing and maintenance of the
imperial enterprise” (McClintock 1995: 6–7). This is to say that imperialism
necessitates feminizing the subjugated, that being colonized makes men effe-
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minate. Kanhayalal Gauba’s 1930 study of native princes refers to Bismarck’s
distinction of male and female European nations. For Bismarck, the Germans
and various other peoples including the English and the Turks were essentially
male; all Slavonic and Celtic peoples were “female races”. Female races were
charming but inefficient. Bismarck’s view is relevant here in that it shows that
the sweeping attribution of femininity to males is not necessarily tied in with
prejudices of conquest and colonization. Gauba, not resenting the Raj, credited
British India with the “virility of youth,” and saw in the India ruled by princes
“all the attractiveness of fine clothes, fine living, love and the extravagance asso-
ciated with the elegant and sensuous female” (Gauba 1930: 13). If one accepted
Gauba’s analysis, one could well argue that the India of the Princes as he
describes it represents a higher level of civilization. Of course, all such talk is
really about style and presentation rather than substance.

The British after the Mutiny/War of Independence revised their view of what
they saw as the regional differentions between Indians, and General Roberts pro-
mulgated a doctrine of martial races. In this doctrine the general problem of the
possible unmanning of conquered peoples took on for many Indians, especially
Bengalis, a particularly insulting tone. The hypermasculine colonialist claimed
to find Indians relatively effeminate. There are many complex issues here, includ-
ing a degree of homoeroticism in the English public school and in the relation-
ship between British officers and Indian troops, but my concern is to show that
this attribution of effeminacy to Hinduism was absent from the work of Orien-
talists. By and large the British had remarkably little understanding of Hindus
and Hinduism. What is at issue is the attitude of those Britons and Europeans
who were deeply interested in India and Hinduism, Orientalists in the pre-
Saidian sense.

In his chapter on Hinduism in Imagining India, Inden tries to show that the
west’s understanding of Hinduism opposed its own claimed masculine reason to
the imputed feminine imagination of India. Inden begins by quoting Spear’s
likening of Hinduism to a sponge because it absorbs all that enters it. Implicit
here, says Inden, is the idea that Hinduism is “a female presence who is able,
through her very amorphousness and absorptive powers, to baffle and perhaps
even threaten Western rationality.” He then quotes Sir Charles Eliot – “Hinduism
has often and justly been compared to a jungle” (Inden 1992: 86). Inden quotes
several other sentences from Eliot expanding on this, ending, “The average
Hindu who cannot live permanently in the altitudes of pantheistic thought,
regards his gods as great natural forces akin to mighty rivers which he also wor-
ships, irresistible and often beneficent but also capricious and destructive.” Inden
immediately comments, “There is thus little doubt here that this jungle with its
soul, is, like Spear’s sponge, also a female, one that can be managed by its male
masters and known so long as they don’t become entwined in its embraces”
(1992: 87). Neither Spear nor Eliot said a word about femininity, nor about man-
aging the forest, though Eliot spoke of Brahmans as “not gardeners but forest
officers”. Inden unfairly finds a colonial implication in the Brahmans being seen
as this way, but Eliot’s point is that Hinduism cannot be controlled like a garden.
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Far from the jungle of Hinduism being seen as feminine, Eliot in the passage cited
by Inden explicitly says that “men and women of all classes . . . and all stages of
civilization have contributed to it.”

A page later Inden again says that for Western writers, “If Hinduism has a
positive essence, it consists of its feminine imaginativeness, its ability to absorb
and include, to move from one extreme to the other, and to tolerate inconsis-
tencies” (1992: 88). Again, the femininity is entirely his own addition. It is also
interesting that in the final part of his book, an account of what he calls “the
imperial formation” in medieval India, Inden happily refers to the traditional
idiom wherein the conquered peoples of the universal emperor, the king of
kings, are referred to as his wives (1992: 234).

In Inden’s next section on Hinduism, “Psychic Origins,” we get a long dis-
cussion of Mill’s History of British India (1858), followed by Hegel’s India as the
sleeper dreaming before he awakes. “What were more or less disconnected exam-
ples of Hindu irrationality and superstition for Mill, the empiricist, were, for the
German idealists, including Hegel, instances of the core metaphysics of that
religion, of its double displacement of the ideal and material, the subjective and
objective and of the predominance in it of creative imagination or fantasy over
true thought or reason. That becomes the positive inner essence of the female
India that a masculine Europe with its inner essence of reason was coming 
to dominate.” . . . “We would not have those later British depictions of India 
as a feminine sponge or jungle animated by a feminine imagination had the
Romantics and Hegel not done their work” (1992: 96).

“When we turn to the historical narratives of this religion, we behold a degen-
erative psychohistory masterminded by Hegel,” says Inden. “Instead of witness-
ing the triumph of man, reason, and spirit, however, we see the triumph of the
effeminate, the sensuous and the parochial . . .” (1992: 129). But no one says
this; certainly no one whom Inden cites. Hinduism is indeed a sponge, is a forest,
precisely because like Topsy it just growed. There was no overall authority, no
Inquisition, no Synod to rule and regulate what men thought; practice was
regulated, behavior was governed by caste councils. Social life was, relatively
speaking, orderly and stable; intellectual life was a free for all. Inden refers,
without any further reference, to the “schizophrenic religion of Shiva and
Vishnu” (1992: 129), implying that that attribution of schizophrenia was the
view of some or all Indologists. It need hardly be added that a résumé of the
history of religion in Europe, careful to note all schisms and sects, would be no
less confused and probably more schizophrenic than that of India.

Inden proceeds to expose the Orientalist as claiming a “shift of essences, 
from a masculine Aryan mentality that had been tropicalized, to a feminine
Dravidian or aboriginal mind that had been Aryanized, . . . The change from
depicting an Indian mind that was the same in its racial origin as that of the Self
to one that was fundamentally different was significant. . . . the imperial jungle
officers that took charge after the Mutiny . . . came to imagine themselves as
presiding over an India comprised of Dravidian plants that could only be
managed” (1992: 120).
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Then come the tribals. Inden says it is on to the tribals that the Jungians –
Inden’s term for scholars interested in Indian mythology and art in themselves,
rather than as instrumental in social scientific understanding – “offload the
savagery, animal sacrifice, and general fetishism and animism formerly attrib-
uted to the Dravidian.”

Campbell conjures up this essence: “For the calmly ruthless power of the
jungle . . . has supplied the drone base of whatever song has ever been sung in
India of man, his destiny and escape from destiny” (122).

Inden performs his customary trick of equating jungle with woman:

This defining essence consists of nothing more than the female side of the mind,
that which threatens to overcome man’s consciousness and reason. There has to
be sure, been a beneficent side to this femininity: [Inden quotes Campbell again:]
“New civilizations, races, philosophies, and great mythologies have poured into
India and have been not only assimilated but greatly developed, enriched, and
[made?] sophisticated.”

[Inden:] But the goddess, Kali, condensation of this jungle essence, is always
there:

[Campbell:] “Yet, in the end (and in fact, even secretly throughout), the endur-
ing power in that land has always been the same old dark goddess of the long red
dark tongue who turns everything into her own everlasting, awesome, yet finally
somewhat tedious, self.” (1992: 123).

Inden comments, “Thus have the Jungians pushed the romantic idea of
Hinduism as an ambivalent feminine entity to its extreme.”

The reader gets from Inden no indication that India contains a great variety
of cultures, that there is a real difference in many ways between North India and
the Dravidian language speakers of the South, and that the great forests of
Central India still contain millions of tribal peoples, who only in the last hundred
years or so have given up widescale human sacrifice. These are not figments of
the Orientalist imagination but facts. As Felix Padel remarks in his sensitive
study of the Konds of Orissa, “tribal India is as different from mainstream India,
as that is from Britain, or more so” (1995: 11). The jungle dwelling primitive has
been an important factor in Hinduism; Śiva and Pārvatı̄ often dress as tribals.
Hinduism, Hindu authors, delight throughout history in running the gamut
from the grandeur of metropolitan monarchs to warriors to forest dwelling
ascetics to forest dwelling tribals. All part of life’s natural hierarchy, just like 
the caste system.

Inden accuses Campbell of conjuring up an essence, but Inden himself is per-
forming a conjuring trick, conjuring up an ascription of femininity where it does
not exist – the Orientalist is the Other over which he seeks hegemony. But the
Goddess does play a vital, indeed an essential role, in Hinduism. In his zeal to put
words into the mouths of Orientalists, Inden overlooks the realities of Indian
texts. The flesh-eating goddess deep in the jungle was a standard theme of
Sanskrit and Tamil heroic texts. Inden several times refers to the Emperor Hars.a.
Bān.a, the great prose poet of Hars.a’s reign, in his unfinished prose poem
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Kādambarı̄, gives a well known portrayal of a Durgā shrine in the depths of the
Vindhya forest, manned by a Dravidian priest. The poem begins with a tribal
princess bringing a parrot as present from her father to the King. Her feet 
marked with leaf patterns in lac resemble Durgā’s feet reddened by the buffalo’s
blood. The leader of the tribal hunters who captured the parrot had his shoul-
ders scarred with making blood offerings to Durgā, his body like Durgā’s marked
with blood of buffaloes, all this foreshadows the final remaining part of the orig-
inal, when the prince, having met and fallen in love with the beautiful
Kādambarı̄, is ordered home by his father, and deep in the jungle comes across
a shrine of Durgā, described by Bān.a in great detail; no less detailed is the
account of the Dravidian priest who attends this goddess. Quarrelsome, irrit-
able, ill-educated, he is a figure of fun. He is an exponent of all the New Age fads
of the day. One eye was destroyed by a fake ointment to make him all-seeing; to
the other eye he applied collyrium three times a day; his singing sounded like the
buzzing of flies. On and on goes the scornful account of impossible goals –
alchemy, levitation, invisibility, and more. The prince laughs aloud when he sees
this strange figure, but is then polite to him, restrains his followers from
tormenting him, and gives him money when he leaves. The elegant prince,
tormented by love in separation, here views an almost complete panorama of
southern Hinduism exemplified in the priest, with a distant reserve reminiscent
of a colonial administrator.

In fact Bān.a was playfully referring to what was certainly later a well estab-
lished theme in Indian literature, namely that of kings visiting a goddess of
destruction in the jungle prior to going to battle (as in the Gaud.avaho and the
Kalin

.
kattupparan. i). Goddesses were indeed to be found in jungles, not just in the

Orientalist imagination. Bayly remarks on Inden’s swingeing critique, “Few
authorities escape his blade. If at times he appears in the guise of the many
armed goddess Kali strutting through the scholarly carnage sporting a necklace
of academic skulls, his goal is still Regeneration” (C. Bayly 1990: 1313). This jeu
d’esprit by the most authoritative of British historians of India credits Inden with
a power he does not in fact achieve; as well as likening him to a Goddess he
chooses to ignore. Furthermore the analogy of Inden to Kālı̄ shows a power of
imagination that Inden would not approve of, for imagination is the second
object of Inden’s witch hunt. Imagination unquestionably played a major part
in Hinduism, just as it does in every culture.

Britain exploited India and exerted power over India in many ways, but
Orientalist Indologists, inevitably contaminated to some extent by the prejudices
of their age – how could they not be? – were not “making a career of the East.”
They sought mastery of a body of knowledge in a way somewhat parallel to a
Sanskrit pandit’s quest for mastery of a body of knowledge. The procedures were
different, but the goal of both was purely intellectual: Orientalists and traditional
Indian scholars sought the power and glory of the intellect. The analysis offered
by Said and Inden at first had a seductive thrill, an overturning of idols, the
laying bare of the dialectic of self and other, seemed to throw a powerful search-
light on the underside of the study of the East. But what this attempted and
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apparently successful deconstruction overlooks is what is in fact blindingly
obvious. In Orientalism in its original meaning was not oppression of the East,
but the colonization of the western mind by the East. It is the strength of Indian
ideas and Indian texts that overpowers the western scholar, that forces him to
spend his life in willing servitude to them.

Notes

1 Salutary is Jamison’s acknowledgment of the Vedic scholarship of A. B. Keith,
“undervalued, presumably because of the superficial contempt he affects for the
texts. (But could he have spent so much care and intelligence without some respect
for the texts? And can those who evince more respect for the texts claim as large a
contribution to our understanding of them? I cannot.)” ( Jamison 1991: xiv).

2 Kejariwal’s work establishes that “the world of scholarship and the world of admin-
istration . . . were worlds apart” during the period he studies, 1784–1838 (Kejariwal
1988: 226). Trautman notes, “So far from there being a thick institutionalized con-
nection between Orientalism and empire, as readers of Said might be led to imagine,
one could say, roughly, that the study of Sanskrit varied inversely with imperialism
. . . It is as if the British had been persuaded by James Mill’s preposterous argument
that ignorance of Indian languages was a positive aid to the formation of unclouded
views on imperial policy” (Trautman 1997: 189).

3 Hastings quoted the Bhagavadgı̄tā in his letters to his wife, finding it a source of inspi-
ration. In his private notebook he asked himself “Is the incarnation of Christ more
intelligible than . . . those of Vishnu?” The current European superiority owed
nothing to Christianity, but was due to “a free government, cold climate and print-
ing and navigation” (quoted by Trautman 1997: 72).

4 Inner second panel of west pillar of north gate, the Great Stupa, Sanchi. The
monkey’s story is given in the Dhammapadatthakattha; see Sivaramamurti 1977: 190.
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CHAPTER 3

Vedas and Upanis.ads

Michael Witzel

Veda means “(sacred) knowledge” (cf. Greek (w)oida, English wit, witness,
German wissen). The Four Vedas are the oldest extant texts of India and contain
religious and ritual poetry, ritual formulas and the explanatory prose that
interprets these very texts, and additionally, in the late Vedic Upanis.ads, some
early philosophy.

According to post-Vedic, medieval Indian tradition, the Four Vedas are called
Śruti, that is “something (revealed to and) heard” by the “primordial” sages (R. s.i).
By contrast, the concept of Smr. ti “something learnt by heart” is restricted to the
post-Upanis.adic texts, such as the Sūtras (see below) or Manu’s law book, all of
which are believed to have been composed by human beings. However, it is
known from internal evidence that the Vedic texts were orally composed in
northern India, at first in the Greater Punjab and later on also in more eastern
areas, including northern Bihar, between ca. 1500 bce and ca. 500–400 bce.

The oldest text, the R. gveda, must have been more or less contemporary with
the Mitanni texts of northern Syria/Iraq (1450–1350 bce); these mention
certain Vedic gods (Varun.a, Mitra, Indra, Nāsatya) and some forms of early
Sanskrit that slightly predate the R. gveda (mazdā for Ved. medhā, vašana for Ved.
vāhana, etc.). However, there still is no absolute dating of any Ved. text. Pertinent
parameters include the first use of iron (in a post-R. gvedic text, the Atharvaveda,
at ca. 1200/1000 bce) and the lifetime of the Buddha (at 500 or perhaps rather
400 bce) who postdates almost all Vedic texts. However, all Vedic texts predate the
grammatical commentary of Patañjali (ca. 150 bce) and his predecessor Pān. ini,
who quote most of them.

The Vedic texts were orally composed and transmitted, without the use of
script, in an unbroken line of transmission from teacher to student that was for-
malized early on. This ensured an impeccable textual transmission superior to
the classical texts of other cultures; it is, in fact, something like a tape-recording
of ca. 1500–500 bce. Not just the actual words, but even the long-lost musical



(tonal) accent (as in old Greek or in Japanese) has been preserved up to the
present.

On the other hand, the Vedas have been written down only during the early
second millennium ce, while some sections such as a collection of the Upanis.ads
were perhaps written down at the middle of the first millennium, while some
early, unsuccessful attempts (indicated by certain Smr.ti rules forbidding to write
down the Vedas) may have been made around the end of the first millennium
bce. However, almost all printed editions depend on the late manuscripts that are
hardly older than 500 years, not on the still extant and superior oral tradition.

Correct recitation of many texts indeed continues in certain traditional areas,
such as Kerala, southern Tamil Nadu, coastal Andhra, Orissa, Kathiawar, at
Poona or Benares. In the past few decades there have been attempts by local and
foreign scholars to preserve, or at least to record, the oral tradition. However, no
complete recording on tape or video of all Vedic recensions (śākhā) exists so far,
and some texts have been lost even during the past few decades.

According to Indian tradition, the Vedas are divided into four parts (R. g-,
Sāma-, Yajur-, and Atharva-Veda). This division corresponds to that of the mate-
rial as used in the post-R. gvedic ritual (see below); each Veda again is subdivided
into four levels: the Sam. hitā “(Mantra) collections,” Brāhman.a “(theological/
ritual) commentary,” Āran.yaka “wilderness texts,” and Upanis.ad “(secret philo-
sophical) texts (of correlations and equivalences learned) sitting at the feet (of
the teacher).” One has to add the ritual Sūtra, which are regarded as belonging
to the Smr. ti but are late Vedic in content and language.

These traditional divisions into four kinds of texts, however, actually repre-
sent five historical layers (see the Appendix at the end of this chapter, also for
abbreviations of texts), as indicated by the development of the Vedic language
used: that of R. gvedic, of the Mantras, of Yajurveda expository prose, of the
Brāhman.as (incl. Āran.yakas, Upanis.ads) and of the Sūtras. These five layers only
partially overlap with the traditional divisions.

The R. gveda

The oldest Vedic text, the R. gveda (RV), is composed in archaic, highly stylized
poetical Sanskrit. It contains verses of praise addressed to the Vedic gods and to
some early contemporary chieftains; it also includes some speculative hymns and
some (probably) nonritual poetry. Most of the hymns, however, were intended to
be recited at the yearly Soma ritual, celebrated at the time of New Year.

The RV contains 1,028 hymns arranged in ten books, actually ten “circles”
(man.d.ala). Book 9 is a separate, fairly late collection containing the texts of
Sāman hymns to be sung during the Soma ritual. Book 10 and part of book 1
are even later additions. The RV has been transmitted in one recension (the śākhā
of Śākalya) while others (such as the Bās.kala text) have been lost or are only
rumored about so far.
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The RV text was composed before the introduction and massive use of iron,
that is before ca. 1200–1000 bce. Internal evidence indicates that most hymns
were composed over a span of just five generations, under the Pūru and Bharata
chieftains, notably the great Bharata king Sudās; they represent the middle
R. gveda period, with such prominent poets as Viśvāmitra and the East Iranian(?)
immigrant Vasis.t.ha. A few older hymns apparently come from other tribes, such
as the Anu-Druhyu and Yadu-Turvaśa.

They were composed by members of various clans of poets (among which 7
major ones, RV 2–8). The hymns that belonged to them were transmitted as
“private property” which often was “copyrighted” by including the names of the
individual poets or clans or by typical refrains. Most of the poets belonged to, or
were later attributed to, the An.girasa clans and also the Kān.va. The names
attributed to the authors of R. gvedic hymns seem to be partially correct, when
corroborated by self-reference or indirectly by certain poetic devices; however,
many of the names recorded in the clearly post-R. gvedic Anukraman. ı̄ (“list” of
poets, deities, meters) are artificially derived from some key words in the hymns;
these names often do not correspond to those given by the Sāmavedic,
Yajurvedic, and Atharvavedic traditions.

Poetic Speech

The most characteristic feature of all R. gvedic poetry is the power and prestige
of speech (vāc) and verbal behavior in general, without which the RV itself would
not exist. The gods (but also the human listeners, especially the sponsors of the
ritual) were most pleased by “the newest hymn,” composed with poetic crafts-
manship and virtuosity – to which they were entitled as ritual guests; the better
the hymn, the greater the reward – to the poet from the patron, to the patron
from the god.

Most prized, however, is the putting into words of the much celebrated R.ta
(= Avestan aš.a) “active realization of truth” or Wahrheitsverwirklichung (cf.
Lüders 1944, 1951, 1959 “Truth”), is commonly still translated “cosmic order”
or “cosmic harmony.” The vital force of R. ta indeed has the power to keep the
cosmos and human society functioning correctly. This untranslatable concept
thus is similar to the later Hindu dharma. The opposite concept of druh- (Avest.
druj) “deceiving, cheating action, (Be)-Trug” (cf. Engl. be-tray) signifies active
untruth. Another contrast to R.ta seems to be nir-r. ti, the absolute disappearance
(nir-) of “active, creative truth, law, order,” that is absolute destruction, a sort of
hell of absolute darkness, with no food, drink, possibility of children, etc. (RV
7.104).

Capturing R. ta in words is effected by bráhman, the “formulation” or captur-
ing in words of a significant and non-self-evident truth (Thieme 1952, cf. Renou
and Silburn 1949, Gonda 1950, Schmidt 1968a). The formulator (brahmán-) of
such truths has special powers, effecting this world and the cosmos. The same
power of correctly stated truth is found in the (later) *satyakriyā or “act of truth”
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(Brown 1940, 1968, Lüders 1917, 1944) which has counterparts in other Indo-
European (Watkins 1979) and Eurasian cultures (Witzel forthc.). Such formu-
lated speech must be recited correctly, otherwise there is danger of losing one’s
head (as in the indraśatru legend TS 2.4.12.1, ŚB 1.6.3.8). The original author,
always a Vedic R. s.i, is a brahmán- “possessor of bráhman-” whose name is remem-
bered and must be uttered to this day.

Contents of the R. gveda

Apart from the predominantly ritual contents of the R. gveda there are a few
hymns of highly poetical value and of early philosophical speculation. Some of
these hymns, such as the famous love story of Purūravas and Urvaśı̄ (RV 10.95),
have been used by the later Epic and classical poets. All of R. gvedic poetry is very
complicated and enigmatic: it is based on the poetical norms of the preceding
Indo-Iranian and Indo-European periods, it refers to many fragmentarily known
myths, uses many archaic formulas and set phrases, and a vocabulary that was
already archaic then, and its expression in general is very elliptical.

There also are stanzas that praise the local chieftains, who where sponsors of
R. gvedic ritual. The area of the Greater Panjab was inhabited by some 30 to 50
tribes and clans in whose service the transient RV poets composed ever “new
hymns” in praise of the gods and chieftains.

A number of hymns are in dialogue form; these have hardly been used in later
ritual; however, they belong to the most beautiful and poetical pieces of the RV.
The hymns dealing with early philosophical speculation have usually been
understood as presenting contemporary developments, but many of the topics,
such as that of the primordial giant (Purus.a), go back to Indo-European (i.e. the
Old Norse Ymir) and even to a preceding Eurasian period (i.e. the Chinese/Miao
Pangu). After the end of the R. gveda, this kind of speculative poetry was contin-
ued in the AV (Śaunaka AV books 8–12) which still were composed by the
brahmán, now turned priests, and later, in the Yajurvedic Gāthās and Ślokas,
down to the Upanis.ad period.

R. gvedic Mythology

Underlying the praise of the gods is a complicated system of mythology that is
not stated as such by the text, but must be extracted laboriously, just like all other
information about this period. Much of it goes back to the common Indo-Iranian
and Indo-European periods.

Many of the deities are transparently “natural” though they have acquired a
certain amount of “personality,” while others, developed during the Indo-
Iranian period, are deified abstractions that belong to the ethical (Varun.a, Mitra,
Aryaman, Bhaga, etc.) and conceptual sphere (R. ta) as well as to ritual practice
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(Soma). However, as Kuiper (1962: 43) has pointed out, “understanding a single
mythological figure isolated from the context of the mythological system” is dif-
ficult, and a more structured arrangement of (semi-)divine beings and their func-
tions in their relevant spheres should be undertaken. They include the heavenly
sphere with the deities and their ancestors, other heavenly beings such as the
Gandharvas, the R. s.is, human ancestors (pitr. ); further the mundane sphere with
human beings and certain spirits, and the nether world with beings such as the
Nāga, and finally, various demonic beings such as raks.as, kimı̄din, and the force
of destruction, Nirr. ti, all of whom are governed by the universal force of “active
truth” (R.ta) and its counterpart “deceit, cheating” (Druh). These beings and enti-
ties are set in juxtaposition or opposition on the various levels of the universe.
For example, the promiscuous, extra-societal group of Veda students “on leave,”
the Vrātyas here on earth, have their counterparts in heaven (daivya vrātya,
Gandharva, Vasilkov 1991), as well as in the netherworld (Nāgas).

The most important (R. g)Vedic gods include the following. Agni is deified
(ritual) “Fire,” one of the few gods that are actually present and visible on the
offering ground. He receives and transports offerings to the gods.

Indra, originally called Vr. trahan “beating the resistance” (Avest. VRreJragna,
Benveniste and Renou 1934) is the leader of the present generation of the gods
and a major actor in the early stages of creation: he pushes up the sky, and pre-
pares the oikumene by opening the Vala cave of the Dawns (Schmidt 1968a), by
killing the Dragon Vr.tra, and by stealing the Soma (Brown 1968; Lüders 1951:
183ff.; Kuiper 1983; also: Sieg 1926, Schneider 1971, Dandekar 1979). Indra
also is the archetypal tricky, voracious, and oversexed leader of the Ārya in the
frequent battles among themselves and with the non-Ārya population of the
Greater Panjab (E. W. Hopkins 1908, Rau 1957, Dandekar 1997). Many of his
characteristics go back to IE (Watkins 1995) and even to the preceding Eurasian
mythology. The Maruts, a sort of Männerbund, are often associated with Indra.
Soma “the one pressed out,” is the deified drink, as well as the plant from which
it is derived (also called by the Central Asian substrate name am̆

.
śu). Without

drinking Soma, Indra could not kill Vr.tra (Oberlies 1989, 1991, 1998).
The Ādityas, “the sons of Aditi” are a group of 7/8 (later 12) divinities that

were at first interpreted as nature gods (Bergaigne 1878–83, III: 110ff., Keith
1925, 96–104, Hillebrandt (1927–9: 2ff., 41ff.). However, they are personifi-
cations of the most important social functions (Meillet 1907, Thieme 1938,
1957a, Dumézil 1934, 1958b, Gonda 1972): Varun.a is a stern but just king-
figure, of unclear etymology (Lüders 1951/1959, Thieme 1957a, Kuiper 1983);
Mitra, Varun.a’s constant partner, is a personification of tribal agreements (mitra,
ntr. “agreement”) (Meillet 1907, Brereton 1981); and Aryaman “Arya-hood,
hospitality” that of clan relationship and marriage. Further, the popular Bhaga
“Luck” (bhaga “share”), is god of good luck, and similarly Am. śa “lot” (am. śa
“lot”). The Aśvins (Nāsatya) are divine twins who perform miraculous cures and
rescues.

Us.as, “Dawn,” is the most prominent goddess, and the often-praised friend of
poets. Other deified natural phenomena, who can be traced back to the Indo-
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European and even to earlier Eurasian periods, include Sūrya “the male belong-
ing to the sun”; Dyaus “Heaven, Sky” (or Dyaus Pitar “Father Sky”) and 
his consort, Pr. thivı̄ (Mātā) (Mother) “Earth,” the Āpas “(flowing) Waters,” often
called “divine ladies” (Narten 1971); Vāyu or Vāta “Wind,” and Parjanya
“Thunder.” As elsewhere, fire is regarded as masculine and water as a feminine
deity, while the “elements” fire and water exist separately as archaic neuters
(athar-/*peh2ur-, udr-/udn-) – a very old, Indo-European and perhaps pan-
Eurasian notion (Witzel 1992). Many rites and customs (offering meat balls to
the three closest male ancestors, marriage, fire ritual, horse sacrifice, etc.) are of
Indo-European age as well.

Similarly, the notion of an opposition between groups of gods (Deva and
Asura), which is later expressed by “The Devas and the Asuras were in con-
tention” (Br. style texts), goes back to the Indo-Iranian and even the IE periods.
In the RV, however, asura is often used as epithet of the most respected Devas,
e.g. Varun.a and Agni, and in early Iranian religion ahura signifies the most
prominent god, Ahura Mazdā “Lord Wisdom.” This difference is one of “the
central problems of Vedic religion” (Kuiper 1975: 112, W. E. Hale 1986). It
seems (with Kuiper) that the Asuras were the primordial gods, challenged and
defeated by the upstart Devas, similar to that of the Titans by the Olympian gods.

The constant contest between the Devas and the Asuras has its mundane
counterpart in the R. gvedic opposition between the immigrating Ārya and their
acculturated affiliates on the one hand, and the previous local inhabitants, the
Dasyu or Dāsa on the other; this opposition is replaced in post-RV texts by that 
of the Ārya and Śūdra. It is expressed most notably in the New Year ritual
(Mahāvrata rite), when the old order breaks down temporarily and carnival-like
chaos reigns among the gods and in society. Vedic ritual enforces the social role
of deva/asura and ārya/śūdra precisely at such occasions.

Prajāpati (“Lord of creatures”) is a very marginal figure in the late RV, but
becomes in the Post-RV prose texts the central creator god embodying the power
of the ritual (Gonda 1984, 1986, 1989).

The great Hindu gods Vis.n.u and Śiva are not yet prominent in Vedic. Vis.n.u
appears almost only in his role as taking three steps towards heaven and Śiva as
a frightening god under his names “Rudra,” ghora “terrible,” or simply as asau
devam “that god.” The name Śiva “the kindly/auspicious one” occurs only in the
late Ved. Kat.ha Āran.yaka. The process leading to their later prominence is rather
controversial. Kuiper (1962) sees Vis.n.u as a central mediating figure between
the older Asuras and the younger Devas.

R. gvedic Ritual

The important relation between myth and ritual is very evident in the Vedic tra-
dition: Agni and Soma are ritual objects and divinities with a developed personal
mythology; mythic episodes are recited in liturgical context. Later on, in the
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Brāhman.a style texts, mythology explains (details of) and refers to ritual activ-
ity in mythological narratives. A deep connection was felt by the composers of
the texts (K. Hoffmann 1975/6: 516–22, 422–38, Sieg 1902, Schmidt 1968a,
Falk 1984, Heesterman 1985, Jamison 1991, Witzel 1986b, 1992, 1998).

Indeed, most of the R. gvedic hymns relate to early Vedic ritual. Though the RV
does not contain any direct description, various allusions and mentioning of its
features in this highly poetical text can be used to establish a fairly consistent
description (for its interpretation, see below). However, relatively little system-
atic work had been done on assembling the details of R. gvedic praxis (but, now
Proferes 1999, Schmidt 1973, Witzel 1981/2). Except for a brief discussion of
the RV Soma ritual (Geldner 1951), scholars had taken the clear descriptions of
the Śrauta ritual as their starting points (van Buitenen 1968: Pravargya; Gonda
1980b: Sautrāman. ı̄; Hillebrandt 1897: 11–17, Keith 1925: 252–6). However,
Schmidt (1973) shows that the sacrificial animal was tied to the offering pole
and decapitated, while in the “classical” ritual the animal was still tied to the
pole but then suffocated outside the sacrificial ground. Similar developments,
also in the assembly of the texts to be recited, are shown by Proferes (1999).

The most important RV ritual is that of the preparation, offering, and con-
sumption of the sacred drink, Soma, dealt with at length in RV 9. It was pre-
pared from an unknown plant (probably Ephedra) growing in the high
mountains of the Pamirs (Mt. Muzh, Mūjavant), eastern Iran, and the western
Himalayas. This plant was soon substituted as the R. gvedic civilization expanded
eastwards into the Indus and Gangetic plains. Soma seems to be a substitute for
the earlier Indo-European sacred drink, made from fermented honey (mead). It
most probably was taken over, by both the Indo-Aryans and the Iranians, from
the local population of the Bactria/Margiana area who seem to have called it by
the non-Indo-Iranian word am̆

.
sśu. Its antiquity is indeed underlined by the

Zoroastrian tradition, where it appears as the important haoma ritual.
Other important rituals include the kindling and worship of fire which must

be present in all rituals. It is identified with the fire in the sun, as can be seen
most clearly in the post-R. gvedic Agnihotra ritual and also in the oldest Zoroas-
trian ritual (Yasna HaptaNhāiti). Many such features, including some of the
names of various (usually seven) priests, such as that of the Hotar (ZaraJuštra
himself was a Zaotar), go back to the Indo-Iranian period. Other rituals, such as
the Indo-European horse sacrifice (Puhvel 1987) or some equally old domestic
rites of passage (death and marriage), are only sparsely attested in the RV.

Several of the R. gvedic rituals, just as some of its Śrauta successors, are con-
cerned with the liminal periods in the yearly progression of time (daily, fort-
nightly, seasonal, and yearly); they are the “rites of passage” of the year. Kuiper
stresses that “the oldest nucleus of the R. gveda was a textbook for the new year
ritual” (1960: 222); Schmidt (1968a) connects the morning pressing of the
Soma ritual with the Vala myth and with the New Year/spring season and sug-
gests a connection of the midday pressing with the Vr.tra myth and the rainy
reason; H. Falk additionally underlines the spring time “coming of the waters”
in an Arachosian context (1997).
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R. gvedic ritual evolved further during the middle and late R. gvedic period (Pro-
feres 1999), especially under the influence of the Viśvāmitra clan, and was
rather artificially elaborated, systematized, and codified; it emerged, by the time
of the early post-R. gvedic/early Mantra period collections (Witzel 1997a,b), as
the famous “classical Śrauta ritual” that is prominent in all post-RV texts and
still is performed in some traditional areas of India and Nepal.

Collecting and Ordering the Early Vedic Texts

Accordingly, the first collection of (most) available RV hymns dealing with ritual
was made under the Bharata dynasty of the early Kuru kings, such as the
famous Pariks.it; he is first attested in the early post-RV Khila collection (5.22)
and later on is a prominent figure in the Mahābhārata. His time, one of great
political, societal, religious, and linguistic change (Witzel 1989a, 1997a) is
praised as a golden age, among other with the telling refrain (RVKh 5.22): “the
people thrive in the realm of King Pariks.it.” The break-up of the old tribal society
of the R. gveda and the rise of the intertribal Kuru realm (Witzel 1997a,b) thus
saw strikingly new developments in ritual and in the development of Brahman-
ical pre-scientific science of correlations (see below).

The other Vedic Sam. hitās dealing with the new Śrauta ritual (SV, YV, and AV)
were collected during the early Kuru period, too. These are linguistically younger
than the RV, younger even than its late appendix book 10. At this time, the tra-
ditional jobs of the various Vedic priests were divided into four classes, attributed
to the four main Śrauta priests who were to represent and use the Four Vedas.
They include (each with three helpers) the Hotar who now only recites Mantras
from the RV, the Ugātar who sings the Sāman melodies, the Adhvaryu who is the
main offering priest carrying out the actions of the Śrauta ritual while mum-
bling Yajurveda Mantras, and the Brahmán priest who supervises the whole of
the ritual, mostly in silence (Renou 1949, Brereton 1988) and remedies it, in
case of mistakes, by reciting a few Mantras from the Atharvaveda (Bodewitz
1983).

When the Sam. hitā texts were collected, they were each ordered in particular
but individual ways: The RV is arranged according to strict, mostly numeri-
cal principles (Oldenberg 1888): Its first level of order is that of author
(family/clan), followed by that of deity and meter, that is, inside each family col-
lection the hymns are arranged according to deities: Agni and Indra come first,
then other deities, depending on the number of hymns addressed to them (in
decreasing order); inside each deity collection the longer hymns come first and
the shortest last; in case of equal length, a hymn with a longer meter comes first.
This organization is well reflected in the core (“family”) books of the RV. All
hymns that do not follow this order were added after the initial collection, as is
clear by their many late grammatical and other features. The family books of the
RV are arranged in increasing order, from short books (RV 2) to longer ones (RV
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7); this is visible, however, only when the additional hymns are excised. Thus, if
one knows – as is still prescribed today before reciting a hymn – its author, deity,
and meter, one can pinpoint its location in the RV family books accurately. This
“numerical” arrangement was perfect for society without script.

The Other Vedic Sam. hitās

While the RV contains original compositions, the Sāmaveda was extracted,
except for 75 verses, from RV 9 and 8. These stanzas are sung, mostly during the
Soma ritual, in a very elaborate fashion, including much coloratura and the often
nonsensical stobhas (such as the string hā o hā o hā hāyi or bhā, dada, hup). They
are the earliest preserved music of India. The SV is divided into two main sec-
tions, the Arcika containing the actual text used, and the Gāna which contain-
ing the melodies themselves. These are designated by the text of well known
melodies, somewhat in the following fashion: one should sing a certain text
according to the melody “God save the Queen,” which is also applied to the
American song “America it is thee,” to the imperial hymn of Germany, and to
the royal one of Norway.

In stark contrast to the other Veda texts, the Atharvaveda contains, in its
oldest sections, magical poems used for healing and for all sorts of magic, includ-
ing destructive sorcery (AV 1–7). To these sometimes very old texts (reminiscent
of Germanic and Hittite sorcery stanzas), a large number of speculative hymns
(AV 8–12), other hymns dealing with the most important life cycle rituals (AV
13–18) as well as two appendixes (AV 19–20) have been added.

The AV is ordered, most clearly in its Paippalāda version, in clear opposition
to the arrangement of the R. gveda: it starts with a book that is composed entirely
of short hymns of just 4 stanzas and increases to one that has 19. To this nucleus
of sorcery stanzas (PS 1–15), the speculative (PS 16–17) and Gr.hya type hymns
(PS 18) as well as the appendixes (PS 19–20) were added.

The Yajurveda, however, mainly contains prose Mantras (yajus.) that are used
as offering formulas; they must accompany each individual action in ritual
(yajña) carried out by the Adhvaryu priest who mumbles them as he proceeds,
for example “you are heaven, you are earth,” “move through the interspace!”

These prose Mantras have not been recorded in the R. gveda, though the yajus.
genre is mentioned, and the extant YV Mantras are younger in form and
grammar than the RV. Originally, they consisted only of simple, though rhyth-
mical prose; but already in the first collections (MS, KS, TS), verses from the RV
have been added in a linguistically later form that is often slightly degraded by
perseveration. Once the YV Sam. hitās were collected according to diverse śākhā
traditions, however, the form of the Mantras did no longer change and they were
transmitted faithfully to this very day.

To these Mantras, large sections of brāhman.a style expository prose have been
added during the YV prose period (see below). Both of them combined consti-

76 michael witzel



tute the texts of the Black Yajurveda, while the explanatory prose (ŚB) is sepa-
rated from the Mantras (VS) in the White YV whose Sam. hitā (VS) was only sec-
ondarily extracted from the late Vedic ŚB.

The YV Mantras have not been arranged numerically as in the RV, SV, and AV
but in the order they are used in Śrauta ritual: they form small, individual
Mantra collections meant for each ritual. However, the order of these individual
Mantra collections inside the two dozen extent YV Sam. hitās followed a fixed
order already by the time of the first YV Sam. hitā collection; this order is main-
tained, with minor variations, down to the Sūtras.

The YV starts with two small collections, that of the vegetarian New and Full
Moon offerings (haviryajña) and of that of the all important Soma ritual, both of
which form the paradigm (prakr. ti) of (most) other Śrauta rituals; even the
animal sacrifices (paśubandha) are technically considered as haviryajñas.

The Post-R. gvedic Reform of the Śrauta Ritual

While the Śrauta ritual (yajña) has been central to most post-R. gvedic texts,
detailed descriptions are only found in the late Vedic period, in the Śrauta Sūtras.
Earlier texts, such as the Mantra Sam. hitās and the discussion of selected details
in the Brāhman.a texts allow only to infer the general course of the ritual, while
its exact order is not strictly followed. We need a new, detailed survey of Śrauta
rituals and their contents (Hillebrandt 1897, Keith 1925, Renou & Filliozat
1947; Gonda 1960, Mylius 1973: 475–98, cf. Renou 1953 with a lexicon of
ritual terminology, Dandekar and Kashikar 1958–, with the extensive but still
only half-complete Śrautakośa compendium).

A thorough interpretation of the Śrauta ritual that uses the wealth of Vedic
descriptions and contemporaneous native interpretation is a desideratum.
Though begun a hundred years ago (S. Lévi 1898, Hubert & Mauss 1923–4,
Mus 1935: 79–121, cf. Sahlins 1972, Witzel 1992, 1998, Lopez 1997), a com-
prehensive interpretation still is outstanding – disregarding for the moment
recent monolateral theories (agonistic origins: Heesterman 1985, 1993; mean-
inglessness: Staal 1979a,b; 1990). In addition, the structure(s) of the ritual, the
interrelations of particular rituals, and their internal development (Staal 1982,
1990, cf. Witzel 1981/2, 1997a,b, Falk 1986, 1988) still deserve more 
study. The Śrauta ritual is built up of multiple frames or “boxes” (Heesterman
1957, 1993, Witzel 1984b, 1986b: 172, 1987a, 1992, Minkowski 1992). For
example, avāntaradı̄ks.ā means “the lower, inner consecration,” i.e. the one which
has been inserted into the normal consecration rite of the Soma ritual. Smaller
and larger sets put together form new (sub)units, and there is a tendency, just
as in Pan. inean grammar, to substitute one set by another (Hillebrandt 1897,
Heesterman 1957, Witzel 1986b).

For now, the meaning of Vedic ritual (yajña) may be summarized as follows
(Witzel 1992, 1998, Jamison and Witzel, 2002): its most important feature,
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mostly neglected until recently, is the principle of reciprocal exchange (Witzel
1979, 1998, Weber-Brosamer 1988, Malamoud 1989, Wilden 1992, Lopez
1997; denied by Heesterman, 1985: 83): the classical “dō ut dēs” is expressed as
“give me, I give you” (dehi me dadāmi te, TS 1.8.4.1, VS 3.50, Mylius 1973: 476).
The ritual oblations and the hymns of praise are just one act in an endless cycle
of exchanges of anna “food” between the humans and the gods. The term anna
in fact stands for a variety of substances, so that a whole Upanis.ad chapter (TU
3) surprisingly can deal with “food” (Lopez 1997). The concept survives to this
day as “code substance” in actual exchange, especially in village society (Marriot
1976). In Vedic ritual and in modern society it is the code substance “food” that
is given, altered, consumed and partially returned, keeping the path open for
future transactions (Sahlins 1972).

In some detail: the fire god (Agni) carries the offerings to the gods. Fire also
transubstantiates the offerings, not simply (Malamoud 1972) by a conversion
from a raw, uncooked state into a palatable, cooked one but also by one from a
mundane substance into one with divine characteristics; during this process its
various consistent parts are split up and take new shapes (Vādh. Br. 4.19a =
Caland 1990: 416ff).

As such, “food” travels towards the gods in the form of smoke and aroma
(medha) and is consumed by them. The remains here on earth are a return gift
of the gods who have tasted the food while sitting at the sacred fire, soiled it by
their spittle and rendered it consumable only by their socially inferior relations,
the human beings: this is the remnant (ucchis.t.a), greatly extolled (AV 11.6) as
having enormous potential (Malamoud 1975, Wezler 1978, Lopez 1997). The
gods also give other return gifts to men, e.g. rain, sons, food, long life – the
standard wishes of a Vedic Indian.

Apart from the gods, the ancestors and the ancient sages and poets, the R. s.is,
are part of the system of exchange as well. Offering to all of them is regarded as
delivering oneself from the innate r. n.a “debt, obligation” (cf. Malamoud 1989:
115–36) that is inherent to all men. It is based on the simple fact that human
beings are the somatic descendants of the gods (via the Āditya Vivasvant/
Mārtān.d.a and his son Manu, the ancestor of mankind). As such, they have to
take care of their direct and ultimate ancestors, just as the present gods (deva)
do of their own ancestors (Aditi myth, MS 1.6.12) by offering food (śrāddha,
pin.d.a) and water to their three direct ancestors and to a vague group of less
immediate pitr. s.

For the brahmins the R. s.is represent both direct somatic and spiritual ances-
tors; these, the poets of the RV, are a dead poets’ society who have actually gained
access to heaven. While both Pitr.s and R. s.is are fed with actual food offerings,
the seers additionally receive their own sort of “code substance” (anna), that is
speech (vāc), through the daily recitation by humans of their R. gvedic poetry.
Even today, Vedic recitation is preceded by the actual mentioning of the poet’s
name as to supply him with “spiritual food.” The circle is closed by the release
of “divine” inspiration (dhı̄) to latter-day poets who want to compose “a new
song” (bráhman), such as a speculative hymn in the AV, a ritual gāthā, or a sorcery
spell (bráhman) all of which make truth work (satyakriyā).
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The ritual system, however, does not work without śraddhā (lit. “place the
heart,” Latin crēdō), the “confidence” in the efficacy of the ritual, i.e. its ability
to motivate counter-gifts and to lead to heaven (Köhler 1948/1973, Lüders
1924, Hara 1964, Hacker 1963.)

The ritual procedure thus represents an eternal cycle which functions within
the bounds of R.ta. Various more or less abstract notions take part as well, e.g.
vāc, bráhman, śraddhā/manas, karman (action), anna, ucchis.t.a, many of which are
dealt with in the speculative hymns of the RV and AV and are in need of detailed
study.

Reciprocity is not confined to sentient beings but also found in the phenom-
enal world as a system of constant recycling: phenomena originating in heaven
(such as rain) come to earth and nourish and are even transformed into 
other entities (such as plants and other living beings, semen, milk) that ulti-
mately make their way to heaven again (as offering). In this cycle nothing is
wasted or lost (Frauwallner 1953: 49, Schneider 1961, Bodewitz 1973: 243ff.),
a concept that contributed largely to the middle Vedic system of homologies and
correlations.

This mutual exchange is also seen in the social relations between men – e.g.
between a sponsor (yajamāna) and his priest or his poet. The poet bestows praise
on the patron, aids him in praising the gods, and expects material rewards in
return, as is clearly and detailedly expressed in the so-called dānastuti or “Praise
of the gift” of the RV. Similarly, the priests expect their daks.in. ā “priestly gift,”
whose extent and nature is mandated by the reciprocal system and by the nature
of the ritual in question. The daks.in. ā seems to be a “diversion” to the priest of
the original gift given to the departing guest (i.e. the gods!). For, the ritual system
of exchange is based on the formalized rules of (human) hospitality (Thieme
1957b) and of marriage, where reciprocity is seen in the function of Aryaman
as god of marriage who supervises guest friendship and the inherent exchange
of brides.

Other major features of the Śrauta ritual include: there is no fixed place of
performance, no temple or permanent structure: the Śrauta ritual is “portable,”
with a new sacrificial ground and with new, simple (archaic) wooden and clay
implements in each ritual. The ground is prepared by careful measurement and
demarcation (see Śulba Sūtra, Michaels 1978) and the building of fire altars.
The central act of almost all Vedic rituals is the offering of various edible or
drinkable substances into these 3–5 (and in some rites even more) fires.

The ritual is sponsored by the yajamāna or “sacrificer” (lit. “one sacrificing on
his own behalf ”), who first has to become an āhitāgni (one “having established
fires”), after studentship and marriage, and belonging to the three “Twice Born”
Ārya classes, (Brāhman.a, Ks.atriya, Vaiśya); only these thus could gain direct
access to heaven through Śrauta ritual; the Śūdra were then and still are
excluded.

Ritual performance involves a number of priests (up to 16 or 17, divided into
four groups). These, and the four Vedas they represent, cooperate closely in the
performance of a particular Śrauta sacrifice (“as in a violin quartet,” Caland
1990).
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The main participants, however, are the (except for Soma and Agni) invisible
deities who are invited to attend as guests in a formal, ceremonial act of hospi-
tality; they are fed and entertained by praise and song (Thieme 1957a,b).
Medieval and modern pūjā still retain this pattern (Witzel 1980, Bühnemann
1988).

The rituals range from the simplest one, the Agnihotra or “Fire Offering,” to
the most elaborate of the Śrauta rituals, such as the Agnicayana (“piling of the
fire [altar]”) and the horse sacrifice (Aśvamedha). Their complexity is derived
from incorporation of many less complex Śrauta rites (Hillebrandt 1897, 1987;
Heesterman 1957, 1985; Staal 1982, 1990; Witzel 1987a, 1992, Minkowski
1992).

The most important rituals include the following. The initial establishment of
the fire, the Agnyādheya (Moody 1989, Krick 1982); then, the Haviryajñas,
most of which are determined by the rhythm of the year, and of the sun and the
moon. The early morning and evening offering of milk (and similar products)
into the fires (Agnihotra) ensures the survival of the sun during the night
(Dumont 1939, Bodewitz 1976, Witzel 1986a, 1992). Brief as it is (some 15
minutes), it comprises about 100 actions; a number of extraneous rites have
been added, such as an offering of milk to the Aśvins, the setting in motion of
the heavenly waters of the Milky Way and of semen for men and milk for women
(Witzel 1992); in addition we find the usual Vedic wishes: sons, rain, cattle, supe-
riority within clan and tribe, living for the proverbial hundred years, and finding
a way to Heaven. Śrauta ritual clearly is multivocal; the original meaning of any
Śrauta ritual cannot easily be found; all its actions and the Mantras used and
their history have to be traced first (Witzel 1981/2).

Other liminal rituals include the “New (and) Full Moon” sacrifice
(Dārśapūrn.amāsa), offered twice per lunar month (Hillebrandt 1879, Rustagi
1981), and the seasonal rituals, the “four-monthly” Cāturmāsya, in spring,
rainy season, and autumn, and additionally, around New Year (Bhide 1979,
Einoo 1985, 1988).

The Paśubandha or “Animal Sacrifice” (Schwab 1886) is also integrated 
into the Soma ritual, and involves the killing of an animal. The inauspicious
effect of killing is undone by involving substitution for the Adhvaryu priests and
“bloodless” suffocation outside the actual offering ground; both are major fea-
tures of the Śrauta mind set, as exemplified by the foundational (charter) myth
of the Aśvins as the Adhvaryu priests of the gods (Witzel 1987a,b, 1997b, see
below.)

The Soma Sacrifices are based on the Agnis.t.oma, a one day ritual (Caland-
Henry 1906–7) that involves a special consecration (dı̄ks.ā) of the Yajamāna and
the pressing and offering of Soma in the early morning, at midday, and in the
late afternoon. An important preliminary (and charter type) rite is the Pravar-
gya, a hot milk drink for the Aśvins (van Buitenen 1968, Kashikar 1972). Vari-
ants of the Soma ritual last up to a year or even more; in the important 12 (or
more) day Sattra (“Sitting”) variety, the priests themselves undertake the ritual
for their joint benefit (Falk 1985).
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Other important Śrauta rituals include the Rājasūya (“Consecration of the
King,” Weber 1893, Heesterman 1957), the Aśvamedha (“Horse Sacrifice,”
Dumont 1927, S. Bhawe 1939) which can only be performed by a great 
king, and also the atypical Agnicayana (“Piling of the Fire Altar,” Staal 1983,
Kolhatkar 1986), a Soma ritual in which an additional raised fire altar of bricks
is used. (A film and video tapes of the 1975 performance in Kerala have been
used by Staal 1983.)

The Brāhman. a Texts

All aspects of the Śrauta ritual have been discussed at length in the so-called
brāhman.a texts. The oldest texts, in a stark expository style, are contained in the
YV Sam. hitās of the Black Yajurveda. The linguistically younger ones are inde-
pendent texts, the Brāhman.as proper, which are attached to each of the four
Vedas-Sam. hitās (see the Appendix at the end of this chapter). The most import-
ant texts are the JB of southern and the ŚB of eastern North India, the early AB
of the eastern Panjab (its later sections, AB 6–8, come from the East), and the
still largely unused VādhB, which is situated between the JB and ŚB.

Differently from the power entailed in poetic composition (bráhman) and its
correct recitation, the Brāhman.a style text stress correct knowledge (“he who
knows thus,” ya evam. veda) of the hidden meanings of the ritual and the corre-
lations (homologies) on which it is based (Witzel 1979, Wezler 1996). This so-
called “identification” technique correlates certain items in the three spheres of
microcosm (humans, society), mesocosm (yajña, i.e. ritual), and macrocosm
(gods, universe, cf. Klaus 1986). This procedure led to a complex, amorphous
(and still not completely described) web of “hidden” cosmic and mundane 
interrelations that was known only to the ritual specialists who used it to obtain
certain desired effects.

The universe thus is a rich and esoteric system of homologies. This “ritual
science” (Oldenberg 1919, Schayer 1925, Witzel 1979, B. K. Smith 1989,
Wezler 1996) is based on the strictly logical application of the rule of cause and
effect, even though its initial propositions (e.g. “the sun is gold”) are something
that we would not accept. The power of such esoteric Brahmanical knowledge
has led – a fact that is not always recognized – directly to the speculations found
in the Upanis.ads. The system was increasingly systematized by whole sets of par-
allel and interlinking correlations, so that by the time of the Upanis.ads, certain
truths about the world and the humans could be expressed by a simple summa-
tion such as “tat tvam asi” (Brereton 1986).

The Brāhman.a style prose texts thus are the oldest explanations, in fact native
commentaries, of the literal meaning of the Mantras, of their ritual applications,
and of their often hidden secret import; futher, these texts discuss many of
the individual actions of the ritual. In addition, they deal with a large variety of
topics, from etymology to customs and beliefs; they also include many 
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mythological tales that are meant to bolster the status of individual rites, as well
as much incidental ritual speculation.

An all-important point of discussion in this period is how to avoid evil (agha,
enas, pāpa) and pollution. This wish – and not the avoidance of violence as such
(Heesterman 1985), which always remains involved in the classical ritual – is
one of the important driving forces behind the Kuru time Śrauta reform. The
little studied and less understood myth of Indra cutting off the head of Dadhyañc
is the “charter myth” of the main priests acting in ritual, the Adhvaryus, who
want to avoid direct involvement in the evil and pollution caused by killing nec-
essary in ritual. They delegate these actions to helpers, working outside the sac-
rificial ground, and killing is not even referred to overtly: the animal is “pacified”
(śam) (Witzel 1987a: n. 103); similarly, evil and illnesses are sent off in all
directions (Witzel 1980).

The actual reform of the ritual, and its origins in the early Kuru realm,
however, can clearly be attributed to a combination of late/post-RV political,
social and religious changes (Witzel 1989b, 1995/1997a,b). The relationship
between the development of Vedic ritual and changing social and political struc-
tures still is a promising field for further inquiry (Zimmer, 1879: 425–8; W. Rau
1957, Falk 1986, Witzel 1989b, 1997a,b).

The Āran. yaka Texts

Āran.yaka (Ār.) should have been translated, for nearly a century (Oldenberg
1915), as “wilderness (texts),” not as frequently still met with, as “forest texts.”
For, these texts are not texts meant for ascetics but as regular brāhman.a style
texts which discuss the more secret and dangerous rituals. Therefore, they have
been prescribed to be learned and recited outside, “from where one cannot see
the roofs of the settlement.” The main focus are the Mahāvrata (RV Ār.) and the
Pravargya (YV Ār.) rituals. The treatment of the Pravargya in Śatapatha Br. is
not only part of the Br. itself (ŚB 14) but even is referred to in ŚB 4 (Witzel,
1987a).

Because of their special position as additional texts the Ār. have become an
open category where one could add all sorts of later Vedic texts, such as many
Upanis.ads and even one early Sūtra (in ŚĀ). Many extraneous items have added
to the nucleus of dangerous Śrauta rituals, including even post-Vedic Upanis.ads
(MNU).

The often maintained connection of the Ār. texts with the post-Vedic life stage
of the vānaprastha is only a medieval fiction. Also, the idea that these texts are
spiritually more complex and evolved than the Brāhman.as is modern myth. In
effect, it is only the Upanis.ads (often part of the Āran.yakas) that are of philo-
sophical content. In sum, the view that both the Ār. and the Upanis.ads should
be aligned with the latter two of the (classical, medieval) four life stages
(vānaprastha, sannyāsin) is to be rejected as later, post-Vedic interpretation.

82 michael witzel



The Upanis.ads

The Upanis.ads (Up.) contain the secret teaching, by a variety of late Vedic teach-
ers, of early philosophical speculation about the nature of the world and of
humans and their fate after death, as well as the earliest discussion of the work-
ings of rebirth and karma. Various small heterogeneous sections have subse-
quently been added, such as last admonitions of the teacher to his “graduating,”
departing students (Witzel 1980, Thieme 1989). The texts were often called
Rahasya “secret,” as they were supposed to be learned only by specially selected
students, which explains their often less well preserved state of transmission.
Tradition, indeed, sees the Up.s as the end of the Veda (vedānta), that is of the
four “historical” levels of the Sam. hitās, Br.s, Ār.s, and Up.s, while in fact, the late
Vedic Sūtras (see below) still are an integral part of the Vedic canon.

It is from the background of the Brāhman.a style texts that the thinking of the
Upanis.ads emerges. If not radically new, it still involves a thorough rethinking
of the existing correlative premises, in part influenced by late Vedic social con-
ditions of the eastern territories of North India (Kosala, Videha). Here, a thor-
ough reorganization of the brāhman.a style texts (in ŚB) took place, including a
rethinking of many of the earlier “theological” positions. Further, the increas-
ing Sanskritization of the area along western (Kuru) models brought about the
formation of canonical texts, a general ordering of Śrauta procedure, and new
deliberations of its inherent meaning (Witzel 1997a,b).

Thus, the Upanis.ads do not break with tradition but rather continue it, influ-
enced by the current and local religious background (Renou 1953). While they
are often treated as the beginning of philosophical tradition in India (or as a pre-
cursor to early Buddhist and Jain thought) they are in fact the almost inevitable
outcome of the intellectual development of the Brāhman.a period, when such
questioning was prominent both inside and between the Vedic schools (śākhā).
However, it was expressed differently, not in Upanis.adic dialogue form, but by
statements such as “some say . . .” or by the frequent quotations of divergent
views in the brāhman.a type texts, especially in ŚB where various “solutions” to a
problem are habitually discussed and still presented as authoritative, positive
statements of truths. The Up.s, however, contain discussions in the form of real
dialogues, involving severe questioning and reluctant admission of innocence or
boastful claims of knowledge.

The Up.s deal with the eternal problems of humankind, that is: where do we
come from, why we are here, where go? In other words, with the nature of body
and soul, their fate after a death, and their position in the Universe. Additionally,
following the trend towards larger scale correlations, the ritual itself increasingly
becomes the subject of cosmic identifications (e.g. the horse of the Aśvamedha
in BĀUK 1.1). But, ritual also is interiorized and can be performed entirely men-
tally (Bodewitz 1973). Both positions are signs of the intense contemporaneous
intellectual activity that apparently included also some Ks.atriyas and women
(Oldenberg 1915, Renou 1953, Horsch 1966, Witzel 1989a).
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Certain new doctrines emerge: The late Brāhman.a opinion on the fate of
humans after death (punarmr. tyu), and most importantly, karma which is now
joined to the older concept of automatic rebirth (Kane 1962, Horsch 1971,
O’Flaherty 1981, Tull 1989, Göhler 1990). Most studies, however, fail to inves-
tigate these concepts in their proper setting, that is by asking: what happens, in
the view of Vedic people, at conception, at birth and at death to a human being
(Witzel 1984a, 1998, Ikari 1989)?

The older Vedic (and probably Indo-European) idea involved an automatic,
continuous cycle of human beings: after death, a stay in the blissful world of the
ancestors, limited only by the “amount” of one’s ritual actions (is.t.āpūrta, sukr. ta),
and a subsequent automatic rebirth (MS 1.8.6), preferably within one’s own
clan and usually after the third of fourth generation. Nobody wanted to escape
from this cycle of eternal return, except for the wealthy sponsors of Śrauta ritual
who hoped to attain, eternally, the Heaven of the gods. The opposite, getting out
of the cycle by becoming a renouncer (sannyāsin), developed only during the Up.
period. The only other “escapees” are precisely those who have committed some
serious actions that undermine the closed Vedic system of exchanges: murder-
ers of embryos, of the brahmins’ cow, etc.: that is, destroyers of the all-
important “line of progeny” (prajātantu TU 1.11, 11, Witzel 2000) and of poetic
inspiration (dhı̄, dhenā), the “cow” (dhenu) of the Brahmins (Witzel 1991); all
these drop forever into “deepest darkness,” into the lap of Nirr. ti “destruction.”

The earlier system of automatic recycling was now replaced by one condi-
tioned by the moral value of the actions undertaken during one’s lifetime. The
new concept has its predecessors, on the one hand, in the fear of a second death
(punarmr. tyu) occurring after a limited stay in the ancestor’s world, and on the
other, by the fear of a retribution in the other world, as exemplified by the vision
of Bhr.gu (ŚB 11.6.1, JB 1.42): humans are cut up by trees felled by them and
they are devoured by animals slaughtered in this world.

The old concept of cause and effect thus was linked with some new anxieties.
One was no longer sure of the beneficial effects of ritual that allowed to neu-
tralize all violent, “evil” actions carried out in ritual, to “beat away the second
death,” and to attain the desired permanent stay in heaven (Schmidt 1997).
Now, all human actions (karma), not just the ritual ones, have their automatic
consequence, as expressed by the new and secret karma idea. The juncture of the
old concept of automatic rebirth with that of the younger one of automatic
karma set the stage (Schmidt 1968b) for the development of a consistent theory
of retribution in one’s next life according to the actions (karma) undertaken in
this one. This is the basis of nearly all of later Indian philosophy and should be
studied as such.

Once, ChU 5.3.7 clearly says that the karma concept was known only to the
Ks.atriyas, and in BĀU 3.2.6 Yājñavalkya takes his fellow brahmin Ārtabhāga
apart to talk with him privately about karma. Apparently, the idea was not very
“popular” at first. It originated with some brahmins in Yājñavalkya’s time in
northern Bihar (Witzel 1989a), and spread at an uneven pace: even in the last
part of ChU, at 8.15, it was still felt necessary to speak about killing in ritual as
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not being evil, in fact, as guiltless (Witzel 1987a,b), and the beginning of the
Bhagavadgı̄tā still defends the dharma of a Ks.atriya as the norm – that is the duty
to fight and kill.

However, the cycle of automatic rebirths has now been broken for the first
time. The Upanis.adic ascetics (such as Yājñavalkya, when he “went forth into
homelessness,” BĀU 4.5.15) and the contemporaries of the Buddha strive for
emancipation that frees them from the sam. sāra of rebirth. Formerly, this was
only the undesired lot destined for felons who had committed severe offenses.
Now, one leaves home forever to strive for the knowledge of brahman. Traditional
society quite consequently regarded such persons, once they had left, as socially
“dead,” and it did not allow for their return. Some middle level Upanis.ad texts
(Kat.ha-Śruti Up., Mānava Śrautasūtra 8.25, Sprockhoff 1987) have preserved a
ritual of taking leave from home and all one’s possessions while declaring non-
violence (ahim. sā) to all beings.

Several factors thus come together and lead to a qualitative breakthrough,
which results in the new karmic rebirth idea and, based on increasing use of
higher levels of correlations, in the assertion of the identity of the human soul
(ātman) with that of brahman (neuter) in such famous sentences as tat tvam asi
(ChU 6.10.3, Brereton 1986).

Many facets of the newly introduced concepts still are in need of detailed
study, e.g. that of a scale on which one’s deeds are weighed and other
Iranian/Zoroastrian/(Śaka?) concepts. However, the often repeated conviction
that it was the Ks.atriyas who introduced the karma concept is far-fetched
(Horsch 1966, Olivelle 1996: xxxiv). The mentioning of the topic by a king, a
god (Varun.a), or Yājñavalkya’s secretive conference rather are literary devices
(Witzel 1997a) which merely underline the importance of the theme. Using a
woman, Gārgı̄, in BĀU 3 has similar effect as women usually do not appear in
public assemblies of learned disputation and when they do so, they stand out.
The other prominent woman in BĀU, Maitreyı̄, quite untypically had learnt
Brahmanical lore. It is only to her that Yājñavalkya speaks about eschatology
(BĀU 4.5.15). Similarly, the idea that it was the Jainas, the local aboriginal
people, etc. who “invented” these ideas is, of course nothing more than an
admission of ignorance (O’Flaherty 1981), as there simply are no early records
of the Jainas and even less of the aboriginal inhabitants. Rather, later Vedic
thought quite naturally led to this stage, and to a whole range of more or less
contemporary and quite diverse points of view, as discussed in the Pali canon
(Dı̄ghanikāya 2).

Why did these developments take place precisely at this moment, and in this
area of Northern India (Kosala, E. Uttar Pradesh, and Videha, N. Bihar)? The
breakthrough is similar to the more or less contemporary ones elsewhere – even
if Jaspers’ idea of an “axial age” suffers from some severe incongruencies in the
actual time frame. Indeed, external influence is not likely in Bihar, unless one
posits some Iranian influence (see above): after all, Zoroastrianism first stressed
individual decision making: one had to chose between “good” and “evil” and had
to face a last judgment after death.
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The Kosala–Videha area was one of great mixture of peoples due to various
movements of tribes and individuals, and consequently also of ideas (Witzel
1989a: 236, 1997a). It also was a part of the spread-zone of the western, Kuru
type Vedic orthopraxy. Some late- or post-Vedic immigrants such as the Malla,
Vr. ji (Vajji), or especially the Śākya, may be Iranian tribes (Witzel 1989a: 239)
who may have transmitted (para-)Zoroastrian influence. Further, there was
admixture of local Mun.d.a peoples (AB 7.18), of older, eastern Indo-Aryan set-
tlers, and of contemporaneous immigrants including many western Brahmins.
A comparison of the late Vedic and early Buddhist texts indicates admixture of
the older, para-Vedic Indo-Aryan religion of the East with the orthodoxy and
orthopraxy of the “missionary” Kuru-Pañcāla Brahmins of the West, who were
invited by such kings as Mahākosala and (Mahā)-Janaka (Witzel 1989a, 1997a)
of the emerging large kingdoms of Kosala and Magadha. Finally, there was the
social ferment created by the contemporaneously emerging cities (of the so-
called second urbanization, after the Indus civilization). The Vedic texts hardly,
if ever, speak about towns (Mylius 1969); however, Brahmins never liked their
polluting social atmosphere and rather preferred to live in the countryside where
they could regulate their life properly. Yet, by the time of the Pali texts, cities are
fully established, with rich merchants carrying out a long distance overland
trade (of the luxury article, Northern Black Polished Ware), and brahmins living
in the formerly off-limits lands of Magadha and An.ga.

All of these admixtures supplied the ideal breeding ground for the meeting of
ideas and the development of new concepts. Just as the break-up of the old
R. gvedic tribal society caused enormous social and religious change (see above),
the new stratified and partly aristocratic, partly oligarchic (not a “republican”
one, Rhys-Davies 1911), and partly urban society of the East witnessed the
emergence of many of the typically Upanis.adic ideas described above.

The so-called Middle Up.s (Īśa, Kat.ha, Kena, Praśna, Mun.d.a, Mān.d.ūkya,
Śvetāśvatara, Mahānārayan.a, etc.) are no longer composed in prose but in verse
and are heavily influenced by the post-Vedic (Epic) language. Many of them show
a tendency towards the sectarian worship of a particular deity. The Sam. nyāsa
Up.s (Sprockhoff 1976, Olivelle 1992), composed around 300 bce, discuss 
the newly introduced life stage of the renouncer. The Bhagavadgı̄tā of the
Mahābhārata is sometimes regarded as an Up. as well. Sectarian Up.s (in Epic/
Classical Sanskrit) have been composed well into the Middle Ages. In the inter-
pretation of the Upanis.ads the eighth century monistic philosopher Śan.kara has
played an important but generally overrated role. We still are in need of a detailed
philological edition and discussion of the important older Upanis.ads.

The Śrautasūtras

The Vedic canon concludes with the late Vedic Sūtras (“thread, guideline,” or
Kalpasūtra “ritual guidelines”) which form the true end of the Vedic period and
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its texts, though the classical/medieval tradition assigns them to a separate cat-
egory, the Smr.ti texts. Indeed, the older ones among them (BŚS, VādhŚS, etc.) are
still composed in late Br. language. The Sūtras are descriptive and prescriptive
texts that deal systematically, in the proper order of ritual procedure, with the
solemn ritual (Śrauta Sūtra), with the domestic rituals (Gr.hya Sūtra), and with
the rules of proper behavior as a Veda student or as householder (Dharma Sūtra).
(There also are various later additions to all Vedic texts, Pariśis.t.a.)

The older Sūtras such as BŚS, VādhŚS explain the complicated ritual step-
by-step and at great length, in clear prose and by quoting the Mantras in extenso.
Even if a ritual that is described later in the text is built out of ritual blocks
described earlier, these older Sūtras still describe such complex rituals in extenso.
Later Sūtras make increasing use of the referring technique which points back
to earlier parts of the text by quotation (“as said earlier”) and of using just the
initial words of a Mantra (pratı̄ka). The later texts use shorter and shorter
(nominal) clauses, a technique seen in its apogee in Pān. ini’s grammatical Sūtras,
the As.t.ādhyāyı̄.

The most important Sūtras include the early BaudhŚS and VādhŚS, the some-
what later ĀpŚS (with many quotations from other texts), all of the YV; the early
KŚS of the RV, the LŚS and JŚS of the SV, and the rather late VaitS of the AV. The
ŚS of the White YV, the late KŚS is the one most developed one along the lines
described above.

The contents of the Śrautasūtras follow, by and large, the scheme first set out
in the Mantra collection of the Yajurveda Sam. hitās, and the individual rules
follow those of the Brāhman.a style texts (Tsuji 1952).

The Gr. hyasūtras

The Gr.hya Sūtras (GS) often form part of, or actually are, an appendix to the
Śrauta Sūtras, and some of them refer back to ritual details described earlier in
the same text or even in the Śrauta Sūtra. Their contents, however, often are very
old. Some of the rites of passage (sam. skāra, Pandey 1957, P. V. Kane 1930–62,
Gonda 1980a), such as burial and marriage, have been described already in the
RV and AV, and some of the details may in fact go back even to the Indo-
European period, for example the offering of three meat balls (later, made of rice)
in the anniversary rituals (śrāddha) for one’s three immediate ancestors
(Schrader 1919), or the cult of the fire, or the marriage ceremony; other items,
such as the initiation of the student by a girdle, are of Indo-Iranian age (Avest.
aißiiā

.
hana, Ved. mekhalā).

By and large, the GS deal with the rites of passage form birth to death (Stenzler
1864, Hillebrandt 1897, Apte 1939, transl. Oldenberg 1886/1892), or rather,
from one’s conception to one’s dissolution in the vague group of ancestors (pitr. ).
The GS thus are a cyclical set of rituals variously arranged as starting with mar-
riage, with initiation to Veda study (upanayana), or even with pregnancy.

N
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The “original” contents of the Gr.hya texts (Oldenberg 1892), however, have
been influenced by the much more predominant ritual form, that of the Śrauta
ritual (Gonda 1977, B. K. Smith 1986). Thus, even in the supposedly “simple”
domestic ritual, the activity of the yajamāna was superseded by the actions of the
Brahmin house priest (purohita). However, there is only a single fire as compared
to the 3–5 of the Śrauta ritual, and many of the simple Gr.hya rituals have coun-
terparts in the solemn Śrauta ones, including the morning and evening offer-
ings (homa), the New and Full Moon offerings, etc. Their exact (pre)history is
difficult to establish.

This is different, as indicated, for marriage and death as even the RV contains
hymns devoted to marriage (10.85, expanded in AV 14, PS 18.1–14) and to
funerals (10.14–18, AV 18, PS 18.57–82); in addition, PS 20 even contains
some of the actual dialogue of the upanayana rituals (cf. ŚB 11, TĀ 2, TU 1.11,
Kat.hŚiU), similar to the verbal exchanges at the marriage ceremony (Kajihara
2002). The rather composite RV marriage hymn is a recounting of the mythical
origin and prototype of human marriage, that of the goddess Sūryā with Soma.
Some marriage features of the GS (Apte 1978, Winternitz 1892, Zachariae
1977, 1989, Tsuji 1960) are clearly present in the RV, others are not yet men-
tioned (the circumambulation of the fire, the mounting of the stone, the gazing
at the pole-star) but already appear in the AV. The funeral hymns clearly describe
cremation, though the RV also refers to burial, exposure on trees and “throwing
away” of the dead body. Satı̄ was not practiced (Witzel 1996); in fact, there is
evidence for levirate marriage (Schmidt 1987). Much space is given in the GS to
ancestor worship (Caland 1893, 1896, 1914, Winternitz 1892).

The yearly return of the Veda student to his teacher (Heesterman 1985)
follows a period of about half a year away from “school” when the young men
(marya) were members in a Vrātya Männerbund, as reflected already in some
earlier Vedic texts (cf. AV 15, PS 18; Falk 1986, Bollée 1981, Heesterman, 1981:
251–71). The vrātyas, frequently still misunderstood as semi- or non-Ārya, live
a roaming, independent and promiscuous life while trying to collect a “starting
capital” of cattle, by threatening, from the settled section of society. They are
reflected, in the divine sphere by the daivya vrātya, the Gandharvas (Vasilkov
1991).

Women are not prominently discussed in these and other Vedic texts (Jamison
1996), though their role in the sam. skāras of marriage and child birth is of course
prominent. However, the role of women in the Upanis.ads is usually overstated.
The only(!) two famous ones, Gārgı̄ and Maitreyı̄, are inserted – just like
Ks.atriyas and kings, or the son of a god, Bhr.gu – at critical, innovative or strik-
ing junctures of a dialogue. Yet, there also is clear, though sparse evidence of
female learned activity, such as at BĀU 6.4.17 which has a prescription of how
to obtain a female R. s.i in one’s family, as is indeed mentioned for the Atri clan 
(JB 2.219).

Just as the AV Sam. hitās, the “Gr.hya Sūtra” of the AV (KauśS, Bloomfield
1889, Caland 1900) contains many facets of early Indian life that would oth-
erwise escape us. The text uses the same, magical system of homologies that cor-
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relate and control macrocosmic forces by microcosmic manipulation (Henry
1904, Stutley 1980). Earlier, comparable texts are the official Śrauta rituals, the
Kāmyā Is.t.i “wish offerings” of the YV (Caland 1908). The KauśS provides many
usages for the AV Sam. hitā spells; other sorcery practices are found in the (late)
Sāmavidhāna Brāhman.a. Many obscure magical terms have been preserved in
more recent sorcery (Türstig 1980). The only partially translated Kauś.S. is a
virtual handbook of customs and beliefs, of common white and black sorcery,
of healing procedures (Filliozat 1975, Zysk 1985), of omina and portenta
(Weber 1859). Many such details can be followed up later on in the AV Pariśis.t.a
and in the medieval books on dreams (Stuhrmann 1982, v. Negelein 1912), or
in the Jyotis.a literature (Pingree 1981).

The Dharmasūtras

These Sūtras deal with dharma “proper behavior,” beginning with that of a Veda
student, and moving to that of a married man (gr. hastha), his daily and seasonal
ritual duties, family life, to the death rituals and ancestor worship and inheri-
tance; some also include the duties of a king and his jurisprudence, the four
stages in life, and long sections on atonements for wrong behavior. These rules
have provided the basis for medieval and modern Anglo-Indian Hindu law.

Many of these rules overlap with those of the Gr.hya Sūtras, and some may be
quite old, such as the incidental rule, found also in Pindar’s Erga, not to urinate
towards the sun. The Up.s, too, contain a Dharma Sūtra in nuce, the final 
admonition about good behavior in adult life by a Veda teacher to his departing
student (TU 1, Kat.hŚiU, Witzel 1980).

Finally, there are a number of appendixes to the Vedic texts, of various
periods, such as the R. gvedakhila, or the AV-Pariśis.t.a, some of which are already
composed in the style of the Epic and Purān.as.

Personal and Popular Religion

Personal, popular and non-Brahmanical religion are much less visible in the
Vedic texts, which therefore must be compared with the slightly later Pali canon,
and the evidence of the (still little defined) older strata of the Mahābhārata.

Religious feelings and experiences are mentioned by very few poets in the RV,
such as Vasis.t.ha in RV 7.86–9 (Goto 2000), who speaks, not unlike Zoroaster,
of a very personal relationship with Varun.a, or Bharadvāja Bārhaspatya who
describes (RV 6.9.6–7) not, as usual, a vision but also an acoustic experience of
God Agni. Other items include the old Indo-Iranian (and Eurasian) topic of flying
through the night time sky on a boat, (both in RV and in Avesta, Oettinger
1988). There also is a shaman-like experience of the “(long) haired one” (Keśin,

vedas and upanis.ads 89



RV 10.136), cf. also that of the bird Laba (RV 10.119) who touches heaven and
earth with his wings. The AV contains much popular sorcery and magic, but in
a form that has been influenced by the priests. Later on, we have the infernal
visions of Bhr.gu (ŚB, JB) or those of Yājñavalkya of the dream state (BĀU 4.3),
or about the way of the emancipated to the “heavenly” palace of Brahman (KU,
Thieme 1951/2).

Popular festivals at New Year include horse chariot races and bow shooting,
public riddles, sexual banter and public intercourse of two “outcasts” (a prosti-
tute, mahānagnikā, and a Māgadha man); further, singing and dancing at summer
solstice. Such materials have been collected by Zimmer 1879 for the Sam. hitās,
and by W. Rau 1957, 1977, Mylius 1971–4, Basu 1969, Gopal 1959 for the
later texts.

Some late sections in the GS deal with the worship of particular gods, such 
as Rudra/Mahādeva/Īśāna, Vis.n.u/Nārāyan.a, Śrı̄, Durgā (Baudhāyana
Gr.hyaśes.asūtra, Atharveda Pariśis.t.a etc., Einoo 1992, 1996). They contain pūjā-
like rites that cannot be pinpointed in time. Pūjā is, however, a clear continua-
tion (Witzel 1980) of the R. gvedic guest worship offered to the gods. Other
worship, such as that of snake deities (Nāga), trees, etc. is even more opaque. The
worship of images is first visible in texts in Patañjali’s Mahābhās.ya (5.3.99:
429.3), at ca. 150 bce.

True heterodoxy is attested by ca. 400 bce when several such systems had
developed, including those of wandering teachers such as the Buddha and
Mahāvı̄ra (Dı̄ghanikāya 2). Nearly all them stem from eastern North India,
where the constantly changing cultural ferment favored dialogue and competi-
tion. Yājñavalkya’s departure into homelessness (BĀU 4.5.15) takes up the tra-
dition of (long distance) wandering by Veda students and Vrātyas; indeed, the
Buddhist san

.
gha has, unobserved so far, some vrātya features as well: a single

leader of a larger group of equals who wander about in the countryside and live
on extortion (or by begging), stay away from settlements, have special dress and
speech, etc.

The east was indeed quite different from the western parts of Northern India,
as seen in language (Witzel 1989a), social structure including the oligarchic
states, and in burial practices: while the Kurus built small square grave mounds,
the “easterners and others(!)” have “demonic” round graves (ŚB 12.8.1.5).

We get only glimpses of what may have been other aberrant (ritual?) sexual
behavior at AB 7.13, or in the Gosava ritual, or already in the RV notion of
śiśnadeva, mūradeva.

Even less can be said about the pre-Vedic religion of the Indus Civilization and
of the contemporaneous aboriginal tribes. They were assimilated by Sanskriti-
zation, e.g., a leader (sthapati, MS 2.2.4) of the Nis.ādas, or at AB 7.18, where
the R. gvedic(!) R. s.i Viśvāmitra assists the eastern Iks.vāku king Hariścandra by
symbolically adopting local “barbarian” tribes (dasyu), such as the Andhra,
Pun.d.ra, Śabara “who live in large numbers beyond the borders.”

Though some ideas, customs and beliefs of the Harappan civilization seem to
have been incorporated into the subsequent Vedic world view (tree worship,
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etc.), a Vedic connection of the so-called Śiva Paśupati found on some Harappa
seals (D. Srinivasan 1984) cannot be established; this mythological concept is
due, rather, to common Eurasian ideas of the “Lord of the Animals” who is
already worshipped by many Neolithic hunting societies. Similarly, the remnants
of the so-called fire rituals at Kalibangan (B. B. Lal 1997) involve clearly non-
Vedic offerings of animal bones; they (and the so-called “lin.ga steles,” actually
supports for cooking pots) may represent nothing but a community kitchen of
the Indus Civilization (R. S. Sharma 1995: 47).
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Goto, T. “Vasis.t.ha und Varun.a in RV VII 88 – Priesteramt des Vasis.t.ha und Suche nach

seinem indoarischen Hintergrund,” in Indoarisch, Iranisch, und die Indogermanistik.
Arbeitstagung der Indogermanischen Gesellschaft vom 2. bis 5. Oktober 1997 in Erlangen;
hg. B. Forssman & R. Plath. Wiesbaden, 2000, 147–61.
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Kane, P. V. History of Dharmaśāstra. Bhandarkar Oriental Research Inst., Poona,

1930–62.
Kashikar, C. G. “Apropos of the Pravargya,” CASS Studies, 1, 1972: 1–10. Centre of

Advanced Studies in Sanskrit, Poona.
Keith, A. B. The religion and philosophy of the Veda and Upanishads, 2 vols. (Harvard 

Oriental Series 31, 32). Cambridge, MA, 1925 [repr. Delhi 1970].

vedas and upanis.ads 93
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Kolhatkar, M. “The Relation between the Agnicayana and the Sautrāman. ı̄,” Annals of the
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Oldenberg, H. The Gr. ihya-Sūtras: Rules of Vedic domestic ceremonies, 2 vols. Oxford, 1886,

1892 [repr. Delhi, 1964, 1967].
——. Metrische und textgeschichtliche Prolegomena zu einer kritischen Rigveda-Ausgabe.

Berlin, 1888 [repr. Wiesbaden, 1982].
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Srinivasan, D. “Unhinging Śiva from the Indus Civilization,” Journal of the Royal Asiactic

Society (1984): 77–89.
Staal, J. F. “The Meaninglessness of Ritual,” Numen 26, 1979a: 2–22.
——. “Ritual Syntax,” in M. Nagatomi et al., eds., Sanskrit and Indian studies: Essays in

honor of D. H. H. Ingalls. Dordrecht, 1979b.
——. The science of ritual. Poona, 1982.
——. Agni: The Vedic ritual of the fire altar, 2 vols. Berkeley, 1983.
——. Jouer avec le feu: Pratique et théorie du ritual védique. Paris, 1990.
Stenzler, M. A. F. Indische Hausregeln: Sanskrit und Deutsch. Leipzig, 1864.
Stuhrmann, R. Der Traum in der altindischen Literatur im Vergleich mit altiranischen, hethi-

tischen und griechischen Vorstellungen. Diss., Tübingen, 1982.
Stutley, M. Ancient Indian magic and folklore: An introduction. Delhi, 1980.
Thieme, P. Der Fremdling im Rigveda. Leipzig, 1938.
——. “Bráhman,” Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 102, 1952:

91–129.
——. Mitra and Aryaman. New Haven, 1957a.
——. “Vorzarathustrisches bei den Zarathustriern und bei Zarathustra,” Zeitschrift der

Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 107, 1957b: 67–104.
——. Unpublished lecture, on receiving the Kyoto Prize, Kyoto 1989.
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Weber-Brosamer, Bernhard. Annam: Untersuchungen zur Bedeutung des Essens und der

Speise im vedischen Ritual. Religionswissenschaft und Theologien 3, Freiburg, 1988.
Wezler, Albrecht. Die wahren “Speiserestesser” (Skt. vighāśin). [Engl. summary, pp. 121–7.]
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Appendix: A Synopsis of the Vedic Texts
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Sāmaveda Sam. hitā 2. Mantra language

RVKh SV(K) = SV(R) SVJ (Mantras only
not expository
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Vādhūla
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CHAPTER 4

The Dharmaśāstras

Ludo Rocher

The Concept of Dharma

Śāstras are treatises, usually ancient and authoritative treatises, in Sanskrit, on
a variety of topics: Bharata’s Nāt.yaśāstra on poetics, drama, music, etc.;
Kaut.ilya’s Arthaśāstra on politics and statecraft; jyoth. śāstra on astrology; even
aśvaśāstra on horses and gajaśāstra on elephants; etc. Dharmaśāstras are ancient
Sanskrit treatises on the subject of dharma, one of the most central and funda-
mental concepts in Hinduism. Along with artha and kāma, dharma is one of the
three goals (trivarga) in the life of a Hindu.

There is no equivalent term for dharma in Western languages. The noun
dharma is derived from the verbal root dhr., which means “uphold, maintain,
sustain, keep in balance.” Hence dharma is the way, the right way, to maintain
order and balance in the universe generally. As long as every element in the
cosmos – the sun, water (the monsoon), animals, plants, and humans in par-
ticular – acts according to its dharma, the overall balance is maintained. As soon
as any element in the cosmos in some way deviates from its dharma, i.e. commits
adharma, the overall balance is disturbed. At the human level, dharma governs
every aspect of and every activity in the life of a Hindu. Dharma is not synony-
mous with “law” which has become an often used translation for dharma – the
dharmaśāstras became known in the West as “law books” (see below) – nor with
“religion” which is the meaning dharma acquired in modern Indian languages.
In addition to legal rules (legal procedure, substantive law) and religious rules
(birth rituals, marriage rituals, rituals for the dead, etc.), there are in the
dharmaśāstras a number of injunctions which, in Western terms, would be
labeled “dietary” (allowed and forbidden foods), “hygienic” (bathing, brushing
the teeth), “moral,” etc. These rules, which every Hindu is supposed to live by,
are supplemented by other rules, which concern members of certain sections of



Hindus only. An individual’s specific dharma (his sva-dhartna) is primarily deter-
mined by two criteria: his social class and his stage of life.

The members of the four social classes (varn.a, often translated with the more
modern term “caste”), Brahman/Brahmin (Brāhman.a), Ks.atriya, Vaiśya, and
Śūdra, have different dharmas. The three higher classes, the dvijas “twice-born,”
have three kinds of dharma in common: study the sacred texts (adhyayana),
patronize sacrifices for their own benefit (yajana), and generosity toward others
(dāna). The Brahman’s specific dharma includes teaching the Vedic texts
(adhyāpana, the causative form of adhyayana), performing sacrifices for the
benefit of others (yājana, the causative form of yajana), and receiving special gifts
to which only Brahmans are entitled (pratigraha). The Ks.atriya maintains law
and order inside the territory and defends the country against outsiders; the king
who, theoretically though not always in practice, is the principal Ks.atriya, has
his own rājadharma. The Vaiśya earns a living with trade, crafts, and agriculture.
The members of the sole class that is not twice-born, the Śūdras, have only one
dharma: be of service (śuśrūs.a) to the members of the three higher classes.

There are also four life stages (āśrama), during each of which the dharma of
the Hindu is different. At an early age (5 or later, depending on his social class)
the boy born in one of the three higher classes undergoes a rite of passage
(sam

.
skāra, often translated as “sacrament”) called upanayana. This ritual is con-

ceived as a second birth, as a result of which the boy is invested with the sacred
thread (yqjñopavı̄ta), and becomes a brahmacārin. The main dharma of the brah-
macārin is to move in with and study the sacred texts under the guidance of a
teacher (guru), to serve his guru, and to observe strict celibacy (brahmacarya).
Unless he decides to spend his entire life as a permanent (nais.t.hika) brahmacārin,
at the end of the first life stage, the length of which depends on his varn.a, another
rite of passage, consisting in a ritual bath (samāvartana), makes the young man
a snātaka. This prepares him for marriage and the second stage of life, that of a
gr.hastha “householder.” The gr. hastha establishes and sustains a family, including
the primary duty of fathering a son who will perform the necessary funeral rites
(śrāddha) after his father’s death. After the second life stage the Hindu may 
enter the third āśrama, retire from active life, and become a vanaprastha “forest
dweller,” eventually to enter the fourth stage, that of a sam

.
nyāsin “renouncer.”

Note that, for women, there is only one single rite of passage, their wedding.
The treatises on dharma recognize but do not elaborate in detail on other

dharmas that are not applicable to all, but to specific groups of Hindus only. 
They provide some examples of dharmas followed by “the Northerners” or “the
Southerners.” They also refer to regional dharmas (deśadharma), “caste” dharmas
(jātidharma), even to family/clan dharmas (kuladharma), as well as to dharmas
restricted to members of guilds (śren. idharma) and dharmas that are observed in
the army. In other words, forms of behavior (ācāra) that are recognized as proper
for the members of these groups are dharma, even if they are not described in or
even if they are incompatible with the rules codified in the dharmaśāstras.

Another important aspect of the texts on dharma is that they recognize special
circumstances, emergencies (āpad), in which the strict rules they lay down in the
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texts are suspended. In such cases āpaddharma applies: the Brahman is allowed
to pursue a military career, the Ks.atriya may practice the life style normally
reserved for the Vaiśya, etc.

It cannot be stressed enough that, except for the rules that apply to one and
all, in Hinduism dharma is different for different individuals and under different
circumstances. What is dharma for one individual may constitute a breach of
dharma (adharma) for others; what is adharma under certain circumstances may
be dharma in other situations.

The Dharmasūtras

The term dharmaśāstra is used with two different meanings. It either encom-
passes both the dharmaśāstras and the dharmasūtras, i.e. the entire smr.ti, or it is
restricted to the dharmaśāstras in a narrower sense (see below). Although occa-
sionally mixed with verse, the dharmasūtras are in prose. By definition, a sūtra is
a brief, aphoristic statement, in which not a single word or syllable is meaning-
less. Sūtras are meant to be learned by heart first, only later to be explained by
means of an oral or written commentary. Typical examples of works written in
sūtra style are Pān. ini’s grammatical treatise (the As.t.ādhyāyı̄), Vātsyāyana’s
Kāmasūtra, the basic texts of the six systems of Hindu philosophy (darśanas), etc.
Note that the meaning of the Sanskrit term sūtra in this context is different from
that of the Pāli term sutta in the Buddhist texts.

The dharmasūtras are only a part of a much vaster literature. They are sub-
sumed under the broader category of kalpasūtras, together with three other kinds
of sūtras. First, the śrautasūtras, which describe major rituals requiring an elab-
orate “altar” (vedi), three sacrificial fires, and the participation of several classes
of priests; the dharmasūtras are often appendages of the śrautasūtras. Second, the
gr.hyasūtras, which deal with minor domestic rituals performed on the perpetual
house fire, requiring the service of only a single priest, and the contents of which
partly overlap with those of the dharmasūtras. Third, the śulbasūtras which teach
how properly to construct vedic altars by means of bricks of different geometri-
cal forms, and which contain the earliest Indian statements on mathematics.

One important feature of the kalpasūtras, and hence of the dharmasūtras, is
that they are an integral, though relatively late, part of the Veda. The kalpasūtras
are one of the six vedān

.
gas “(subsidiary) members of the Vedas.” Each of the four

Vedas, R. gveda, Yajurveda, Sāmaveda, and Atharvaveda, more correctly, each of the
several “branches” (śākhā) of the four Vedas, is supposed to have had a kalpasūtra
including a dharmasūtra, but not all of these texts have been preserved (Renou
1947). In reality, the connection of some dharmasūtras with the vedic schools is
at best a loose one. Yet, the fact that the dharmasūtras are at least theoretically a
part of vedic literature entails that they are considered to be revealed texts trans-
mitted to humans by ancient sages (r.s.i). The authority of these texts is only
slightly lower than that of the older sam

.
hitās and brāhman.as: the latter are śruti
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“hearing,” the dharmasūtras are smr.ti “recollection.” Some of the dharmasūtras
start with the phrase: “the source of dharma is the Veda.” The fact that not all
rules on dharma can be found in the Vedas was accounted for by means of a
variety of fictions, resulting in the belief either that the r.s.is who were privileged
to “see” the Veda did not see it in its entirety, or that parts of the Veda are lost to
us. And, even though the dharmaśāstras make it clear that in case of conflict
between the śruti and the smr.ti, the former prevails, the smr.ti, occasionally
supplemented by the behavior (ācāra) agreed on by those who know the Veda, is
considered to be a source of dharma which is “eternal” (sanātana): the sanātana-
dharma has been revealed once, perfectly, for all time to come.

Few dharmasūtras have been preserved. Four of them were translated with
extensive introductions and notes, more than a century ago, by Georg Bühler,
in volumes II (Āpastamba and Gautama) and XIV (Vasis.t.ha and Baudhāyana)
of F. Max Müller’s Sacred Books of the East series. Recently, Oxford University
Press published a new translation of the four sūtra texts (Olivelle 1999; the trans-
lation of each dharmasūtra is preceded by a detailed survey of its contents).

Even though the r.s.i Gautama is traditionally connected with the Sāmaveda,
the Gautamadharmasūtra is not part of any known kalpasūtra. It may not 
have been the first dharmasūtra since it refers to earlier ācāryas “teachers,” 
but there seems to be general, though not absolute, agreement that the 
Gautamadharmasūtra is older than any of the other preserved dharmasūtras to
none of which it alludes. Differently from the other dharmasūtras, it is entirely in
prose, without inserting any verses either as part of the text or in the form of
quotations from earlier sources. It is divided into 28 adhyāyas (“chapters”), either
numbered throughout from 1 to 28, or numbered separately within three
praśnas (“questions”) containing 9, 9, and 10 adhyāyas respectively. Hence a ref-
erence to a particular Gautama sūtra may consist of either two or three digits:
10.1 = 2.1.1; 19.1 = 3.1.1.

Some scholars consider not the Gautamadharmasūtra but the Āpastambadhar-
masūtra to be the oldest preserved dharmasūtra. In this case the dharmasūtra is an
integral part (chapters 28–9; chapter 27 contains the gr.hyasūtra, chapter 30 the
śulbasūtra) of the śrautasūtra of the Āpastamba school of the Taittirı̄ya branch of
the Black (kr.s.n.a) Yajurveda. The text is subdivided into two praśnas, each of which
contains 11 pat.alas (“baskets”); concurrently with the pat.alas the first praśna
comprises 32, and the second praśna 29 khan.das (“sections”). A reference to an
Āpastamba sūtra contains four digits, e.g. 1 (praśna), 11 (pat.ala), 32 (khan.d.a), 1
(sūtra); some omit the reference to the pat.ala, so that 1.11.32.1 may appear as
1.32.1. As far as the subject matter is concerned, the Āpastambadharmasūtra is
far better organized than the other dharmasūtras. After a brief introduction on
the sources of dharma and on the four social classes, the first praśna deals with
the duties of a brahmacārin, up to the ritual bath at the conclusion of his stu-
dentship. The second praśna is primarily devoted to the gr.hastha, and, as such,
includes passages on marriage, on sons (and inheritance), and on ritual for the
dead (śrāddha). It ends with a description of the king as the protector of his
subjects, the collector of taxes, and the head of the judicial system.
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In connection with the Āpastambadharmasūtra reference must be made to the
Hiran.yakeśidharmasūtra, which can hardly be considered a dharmasūtra in its own
right. It does belong to the preserved Hiran.yakeśikalpasūtra of the Taittı̄ryya
branch of the Black Yajurveda, but it nearly literally corresponds to, i.e. 
borrows from, the Āpastambadharmasūtra. Bühler has listed a number of variant
readings in an appendix to his edition of the Āpastambadharmasūtra (3rd ed.,
1932: 197–212); for a more general comparison of both texts see Kane (1968:
91–4).

Even as, but far less clearly defined than, the Āpastamba-dharmasūtra, the
Baudhāyanadharmasūtra too, forms the final part of a kalpasūtra belonging to the
Black Yajurveda, which, however, has been the object of additions throughout.
In the preserved text of the Baudhāyanakalpasūtra the dharmasūtra occupies
praśnas 35 to 38, preceded by the śrautasūtra and other ritual texts (praśnas I to
29), the śulbasūtra (praśna 30), and the gr.hyasūtra (praśnas 31 to 34). There is
general agreement that only the first two praśnas (35–6), out of four, belong to
the original dharmasūtra. The first two praśnas are divided into concurrent
adhyāyas and kan.d. ikās (“sections”): 11 and 22 in the first, 10 and 18 (17 and
18, on renunciation, seem to have been added from an extraneous source) in the
second. The last two praśnas are divided into adhyāyas only, 10 in the third, 8 in
the fourth. References to the Baudhāyanadharmasūtra may, therefore, appear con-
fusing: four digits (of which the second is often omitted) for the first two praśnas,
three only for the third and the fourth.

Even though the name of the Sage Vasis.t.ha (also Vaśis.t.ha) is traditionally
associated with the R. gveda, the Vasis.t.ha- (or Vāsis.t.hadharmasūtra, like the 
Gautamadharmasūtra, does not belong to any vedic school. Also like Gautama, 
it is divided only into adhyāyas, here numbered throughout from one to thirty.
Paucity of manuscripts (cf. Alois Anton Führer’s editions 1883, 1914, and
1930) and absence of written commentary (except for a mid-nineteenth-
century one by K

¨
r.s.n.apan.d. ita; an earlier one, by Yajñasvāmin, is lost) have left

the text of the Vasis.t.hadharmasūtra highly corrupt.
In addition to the four (or five, including Hiran.yakeśi) major dharmasūtras, a

text variously called Vaikhānasadharmapraśna or Vaikhānasasmārtasūtra (edited
and translated by Willem Caland in the Bibliotheca Indica series, works 242 
and 251, 1927, 1929) qualifies both as a gr.hyasūtra (praśnas I to 7) and as a
dharmasūtra (praśnas 8 to 10). Even though the name vaikhānasa appears in the
dharmasūtras of Gautama, Baudhāyana, and Vasis.t.ha, and even though the
Manusmr.ti (6.21) seems to allude to a Vaikhānasa treatise, the text in its present
form is more recent, with a strong leaning toward Vais.n.avism (see Colas in this
volume).

Among the many lost dharmasūtras from which extracts have been preserved
in later texts, the Hārı̄tadharmasūtra (Jolly 1928: 505–24, on law only) is one of
the more prominent ones. The topics of dharma dealt with in these fragments,
in prose and in verse, are so varied that Kane (1968: 133) suggested that the
Hārı̄tadharmasūtra may have been one of the most extensive dharmasūtras. Also
well represented in quotations is a dharmasūtra attributed to Śan. kha and Likhita,
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whom the Mahābhārata describes as brothers. Kane collected and edited 463
fragments, both in prose and in verse (1926–7, 101–228; 1927–8, 93–132).
Karl Scriba edited and translated passages from the Pı̄tamahadharmasūtra (Berlin
1902). Fragments of a Pait.hı̄nasidharmasūtra were collected and edited by T. R.
Cintamani (1939). Fragments of several other lost dharmasūtras are discussed by
Kane (1968: 261–9).

The Dharmaśāstras

Differently from the dharmasūtras, the dharmaśāstras (in the narrow sense of the
word, see above) are entirely in verse. They are composed nearly exclusively in
the same anus.t.ubh or śloka meter (4 times 8 syllables to the stanza) that is famil-
iar from the epics (Mahābhārata and Rāmāyana), from the Purān.as, and from
other types of śāstra literature. The dharmaśāstras deal with the same subject
matter as the dharmasūtras, and, even though they are held to be more recent
and no longer attached to specific vedic schools, they too are part of the revealed
and eternally valid smr.ti. Even as the dharmasūtras, the dharmaśāstras are attrib-
uted to ancient Sages.

Few versified dharmaśāstras have been preserved in their entirety; they are
attributed to Manu, Yājñavalkya, Nārada, and Parāśara.

Traditionally the Manusmr.ti or Mānavadharmaśāstra is recognized as the
oldest and most important of all versified dharmasūtras. The theory that it was
based on an older and lost Mānavadharmasūtra – even Gautama refers to Manu
– has no longer any followers. It was the first dharmaśāstra to become known in
Europe, in William Jones’s English translation (London 1794). It has been trans-
lated several times since then, most authoritatively, with an elaborate introduc-
tion and abundant references to the commentaries, by Bühler, in volume XXV
of the Sacred Books of the East (1886), and most recently by Wendy Doniger and
Brian K. Smith, in the Penguin Books series (1991). The Manusmr.ti is divided
into 12 chapters (adhyāyas), ranging from 97 (chapter 6) to 420 (chapter 8)
verses. One of the most enduring features of the Manusmr.ti, throughout the
later dharmaśāstras, the commentarial literature, into modern times, has been
its subdivision of substantive law into 18 – an important number in Hinduism,
Buddhism, and Jainism – vivādapadas “heads/titles of litigation.”

The Yajn
.
avalkyasmr.ti largely deals with the same subject matter as the

Manusmr.ti, but in a more systematic way. The text is divided into three chapters,
on ācāra (proper behavior; 367/368 verses), vyavahāra (law; 307 verses), and
prāyaścitta (penance; 334/335 verses). There is no complete translation of the
Yajn

.
avalkyasmr.ti into English, even though Adolf Friedrich Stenzler edited and

translated the text into German as early as 1849. There is general agreement
that the Yajn

.
avalkyasmr.ti is more recent than the Manusmr.ti. More than any

other dharmaśāstra text, the Yajn
.
avalkyasmr.ti, through its commentary Mitāks.arā

by Vijñāneśvara (eleventh century ce) on the subject of inheritance, has become
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prominent in the administration of justice in India under British rule and in
Independent India (see below).

The Nāradsmr.ti has been preserved in three versions. A shorter text was trans-
lated by Jolly from an unpublished Sanskrit source (London, 1876). A longer one
was edited, with Asahāya’s partly preserved commentary, in the Bibliotheca
Indica series (work 102) in 1885, and translated in volume XXXIII of the Sacred
Books of the East in 1889, both by Jolly. A third text was published (1929) under
the title Nāradiyamanusam

.
hitā, the readings of which are largely corroborated by

those attested in manuscripts written in Newārı̄ script found in Nepal. Jolly’s
longer recension has received most scholarly attention and has most often been
referred to as the Nāradasmr.ti. Yet, in a new edition and translation (Philadelphia
1989) Richard Lariviere has shown that many verses included in Jolly’s edition
and translation are not part of the Nāradasmr.ti, but of Asahāya’s commentary,
and that the Nāradı̄yamanusam

.
hitā Newārı̄ recension may well represent the

original text. Nārada is the only dharmaśāstra that is totally and exclusively
devoted to one single aspect of dharma, “law.” After an introductory section
(mātr.kā) on legal procedure, the text proceeds systematically through the 18
heads of litigation, more or less in the order in which Manu established them.
The Nāradasmr.ti became known for its detailed treatment of ordeals (divya) to be
used as one of the types of admissible evidence in courts of law. The fact that
Manu knows two forms of ordeal, Yājñavalkya five, and Nārada nine, has often
been used as an argument to consider the Nāradasmr.ti more recent than the
Manusmr.ti and the Yājñavalkyasmr.ti. In view of Lariviere’s conclusions some
forms of ordeal may, however, have been added by the commentator Asahāya.
In that case, Nārada may antedate Yājñavalkya. The Nāradasmr.ti impressed
comparative legal historians, to the point of unnecessarily assuming contact
with or influence from Roman law.

Less well known and less widely read than the dharmaśāstras attributed to
Manu, Yājñavalkya, and Nārada, the Parāśarasmr.ti, edited, with the extensive
gloss (vyākhyā) by Mādhavācārya, in the Bombay Sanskrit Series (1893–1911)
and in the Bibliotheca Indica series (work 94, 1890–9), deals with ācāra and
prāyaścitta only. The commentator Mādhava does introduce an important
section on vyavahāra, but only on the occasion of Parāśara’s brief reference to
the dharma of the ks.atriyas. Even though Yājñavalkya (1.4–5) includes Parāśara
in a long list of composers of dharmaśāstras, the preserved Parāśarasmr.ti must be
far more recent. The text specifically claims to be a dharmaśāstra for the kaliyuga,
the last and worst of the four world ages within the current cycle, in which we
live at the present moment. Among the practices for which it is known to deviate
from those prescribed in other dharmaśāstras is a brief eulogy of satı̄, “widow
burning.”

Subsequent to the four preserved dharmaśāstras reference must be made to a
text on dharma that has created more problems of categorization and interpre-
tation than most. It is variously called Vis.n.udharmasūtra, Vis.n.udharmaśāstra, or,
with the neutral term, Vis.n.usmr.ti. The text was edited and translated by Jolly in
the Bibliotheca Indica series (work 91) in 1881, and in volume VII of the Sacred
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Books of the East (1880), respectively. The Vis.n.usmr.tii is divided into 100 chap-
ters (adhyāya) of very uneven length: 5 (chapters 34, 39, 40, 42, 76) with just
one sūtra and one verse, one with 101 sūtras followed by one verse (chapter 98).
The body of the text is in prose, but, with one exception (chapter 74), all chap-
ters end in verses, from a single śloka to 32 (chapter 20, after 21 sūtras). The first
and the last two chapters are entirely in verse. The conclusion is that there may
have been an early Vis.n.udharmasūtra, entirely in prose, which to some degree
belonged to the Kāt.haka branch of the Black Yajurveda. At a later time verses were
added to the core, many of them equivalent to and probably borrowed from
Manu (160 verses are identical), Yājñavalkya, Nārada, the Bhagavadgitā, and
other sources. Finally, the initial and the last two chapters made the text into a
Vais.n.ava work, thereby creating the single dharmaśāstra text in which it is Vis.n.u
who, in his boar (varāha) incarnation, proclaimed dharma to the goddess Earth
at the time when the world was recreated after one of the recurring cosmic
destructions (pralaya).

Even as some of the dharmasūtras are preserved only in fragments, several
dharmaśāstras too, are known only from more or less abundant quotations in
later works. From the collections of these fragments edited by modern scholars
it is obvious that some of these lost dharmaśāstras were extensive and important.

This is especially true of the Br.haspatismr.ti, from which Jolly translated a col-
lection of verses on legal procedure and substantive law (vyavahāra) in volume
XXXIII of the Sacred Books of the East (1889). K. V. Rangaswarni Aiyangar
(Baroda, 1941) not only edited a far larger collection of fragments on legal
issues; he also added extracts dealing with sam

.
skāra (648 verses and two prose

passages), ācāra (101 verses), śrāddha (155 verses), aśauca (ritual impurity, 78
verses), āpaddharma (53 verses), and prāyaścitta (90 verses).

Of the equally important Kātyāuanasmr.ti we so far have only 973 verses on
legal procedure and substantive law that were collected and translated by Kane
(Poona, 1933), to which 121 more were added by K. V. Rangaswami Aiyangar
(Festschrift Kane, Poona, 1941: 7–17).

Further, 268 verses on law and legal procedure, attributed to the Sage Vyāsa,
have been collected by B. K. Ghosh (Indian Culture 9, 1942, 65–98). Recently, 
M. L. Wadekar edited 2,475 verses on ācāra, vyavahāra, and prāyaścitta (plus 81
verses on jyotis.a) from the lost Devalasmr.ti (Delhi, 1996–7, 2 vols.).

A collection of 19 dharmaśāstras, many of them attributed to Sages mentioned
earlier (often preceded by adjectives such as B

¨
r.had- “major,” Laghu- “minor,”

Vr.ddha- “senior”) but probably of more recent origin, were published under 
the title Dharmaśāstrasam. grahah. by Jivananda Vidyasagara (Calcutta, 1876).
Twenty-seven similar texts, titled Smr.tinām. samuccayah. , were printed in volume
48 of the Ānandāśrama Sanskrit Series (Poona, 1905), and 20 were edited and
translated under the title The Dharmaśāstra by M. N. Dutt (Calcutta, 1906–8).
Gustav Herberich (Würzburg, 1893) edited and translated 103 verses ascribed,
not always consistently, to Vr.ddhamanu or Br.hanmanu.

At this stage it is necessary also to refer to extensive passages dealing with
various topics of dharma that are found in numerous passages of the two Indian
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epics, the Rāmāyana and, even more so, the Mahābhārata (Kane 1968: 349–408),
as well as in several Purān.as (Kane 1968: 408–21 and Rocher 1986: 37–8 and
passim). In fact, verses from the Mahābhārata and entire sections from a number
of Purān.as correspond nearly literally with passages from the dharmaśāstras. In
addition, even though Kautilya’s Arthaśāstra is primarily devoted to the study of
policy and statecraft (artha), it too comprises sections dealing with topics related
to dharma (Kane 1968: 149–256).

Dating

Dating most classical Indian texts remains a difficult task, and the dharmasūtras
and dharmaśāstras are no exception. Dating in absolute terms is possible only to
the extent to which there is agreement on the relative dates of the several texts.
If the Manusmr.ti is indeed the oldest versified dharmaśāstra and if we accept, with
the majority of scholars, that it was composed between 200 bce and 200 ce (the
time when the Mahābhārata was about to reach its final form), then all dhar-
masūtras are older than 200 bce, and all dharmaśāstras other than Manu’s are
more recent than 200 ce. Even repeated and detailed comparison, based on
internal criteria, did not always lead to identical conclusions. Yet, it is more or
less established that, of the preserved dharmasūtras, Gautama or, according to
some, Āpastamba is the oldest, followed by Baudhāyana and Vasis.t.ha. How far
back these texts go prior to the time of Manu is less certain, at most as far as 500
bce, and possibly less. Among the dharmaśāstras Manu was probably followed by
Yājñavalkya, Nārada (unless the original Nārada is earlier than Yājñavalkya),
Br.haspati, and Kātyāyana. The Vis.n.udharmasūtra may be very old, but the text
as it has been preserved, both in prose and in verse, may be dated between 400
and 600 ce. The period of the principal dharmasūtras and dhamaśāstras may,
therefore, be tentatively fixed between the limits of 500 bce and 500 ce.

The Dharmaśāstras in the Commentarial Literature

The dharmasūtras and dharmaśāstras constitute a vast and, even more so, a
complex body of literature. First, not only are the sūtras brief and aphoristic as
mentioned earlier; they are often cryptic and they easily lend themselves to very
different interpretations. Even the verses of the more verbose dharmaśāstras are
not always as clear as one would wish normative texts to be; some of the most
crucial ślokas can be interpreted in very different ways. Second, it is not surpris-
ing that texts composed over a period of about one millennium, in distant parts
of the subcontinent, exhibit injunctions that are not only different, but even
incompatible.
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Such, however, is not the traditional view. For the Hindu the dharma as
revealed by the Sages is perfect. There are neither uncertainties nor contradic-
tions in the dharmasūtras and the dharmaśāstras. If texts appear unclear or con-
tradictory, it is because humans fail properly to understand their meanings.
Hence arose, probably from around 700 ce, if not earlier, a vast commentarial
literature, which continued well into the eighteenth century. For reasons which
will become clear later in this essay, a number of the more recent commentaries
were composed at the instance of the British rulers, most prominent among
them the Vivādārn.avasetu “Bridge across the ocean of litigation” (Bombay, 1888),
a text composed by a group of 11 pandits in Calcutta, better known, in Nathaniel
Brassey Halhed’s English rendition of a Persian translation, as A Code of Gentoo
Laws (London, 1776), and Jagannlātha Tarkapañcānana’s as yet unpublished
Vivādabhan

.
gārnava “Ocean of solutions of litigation,” which, in Henry Thomas

Colebrooke’s translation, became known as A Digest of Hindu Law (Calcutta,
1797).

The commentaries on the dharmasūtras and dharmaśāstras are of two kinds.
Some are commentaries stricto sensu (called t.ı̄ka, bhās.ya, vr. tti, etc.). They
comment on one particular dharmasūtra or dharmaśāstra text from beginning to
end, sūtra after sūtra, or verse after verse. So far we have two commentaries on
Gautama, one on Āpastamba, one on Baudhāyana, eight on Manu (the recently
discovered commentary by Bhāruci may be one of the earliest texts of this
genre), five on Yājñavalkya (one of them, Vijn. āneśvara’s Mitāks.arā was to play a
prominent role under British rule; it has its own two super commentaries), one
on each version of Nārada, and one on Vis.n.u.

Few commentators, even on one particular dharmasūtra or dharmaśāstra, limit
themselves to a mere word by word interpretation of the text. To prove their point
the more learned among them also introduce into their discussions quotations
from other dharmasūtras and dharmaśāstras, and their works come close to the
second type of commentaries, the nibandhas. Nibandhas “compendia, digests” do
not comment on any particular dharmasūtra or dharmaśāstra. The authors 
of these texts rather bring together extracts from various dharmasūtras and
dharmaśāstras on one particular aspect of dharma, and harmonize the apparent
contradictions into one coherent system of their own, most often with very dif-
ferent results. It is from these learned commentaries and nibandhas that schol-
ars have been able to gather fragments of dharmasūtras and dharmaśāstra that
are otherwise lost.

Some of the nibandhas are voluminous; they are veritable encyclopedias of
Hindu dharma. Under one general title they comprise several book-length texts,
each of them with their own sub-titles, on every imaginable branch of dharma.
Laks.mı̄dhara’s Kr.tyakalpataru (twelfth century), for example, consists of 14
kān.d.as, Mitramiśra’s Vı̄ramitrodaya (seventeenth century) contains 10 prakāśas,
and Raghunandana’s Smr.titattva (sixteenth century) is divided into 28 tattvas.

Most important in this essay on the dharmasūtras and dharmaśāstra is the fact
that the commentators do not hesitate to impose interpretations of their own on
the ancient texts, in order to make all of them fit harmoniously within coherent
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systems. To achieve that goal the authors have recourse to a vast array of tra-
ditionally recognized exegetical principles, which can only be briefly illustrated
here. When two smr.ti texts are contradictory, it is possible to invoke for one of
them the concept of kalivarjya “a practice to be avoided in the kaliyuga.” Thus,
when Manu first recognizes levirate as a valid form of marriage (9.59) and,
immediately thereafter, rejects it as being dharma fit for cattle (9.65–6), the com-
mentators avoid the contradiction by arguing that levirate marriage was allowed
in earlier world eras, but that it should not be practiced in the wretched kaliyuga.
The texts often compare dharma with a cow, which in the kr. ta- or satyayuga
stands on four feet, on three feet in the tretāyuga, on two in the dvāparayuga, and
on one foot in the kaliyuga. Or, when a smr.ti text includes a number of items in
a list, the commentator is at liberty to interpret the list either as comprehensive
or as merely illustrative. Thus, when Gautama (10.39 = 2.1.39) enumerates five
ways of acquiring property (inheritance, purchase, partition, seizure, and dis-
covery), commentators who, for reasons of their own, wish to recognize the fact
of being born as a means of acquiring a right of ownership in the joint family
property, argue that Gautama’s list is illustrative. Others, who claim that the
head of the family is the sole owner of the entire joint family property, in their
turn argue that Gautama’s list ought to be taken literally. The often intricate
arguments which the commentators proffer in defense of their interpretation of
the smr.ti texts – not unlike other branches of Sanskrit commentarial literature,
the commentaries and nibandhas on the dharmaśāstras often take the form of dia-
logues between named or unnamed opponents and the authors – are grounded
in their vast knowledge of other scholarly disciplines, including the different
systems of Sanskrit grammar, the principles of textual exegesis elaborated in the
Mı̄mām. sāsūtras and their commentaries, the rules of logic (nyāya), etc. (For a
detailed analysis of the various devices used by the commentators to interpret
the dharmaśāstras, see Lingat 1973: 143–75.)

The Dharmaśāstras in Modern Times

In 1772, in an effort to prevent Indians being subjected to English law, which
was totally foreign to them, the Governor (later Governor-General) of Bengal,
Warren Hastings, encouraged a decree to the effect that “in matters of inheri-
tance, marriage and other religious matters, the Gentoos shall be governed by
the laws of the Shaster, the Muhammadans by the law of the Koran.” In other
words, from 1772 onward “the Shaster,” i.e. the ancient dharmaśāstras – rather,
the entire, undefined body of Sanskrit dharmaśāstra literature – were elevated en
bloc to the rank of law books to be used by the Anglo-Indian courts of law to
decide civil and religious disputes among Hindus.

Many British servants of the East India Company were familiar with Persian
or even Arabic, and applying the law of the Koran to Indian Muslims was not
expected to present major problems. Sanskrit, on the other hand, was totally
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unknown. As a result, administering the “law” of the dharmaśāstras to Hindus
led to interesting developments in the understanding and interpretation of the
ancient, revealed Sanskrit texts. This essay cannot go into detail on the early
experiments that were resorted to to obviate the problem: attaching to the courts
of law one or more pandits, who were able to consult the Sanskrit texts and
advise the judges; trying to gain access to the Sanskrit texts in English via the
intermediary of translations into Persian (e.g., the Code of Gentoo Laws men-
tioned earlier), etc. These experiments may have made legal proceedings cum-
bersome and not always reliable, but they had little impact on the dharmaśāstras
themselves. It must be mentioned, though, that it was the need to understand
the legal sections of the dharmaśāstras in the original, that became the first 
and primary incentive for British judges in India to embark on the study of the
Sanskrit language. Some of the letters by Sir William Jones, a judge in the
Calcutta Supreme Court, make it abundantly clear that his Institutes of Hindu
Law; or the Ordinances of Menu . . . Comprising the Indian System of Duties Religious
and Civil (Calcutta, 1794), was a natural and pragmatic reaction to his distrust
in court pandits and second-hand translations.

Other developments did have an impact on the understanding and practical
application of the ancient dharmaśāstras. First, “law” and “religion,” which were
inextricably linked in the smr.ti texts, were artificially separated. Thus, in the
smr.ti texts one of the requirements for an adoption to be valid is a ritual called
dattahoma. With the “religious” aspect of adoption, as with any other aspect of
the Hindu religion, the Courts explicitly refused to interfere: if the dattahoma was
performed as a part of an adoption, the parties were free to do so. But, the task
of the Courts was to administer “law,” and they declared adoptions valid without
the performance of dattahomas. Or, the dharmaśāstras prohibit the adoption of an
only son, because such an act was bound to deprive the son’s natural father of
the ideal person to perform the required śrāddha rituals after his death. The
Anglo-Indian courts of law overlooked this “religious” aspect of adoption, and
declared the adoption of an only son valid. Second, as mentioned earlier, one of
the characteristic traits of the commentaries and nibandhas was that they inter-
preted the apparently contradictory statements in the ancient texts so as to inte-
grate them into coherent systems. These coherent systems of the commentaries
and nibandhas were more appealing to the courts than the often unclear and con-
tradictory texts of the sūtras and śāstras. As a result, the courts decided it was
not their duty to investigate the correct meaning of the ancient texts themselves,
but to apply them only as they had been interpreted by the commentators. In
other words, the meaning of the ancient, revealed texts was made subordinate
to the interpretations they received at the hands of human commentators. Thus,
the distinction between those who did not recognize birth as a means to acquire
a right of ownership in the joint family property and those who did (see above),
led to the creation of the two major “Schools of Hindu law,” the Dāyabhāga
school for Bengal and the Mitāks.arā school for the rest of India. And the Courts
went one step further. While still claiming to base their judgments on the
Sanskrit texts, be it the human commentaries rather than the revealed śāstras,

the dharmaśāstras 113



in reality the courts made even the Sanskrit commentaries subordinate to the
British Common Law concept of legal precedent. The Manusmr.ti and other
dharmaśāstras were referred to in every judgment, but via the commentaries, and
the commentaries were quoted indirectly via earlier decisions. Even when a
member of the Court or the attorney for a party convincingly demonstrated that
a text from a dharmaśāstra or commentary had been wrongly interpreted in
earlier cases, the Court invoked Latin maxims such as stare decisis or communis
error facit ius to overrule the proper meaning of the Sanskrit text. Finally, there
were aspects of the dharmaśāstras, such as their inferior treatment of women and
members of lower castes, which the British rulers considered objectionable.
Their decisions, based on the principles of justice, equity, and good conscience,
as well as a number of Acts, starting with the Caste Disabilities Removal Act
(1850) and the Women’s Right to Property Act (1856), slowly but gradually
restricted the range of the issues on which Hindus continued to be governed by
the law of the “shaster.”

The legal system as elaborated in the colonial period was applied unchanged
in the courts of law of Independent India. That is, until 1955–6, when the
Indian Parliament passed four modern Acts (on marriage, inheritance, minor-
ity and guardianship, and adoptions and maintenance), and thereby, in Derrett’s
words, wrote “the epitaph for the Rishis” (subtitle of The Death of a Marriage Law,
Delhi, 1978). Yet, even today, in all matters that are not covered by the four Acts,
the dharmaśāstras and the commentaries and nibandhas continue to be quoted
and debated in the courts of law throughout India.

Epilogue

I have saved ’till the end a question that has been raised primarily for the dhar-
masūtras and dharmaśāstra as law books, but that equally applies to any other
aspect of dharma dealt with in these texts. The question is whether the composers
of the dharmasūtras and dharmaśāstras actually laid down rules that were and
that they expected to be applied in daily life, or whether the texts merely present
a picture of how their Brahman composers envisaged dharma in an ideal world.
Answers to this question by modern scholars, both Indian and non-Indian, vary
widely, from absolute trust in to total denial of the applicability of the texts in
real life. Hastings and the early British translators of the dharmaśāstras were con-
fident enough to build an entire modern legal system on the ancient texts. In F.
Max Müller’s opinion, even for those not involved in Indian administration “they
are of great importance for forming a correct view of the old state of society 
in India” (1859: 134). P. V. Kane’s multi-volume work on the History of
Dharmaśāstra, Jolly’s, Lingat’s, and Derrett’s general surveys of dharmaśāstra
literature, and numerous volumes and articles on specific aspects of smr.ti, are
all based on the tacit assumption that the texts provide a true picture of life 
in ancient India. Yet, others were less convinced, to the point of calling the
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dharmaśāstras nothing more than “a pious wish of its metaphysically-minded,
ceremonial ridden priestly promulgators, and but seldom a stern reality” (Das
1914: 8). It is possible, though, to find a middle ground between the two extreme
positions. Most, if not all, the injunctions or prohibitions contained in the several
sūtras and ślokas may reflect real situations, real customs and practices. Even
when texts appear contradictory, they represent the different kinds of dharma
that were observed within certain groups of individuals, regional, social, pro-
fessional, etc. Some of the injunctions and prohibitions contained in the texts
were dharma for the members of specific groups only, but all these rules needed
to be incorporated in the overarching, authoritative, and prescriptive texts on
the subject of dharma. None of the groups concerned may have known the
dharmaśāstras as they were eventually written down and transmitted in manu-
script form. They may have been ignorant of the dharma of other groups, but they
perfectly knew the specific rules, transmitted orally from father to son, or from
teacher to disciple, which they themselves were supposed to live by (Rocher
1993).
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Flood, Gavin. 1996: An Introduction to Hinduism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

pp. 51–74.
Halbfass, Wilhelm. 1988: “Dharma in Traditional Hinduism,” in India and Europe: An

Essay in Understanding. Albany: State University of New York Press, pp. 310–33.
Jolly, Julius. 1928: Hindu Law and Custom. Calcutta: Greater India Society. Translated

from the German (Recht und Sitte, einschliesslich der einheimishen Litteratur, Strassburg:
Triibner, 1896) by Batakrishna Ghosh.

Kane, Pandurang Vaman. 1930–77: History of Dharmaśāstra (Ancient and Medieval
Religious and Civil Law). 5 vols. in 8 parts (some parts in 2nd ed.). Poona: Bhandarkar
Oriental Research Institute. [Vol. 1, 2nd ed., in two parts (1968, 1975), contains a
historical survey of dharmaśātra literature.]
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CHAPTER 5

The Sanskrit Epics

John Brockington

“Whatever is here concerning the four aims of mankind may be found
elsewhere, but what is absent from here does not exist anywhere.” This asser-
tion, which prefaces and concludes the Mahābhārata narrative (at 1.56.33 
and 18.5.38), illustrates well the encyclopedic nature of the larger of the two
Sanskrit epics in its present form. The two epics are indeed among the largest
literary works in the world: the Mahābhārata, “the great <story/war> of
Bharata’s descendants,” traditionally contains 100,000 verses and even the text
established in the Critical Edition has nearly 75,000, while the other epic, the
Rāmāyan.a, “the journey/career of Rāma,” though less than a third as long, 
still contains almost 20,000 verses. However, these originally orally trans-
mitted bardic poems have grown to this immense size over an extended period
of time, from around the fifth century bce to the fourth century ce by the 
usual reckoning, and in the process have gained substantial additions to their
narratives and also – particularly in the case of the Mahābhārata – didactic
elements, while their basically heroic ethos has been transformed into a reli-
gious outlook as a major figure in each came to be identified as an avatāra,
“descent,” of Vis.n.u.

Originating in the period following that of the Vedic literature and reflecting
the interests and concerns of the ks.atriya aristocracy, the epics reveal much
about the process by which the more theistic emphases of classical Hinduism
emerged from late Vedic ritualism. Their origins may perhaps be traced to some
of the ballads about gods and heroes recited within the overall context of Vedic
rituals, but their real growth was owed to the bardic tradition which emerged 
at the courts of ks.atriya rulers, where stories about the exploits of heroes were
naturally welcomed. The framework stories of both epics present them as oral
compositions and show the importance not only of the bard or reciter, but 



also of the audience in their transmission, while also setting them within the
largest possible context. For the Mahābhārata, this means that the first 50 or so
sections of its first book are concerned with the origins of the world and then
the ancestry of the epic’s heroes. However, at some point around the middle of
their main period of growth (possibly the first century ce), each epic was com-
mitted to writing and their transmission passed into the hands of the brāhmans,
the main custodians by then of traditional values. These two developments may
well be linked and have occurred simultaneously.

The basic plot of the Mahābhārata, which is traditionally ascribed to the sage
Vyāsa, “the arranger,” concerns the struggle for control of the Kuru kingdom
between two sets of cousins: the hundred sons of Dhr.tarās.t.ra, usually called the
Kauravas, and the five sons of Pān.d.u, the Pān.d.avas. Both fathers have ruled in
turn, so the line of succession to the throne is by no means clear and the rights
of the situation are debatable. This leads eventually to open warfare between the
cousins, although this is preceded by various events of which the most signifi-
cant is the dicing match in which the oldest Pān.d.ava, Yudhis.t.hira, first loses
everything to the Kaurava champion and then the five brothers, along with their
wife Draupadı̄, are exiled to the forest for 12 years, plus a further year to be spent
undetected within society. After their return and the continued refusal by 
the Kauravas to reach an agreement, war becomes inevitable and, as the 
actual battle is about to begin, the third Pān.d.ava brother, Arjuna, confides to his
friend Kr.s.n.a, chief of the Yādavas, his qualms about fighting the opposing side
because they are his relatives. This is the setting for Kr.s.n.a’s sermon to him, the
Bhagavadgı̄tā, which has become the best known part of the whole epic. The
battle itself, over 18 days, occupies the middle part of the epic (itself comprising
18 books) and is followed by the lamentations of the women, two lengthy books
of advice to Yudhis.t.hira by the dying Bhı̄s.ma (the senior member of the family),
and several shorter books narrating various events up to the end of the
Pān.d.avas’ lives.

Whereas the Mahābhārata has been regarded by several modern scholars as
an exploration of the problems involved in establishing the nature of dharma and
in applying it in particular situations, the Rāmāyan.a is an affirmation of the cen-
trality of dharma to all right endeavour. The Rāmāyan.a ascribed to Vālmı̄ki con-
tains the story of prince Rāma and his adventures when exiled to the forest by
the machinations of his step-mother; when Kaikeyı̄ abruptly demands his ban-
ishment, Rāma accepts his father Daśaratha’s reluctant decree with absolute
submission and with the calm self-control which regularly characterizes him.
The narrative thus ranges from accounts of intrigue at Daśaratha’s court in
Ayodhyā to wanderings among hermits in the forest, and culminates in the great
battle for Lan.kā, when Rāvana, the king of the Rāks.asas, is punished for his
abduction of Rāma’s wife, Sı̄tā. In his search for Sı̄tā, Rāma is helped by the
monkey counselor, Hanumān, who becomes a much-loved figure as the story
develops, because of his devotion to Rāma. The Rāmāyan.a thus deals with some
of the most basic themes of human existence and constitutes a powerful explo-
ration of the concept of dharma.
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Deity and Ritual

Within the narratives of both epics the older pattern of deities and of rituals
based on sacrifice, leading to heaven (svarga), is more prominent, but the newer
patterns of worship, usually seen as leading to liberation (moks.a), do also occur
from time to time – and are then more predominant in the didactic parts. The
deities alluded to or playing any part in the narrative are largely those of the Vedic
pantheon. Indra is particularly prominent, both as the leader of the gods and as
the performer of various heroic deeds (in particular the slaying of Vr.tra), among
the gods mentioned in the Mahābhārata. In the story about the five Pān.d.avas being
actually fathered by the gods, Indra fathers Arjuna, the finest warrior among
them. In the Rāmāyan.a Rāma is compared most often with Indra and at the
climax of the whole story, in his duel with Rāvana, he receives the help of Indra’s
charioteer, Mātali. Yama appears quite often in similes and in various boastings
by the warriors of the Mahābhārata, where his role in the older pantheon as the
king of the dead makes this natural (a role that is at odds with the later con-
cept of sam. sāra), and similarly in the Rāmāyan.a a common formulaic expression
refers to leading or sending warriors to Yama’s abode. The fire-god, Agni, also
plays quite an appreciable role in the narrative of the Mahābhārata and, in a devel-
opment of the basic narrative of the Rāmāyan.a, he returns Sı̄tā to Rāma with her
purity vindicated by her passing through the fire. Even Varun.a still appears as 
a lingering survival, mainly as the lord of the ocean but also in the notion that
heroes are equal to Indra and Varun.a. In general, the opposition between Devas
and Asuras, their contests for supremacy and the myth of the churning of the
ocean all show a Vedic or immediately post-Vedic pattern. Even in the allusions
or episodes relating to Vis.n.u or Śiva there are still traces of the older pattern, with
Vis.n.u, for example, still in some passages subordinate to Indra.

The religious activities mentioned within the main narratives also reveal a
pattern which still reflects the Vedic situation to a large extent, while the actual
narrative of the Mahābhārata is built around the rājasūya (in the dicing game and
the other events of the second book) and around other rituals at various points;
there are even occasional direct references to Vedic ritual officiants or the ritual
itself in the narrative books. On the other hand, some late parts of the narrative
provide the earliest instances of the practice of pilgrimage to tı̄rthas, which
becomes such a feature of later Hinduism, while on occasion more popular
beliefs, such as in omens and portents, are included. In the Rāmāyan.a, the com-
monest rituals mentioned are the morning and evening worship, but sacrifice in
general, various individual sacrifices and the sacrificial altar are all mentioned
occasionally in the core narrative, although little detail is given. Significantly
sam. nyāsa and related terms for renunciation do not occur within the Rāmāyan.a,
whereas it is found occasionally in the Mahābhārata; indeed, the various forest
sages who feature in the Rāmāyan.a narrative are clearly hermits (vānaprastha),
not ascetics (sam. nyāsin). Another aspect in which the Rāmāyan.a appears more
archaic is that its earliest parts largely ignore the concept of sam. sāra, mention-
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ing instead svarga, “heaven,” while both sam. sāra and karma do feature in parts
of the Mahābhārata narrative.

By the middle of the period of growth of the epics, not only are Vis.n.u and Śiva
becoming more significant but also the figure of Brahmā becomes important for
a time, in the last century or two bce and the first century or so ce. Basically
Brahmā represents a fusion of the Upanis.adic absolute, Brahman, with the
concept of a creator deity, and so he is credited with some of the cosmogonic
myths told in the later vedic period about Prajāpati. He is often called Pitāmaha,
“grandfather,” or Svayam. bhū, “self-born,” and he is especially linked with
Brāhmans and ascetics (e.g. Mbh. 1.203). His main attribute is to distribute
favours and particularly weapons to those who have pleased him by their ascetic
penance, as he does in the Rāmāyan.a to both Rāvana and his son, Indrajit,
although he does also on occasion utter curses. However, it is Brahmā who leads
the gods when they assemble at the end of the main Rāmāyan.a narrative to reveal
to Rāma his divinity (Ram. 6.105). There are possible hints of the classical
trimūrti concept – which links Brahmā, Vis.n.u, and Śiva together rather
arbitrarily – a couple of times in the Mahābhārata (12.328.17 and 13.14.183),
but already in the later parts of the epics Vis.n.u and Śiva have totally eclipsed
Brahmā, just as the importance of Indra has significantly declined.

The complementarity of Vis.n.u and Śiva in the Mahābhārata is a feature which
has been highlighted from a structuralist perspective by several scholars
(Biardeau, Hiltebeitel, and others). Since both epics eventually become Vais.n.ava
works, the Vais.n.ava aspects come to dominate, but this should not obscure the
fact that Śiva plays an appreciable role in the Mahābhārata narrative: for example,
he ordains that Draupadı̄ shall have five husbands (1.157 and 1.189), Arjuna
struggles with the Kirāt.a who is Śiva in disguise (3.38–41), Śiva goes 
before Arjuna in the battle killing those whom Arjuna will strike (7.173), and
Aśvatthāman invokes Śiva before the night attack in which he murders the
remaining Pān.d.ava forces (10.7). Not all of these fit the pattern of Śiva as the
destroyer and Kr.s.n.a as the preserver so often posited (and in broad terms cor-
rectly so). Indeed, there are occasional references which link him with birth and
fertility: in particular, Gāndhārı̄ gained the boon of a hundred sons from him
(1.103.9) and Sagara that of many sons (3.104). Śiva is less often mentioned in
the Rāmāyan.a than in the Mahābhārata, although he becomes more prominent
in the first and last books, which extend the main narrative backwards (to the
birth of Rāma and his brothers) and forwards (to Rāma’s righteous rule,
rāmarājya, after the victory over Rāvana – whose previous exploits fill the first
part of the last book – up to his final departure from this world).

The Mahābhārata

Within the narrative of the Mahābhārata, Kr.s.n.a plays a prominent but scarcely
central role, one which nonetheless is enhanced as he comes to be seen as divine.
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To be exact, he appears in a dual role, as the Yādava chief who sides with the
Pān.d.avas and gives them frequently devious and unscrupulous advice, and as
the supreme personal deity who only occasionally reveals his true identity (most
notably, of course, to Arjuna in the Bhagavadgı̄tā). This less than central position
is to some extent modified in the 16th book, the Mausalaparvan or “Book of
the Clubs,” which tells the story of the deaths of Kr.s.n.a and his half-brother
Balarāma (also called Baladeva and Sam. kars.an.a) and is then more fully reme-
died in the Harivam. śa, “the dynasty of Hari” (i.e. Vis.n.u = Kr.s.n.a), composed
during the second half of the period of growth of the Mahābhārata itself as a
supplement to it; Kr.s.n.a’s centrality in the Harivam. śa is in marked contrast to the
Mahābhārata, where he stands aside from the central action. In the Mahābhārata
narrative, Kr.s.n.a is most prominent in the preparations for war, when he acts as
a negotiator on the Pān.d.avas’ behalf with the Kauravas (e.g. 5.30 and 5.71) but
appears as one of the strongest protagonists of the conflict, urging Yudhis.t.hira
on. So too, in the Bhagavadgı̄tā (6.23–40), Kr.s.n.a encourages his friend Arjuna,
for whom he has agreed to act as charioteer, to abandon his misgivings and to
engage in the battle.

The inclusion of the Bhagavadgı̄tā at this crucial point of the Mahābhārata nar-
rative sets it firmly in the battle context and it is precisely the ethics of Arjuna’s
position which is the starting point for Kr.s.n.a’s discourse, although as a whole it
develops a philosophically and theologically significant message which ranges
far beyond its immediate setting; that setting was, however, undoubtedly useful
in securing it a much wider popular audience than was enjoyed by the Vedic
literature and it seems clear that it was subsequently inserted within the
Mahābhārata for just that reason. The contrast between Kr.s.n.a’s revelation of
himself as the supreme deity and Arjuna’s casual familiarity with him in the rest
of the epic is indeed striking. Kr.s.n.a begins his answer to Arjuna’s doubts by
stressing the need to fulfil one’s role in society and asserting that, since the self
(ātman) is eternal and indestructible, it does not die with the body and so, since
death is not final, there is no need to grieve over the imminent deaths in battle.
He then goes on to affirm that all activity is a sacrifice if undertaken correctly, 
in a spirit of detachment, thus incorporating both sacrifice and renunciation
within the context of life in the world; actions as such have no particular effect,
provided one acts without interest in the result, and indeed actions are in reality
performed by the gun. as, the constituents of nature, which are completely
separate from the ātman. Other themes which Kr.s.n.a explores are Brahman, the
self-discipline of yoga, the nature of the supreme deity and his attributes, and
loyal service (bhakti) to the deity; the Bhagavadgı̄tā thus synthesizes into an
overall theistic framework various strands of thought then current, while
drawing most heavily on the Upanis.ads.

The climax of the Bhagavadgı̄tā comes in the theophany in the eleventh
chapter, where Kr.s.n.a reveals to Arjuna his universal, terrifying form, which pro-
duces in Arjuna the response of humble adoration and penitence for his former
casual attitude (soon to be resumed). In the remaining chapters, which contain
a variety of topics, there is a gradual return to the theme of devotion or bhakti,
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which reaches its climax in Kr.s.n.a’s declaration of his attachment (bhakti) to
Arjuna and the promise that by his grace he can be reached and entered into.
This way of devotion is available to all, unlike the way of knowledge, which few
can achieve, or the way of action without attachment, and so is superior to
either. It is worth noting that Kr.s.n.a presents himself in the Bhagavadgı̄tā as the
supreme, identical to or more often superior to Brahman and that there is no real
trace of his identification with Vis.n.u, either directly or as avatāra.

The substantial transformation in the view of Kr.s.n.a which we find in the
Harivam. śa (which revolves around the figure of Kr.s.n.a) is undoubtedly one of the
most pivotal innovations in the history of Hinduism. Here for the first time is pre-
sented Kr.s.n.a the child hero of the forests in Vr.ndāvana and protector of cows,
the figure who over the centuries is to become the adorable infant, the cowherd
and the lover of the cowgirls (gopı̄s). Although there may be occasional hints of
this facet of his nature in the Mahābhārata (but this is debatable), the Harivam. śa
provides the first connected account of this and other aspects of his life, such as
the taming of the water snake Kāliya (55–6), his lifting of Mount Govardhana
in defiance of Indra, whose continuing decline is still more marked in other
episodes (60–1), the killing of his evil uncle Kam. sa (72–76), the attack on
Mathurā by Jarāsam. dha (80–2) and the move from Mathurā to the new city of
Dvārakā (84 and 93). Equally, his older brother Balarāma, who appears in only
a minor role in the Mahābhārata, is now a much more important figure and there
is much about the youthful exploits of the two brothers. The other members of
their clan are still presented in the Harivam. śa as being generally ignorant of
Kr.s.n.a’s divine nature, in which it contrasts with later narrations in, for example,
the Vis.n.u and Bhāgavata Purān. as.

The Rāmāyan. a

In the Rāmāyan.a Rāma is, of course, central and its portrayal of him as the
ks.atriya ideal or prince and warrior prompts the understanding of Rāma as 
an avatāra of Vis.n.u and eventually as supreme deity himself precisely through
dharma; an alternative view stresses the theme of the divine king in Indian
thought as the key to Rāma’s divinity (on this view, present from the earliest
phases of the epic). In the core narrative, the second to sixth books, Rāma is pre-
sented as the outstanding martial figure (often compared to Indra, the divine
warrior) whose adherence to ethical values is equally outstanding (he is fre-
quently called “the best of upholders of dharma”), a basically human but
exemplary figure. As his moral elevation is emphasized, various episodes of
the original story receive a moralistic gloss, in order to eliminate the possibility
of moral lapses on his part; so, for example, his killing of the vānara chief Vālin
while the latter is fighting his brother Sugrı̄va, with whom Rāma has made a
pact, is given an elaborate justification, as are his martial activities to protect the
hermits while they go about their religious activities (basically in terms of his
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duty as a prince to uphold law and order). Similarly, the comparison with Indra
gives way to an identification with Vis.n.u, first seen at the conclusion of the sixth
book – a later expansion – where various gods, led by Brahmā, gather to reveal
his divinity to Rāma (6.105). This recognition is, however, expressed in terms of
identity and not yet as incarnation.

The increasing veneration shown to Rāma is then reflected in the first and
seventh books, which include not only material presenting Rāma as divine but
also narratives enhancing the status of his opponent Rāvana and so indirectly
of Rāma, the only person able to defeat him. The purpose of the first book is to
narrate Rāma’s birth, youthful exploits, and marriage, and generally to provide
a framework for the narrative; at the gods’ request, Vis.n.u agrees to become incar-
nate as Daśaratha’s four sons as the only means of destroying Rāvana, the evil
king of Lan.kā. The last book is set in Ayodhyā after Rāma’s victorious return to
rule in Ayodhyā but the first half details Rāvana’s genealogy and his misdeeds
before his encounter with Rāma (making him into an adversary of the gods),
while the rest of the book deals with events after Rāma’s installation; these
include Rāma reluctantly ordering Sı̄tā’s exile to Vālmı̄ki’s hermitage (placing
public opinion above his own feelings for his wife) and the birth of the twins,
Kuśa and Lava, at Vālmı̄ki’s hermitage. Eventually, after a long and prosperous
reign, described in ideal terms, Rāma settles the kingdom on his sons and pub-
licly immolates himself in the river Sarayu (thus returning to his form as Vis.n.u).

Whereas the Mahābhārata narrative of Kr.s.n.a was next developed in a supple-
ment to it, the Harivam. śa, the account of Rāma in the Rāmāyan.a is developed in
the Purān.as and in the later Sanskrit Rāmāyan. as. Thus, for example, the Kūrma
Purān. a account contains the important theological development of the illusory
Sı̄tā created by Agni before she is seized by Rāvan.a, thus safeguarding the real
Sı̄tā’s purity; this motif then occurs also in the Adhyātma Rāmāyan.a, Tulsı̄dās’s
Rāmcaritmānas and elsewhere. The later Sanskrit Rāmāyan.as give a Vedāntin
slant to the emerging bhakti emphasis; the Yogāvasis.t.ha, though claiming to be
by Vālmı̄ki, also asserts that it is the twelfth telling of the story and lays consid-
erable stress on Rāma as a liberated being (jı̄vanmukta) in a unique blend of
abstract philosophy and vivid narrative, while the Adhyātma Rāmāyan.a teaches
a form of Advaita Vedānta combined with belief in Rāma’s saving grace and also
incorporates the Rāmagı̄tā, perhaps the first significant attempt to give Rāma a
teaching role analogous to Kr.s.n.a’s. Already in the Adhyātma Rāmāyan.a we see a
motif which is common in many later retellings, that those killed by Rāma are
thereby blessed. The first version of the Rāmāyan.a in a regional language is
Kampan

¯
’s Tamil Irāmāvatāram, appearing in the wake of the impassioned bhakti

poetry of the Āl
¯
vārs; already in this there is something of the emphasis on the

name of Rāma which becomes so significant later. In North India, the first major
adaptation is that into Bengali by Kr.ttibās but the Hindi Rāmcaritmānas of
Tulsı̄dās has become much the best known, notable for its vision of Rāma’s
righteous rule and the saving power of his name, as well as for its use as the 
base text for the Rāmlı̄lā, a dramatic enactment of the story staged annually by
local communities across much of North India.
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Doctrinal Developments

Kr.s.n.a and Rāma are the most widely worshipped of the avatāras of Vis.n.u but the
avatāra concept as such only begins to emerge in the later stages of development
of the epics, even though the Bhagavadgı̄tā is commonly regarded as proclaim-
ing the basic rationale for Vis.n.u’s “descents,” when Kr.s.n.a declares that he 
incarnates himself in age after age to destroy the wicked and to protect the righ-
teous (4.5–8). Indeed, didactic parts of the Mahābhārata list just four or six of
Vis.n.u’s “manifestations” (prādurbhāva, the term it uses rather than the later term
avatāra), while the Rāmāyan.a shows no awareness of the concept. The fish,
matsya, which saved Manu from a great deluge is identified with Brahmā in 
the Mahābhārata (3.195), just as in the Rāmāyan.a (6.105) the boar which raises
the earth from the waters is Brahmā; their identification with Vis.n.u comes 
later. The exploits of Rāma Jāmadagnya (later known more commonly as
Paraśurāma) are given some prominence in the Mahābhārata and he also occurs
in an episode in the first book of the Rāmāyan.a where he is worsted by the young
Rāma Dāśarathi. The Mahābhārata also lists Vāmana, the dwarf, and Narasim. ha
(12.326 and 337) and predicts the future avatāra, Kalkin (3.188–9). In the
version of the Vāmana myth found in the Rāmāyan.a (1.28.2–11), Vis.n.u presents
the three worlds that he has regained to Indra, who by implication is still supe-
rior to him.

The lists of Vis.n.u’s manifestations occur within the didactic portions
(primarily books 12–13) which also contain a significant amount of material
relating to the emergence of Vais.n.avism as such, as well as a certain amount 
of broadly philosophic material. The process of fusion of Nārāyan.a with Vis.n.u
is under way by now; whereas the story of Mārkan.d.eya entering the mouth of
Nārāyan.a and seeing the whole universe inside his body (3.186) uses only the
name Nārāyan.a and there is no hint of his identity with Vis.n.u or Kr.s.n.a
Vāsudeva, in the Nārāyan. ı̄ya (12.321–39) from chapter 328 onwards the name
Vis.n.u is often used instead of Nārāyan.a, while elsewhere it is often stated that
Arjuna and Kr.s.n.a are Nara and Nārāyan.a, who are ancient r.s.is, sages, and also
divine beings noted for the eternality and perfection of their friendship. The
Nārāyan. ı̄ya is the main but relatively late passage (probably no earlier than 
the third century ce) on worship of Nārāyan.a and is clearly a composite text: the
first six chapters form a complex sequence of emboxed narratives, while the
remaining chapters contain a series of subsequent expansions. With its doctrine
of the fourfold nature of the supreme being, it presents the formative stages of
the Pāñcarātra system, which appears to have stood somewhat outside the
mainstream of orthodoxy.

The text declares that the supreme deity Nārāyan.a is gracious to those who
are single-mindedly devoted to him and that they attain the highest goal, which
is Vāsudeva, thus bringing into relationship with Nārāyan.a the name Vāsudeva
which is elsewhere regarded as a patronymic of Kr.s.n.a. Nārāyan.a explains to his
devotee, the ancient seer Nārada, that Vāsudeva is the supreme purus.a, the inner
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ruler of everyone, Nārāyan.a himself being the ordainer of the universe and the
creator. Much of the first six chapters of the text presents the doctrine of the
inaccessibility of the supreme deity through the story of Nārada’s journey to a
mysterious white continent, śvetadvı̄pa, inhabited by white beings who worship
Nārāyan.a, who is invisible to all except his exclusive devotees. The worshippers
are called by various names, Bhāgavata, Sātvata, Ekāntin, and Pāñcarātra (the
variety no doubt indicating the existence of differing groups, the Bhāgavatas 
no doubt being the worshippers of Kr.s.n.a as bhagavat, the lord), and overall 
the impression is of several originally separate trends that are in the process 
of merging.

Doctrinally too the Nārāyan. ı̄ya shows a blend of Upanis.adic monism, dualistic
elements similar to Sām. khya and Yoga, and Brāhmanical ritualism, with the
devotional worship of a personal deity – through a synthesis of several separate
passages – and assigning a higher value to ritual and asceticism than in the com-
parable synthesis presented in the slightly earlier Bhagavadgı̄tā. Virtually every
mention of the term Pāñcarātra occurs within the Nārāyan. ı̄ya, which is also the
only part of the Mahābhārata where the theory of the vyūhas, the divine expan-
sions, is presented in detail. This represents an adaptation of the story of Kr.s.n.a
and his relatives to a cosmogonic perspective. Beneath Vis.n.u-Nārāyan.a, the
immutable ultimate deity, are the four vyūhas, who take charge of creation:
Vāsudeva, presented as superior to the other three, gives rise to Sam. kars.an.a,
from whom emanates Pradyumna (who, however, in the Yādava lineage is
Kr.s.n.a’s son), who in turn fathers Aniruddha. After this the gross creation com-
mences through the agency of Brahmā, but all activity belongs to the four divine
forms, who are also assimilated to the tattvas, constituent principles of Sām. khya.
This theory seems to have evolved around the first to second century ce con-
currently with the avatāra theory, which in the long run becomes more popular.
Although the developed Pāñcarātra system is mainly concerned with ritual
practice, there is surprisingly little about this aspect in the Mahābhārata.

Sām. khya and Yoga

These two long books of the Mahābhārata in which Bhı̄s.ma propounds his advice
to Yudhis.t.hira contain a substantial amount of teaching which can broadly 
be called philosophical, of which the largest part is related to the later Sām. khya
and Yoga systems, but there are also passages relating to a number of other
approaches; these are mostly to be found in the third section of the Śāntiparvan,
called the Moks.adharmaparvan (12.168–353). In addition, there are similar 
passages elsewhere in the Mahābhārata, most obviously the Bhagavadgı̄tā, but
also the recapitulation of it which Kr.s.n.a delivers to Arjuna after the battle 
(the Anugı̄tā, 14.16–50), an early such passage attributed to the mythical sage
Sanatsujāta (the Sanatsujātı̄ya, 5.43–5) and a few others. In contrast, neither
Sām. khya nor Yoga occur in the Rāmāyan.a. While in the Mahābhārata the concept
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of karma as the determinant of human destiny is on the whole the dominant
one, the prevalence of other views about this, not uncommonly in the narrative
and even occasionally in the didactic parts, is worth noting. In various passages
fate (daiva, etc.), time, death, nature and one’s own nature are each regarded as
the supreme principle; ideas were still evidently in flux and indeed we see here
the more popular equivalent of the ferment of ideas recorded in the Upanis.ads.

More traditional practices are still advocated and even deliberately contrasted
with the philosophical approaches labeled Sām. khya and Yoga (which in any case
are emerging trends rather than definite systems – the terms may at times mean
no more than theory and practice respectively) or with developing Vais.n.ava
theism. For example, in one passage (12.189–93), Bhı̄s.ma declares that japa, the
murmuring of Vedic verses, constitutes a way of life belonging to the Vedic tra-
dition and distinct from Sām. khya and Yoga – which he has treated successively
in the two preceding chapters – and he emphasizes that someone practicing japa
selflessly is equal to a Yogin in achievements; the passage is clearly intended to
defend this traditional practice from the challenge of the newer ideas. Again,
immediately after the Nārāyan. ı̄ya – and so in implicit contrast to it – comes an
episode designed to extol the merits of living on the grain gleaned after harvest
(12.340–53, cf. 3.245–7). Other passages tackle the emerging ethical and
religious issues of nonviolence (ahim. sā), vegetarianism, and veneration of the
cow (e.g. 12.253–6, 257, 260–2 and 264, and 13.115–17).

Several teachers are cited in the Moks.adharmaparvan as teaching some form
of Sām. khya, but the doctrines attributed to them vary and are not necessarily
specific to Sām. khya; three of these teachers are often referred to later as
important precursors of the developed system (Kapila, Āsuri, and Pañcaśikha).
However, most epic descriptions of Sām. khya are not by Sām. khya teachers but
report their views. Although consequently these passages are not primary
sources for knowledge about the system, they do include ideas then current and
may well have been composed during the period when Sām. khya schools were
emerging. Indeed, Sām. khya had not assumed its later distinctive shape even by
the end of the epic period; the nearest approach to the classical system is found
in the very late Anugı̄tā, which also incorporates significant Yoga elements. One
early passage (12.187 ª 12.239–40) contains a synthesis of ancient cosmolog-
ical speculations and yogic theories of evolution. Other passages mention three
types of Sām. khya thinkers – those who accept just 24 categories, those who
accept 25, and those who accept 26, the last being the supreme deity – but
mostly the versions of Sām. khya found in the Mahābhārata are nontheistic, unlike
Yoga. The clearest theistic version is found in the Bhagavadgı̄tā.

Yoga and yogins occur quite widely in the Mahābhārata in contexts which
suggest a wider and to some extent a different understanding of the terms than
that found in classical Yoga. Also, the older practice of tapas and that of Yoga are
often linked (but are often seen just as effective means to gain worldly ends).
However, by the time of the Nārāyan. ı̄ya, tapas and Yoga are both being subor-
dinated to bhakti, with Nārāyan.a identifying himself as the goal of Yoga pro-
claimed in Yoga texts (12.326.65), while the juxtaposition of Sām. khya and Yoga
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has become a commonplace in the Nārāyan. ı̄ya, whereas they are more distinct
and even contrasted in earlier passages. In all the Yoga passages there is a strong
emphasis on discipline and control of the senses; the supernatural powers to
which they lead should be avoided by the true Yogin, for the proper goal is the
attainment of the state of Brahman or union with the one. Yoga practice, as pre-
sented in the Mahābhārata, comprises four main aspects of general preparations
through moral conduct; diet, posture and surroundings; breath-control; and
withdrawal of the senses, concentration and meditation. Although Īśvara, the
supreme deity, is recognized, he is not active and tends to be equated with the
self in its enlightened state. Two striking aspects of Yoga in the Mahābhārata are
the concern with techniques of dying and the use of the imagery of light. These
are sometimes combined as in the death of Drona, where he resorts to Yoga,
becomes a light, and ascends to heaven, so that it seems to those below that there
are two suns in the sky (7.165.35–40).

In addition to this more obviously philosophical material in its third section,
the Śāntiparvan also contains in its first two sections much material that, in the
context of its broadly practical purpose, also has religious implications. These
two sections focus on and take their names from the duties of kings, rājadharma,
and what is allowable in hard times, āpaddharma, both incorporating the term
dharma with its meanings of morality and tradition. The second in particular
has had considerable influence on later Hinduism through its accommoda-
tion of theory – for example, that Brāhmans should only teach – with actual
practice – that in reality they follow a wider range of occupations in order to
earn a living.

Later Influence

The influence of the epics on later Hinduism, and more generally on Indian
culture as a whole, is shown not only by the summaries of the stories of Rāma
and Kr.s.n.a in the Purān.as and by the later Sanskrit Rāmāyan.as that have already
been briefly mentioned but also in pure literature, art and theatre right up to the
present day. Indeed, the impact extends more widely still, since the Jain univer-
sal history makes the Kr.s.n.a story a model for much of its structure, while ver-
sions of the Rāma story are found in both Buddhist and Jain texts in India and
spread throughout Southeast Asia and as far as China and Japan, with the story
on occasion being localized in the individual cultures (this is seen most obviously
in Thailand, where the Thai kings were frequently called Rāma and the Thai
capital was named Ayutthiya after Rāma’s Ayodhyā), and many plays on the
Rāma and Pān.d.ava stories are performed in the Wayang Kulit puppet theatre of
Java. The plots of much of classical Sanskrit literature are drawn from one or
other of the epics (and even now modern Indian writers not infrequently draw
on them). Sculptural representations are found on temples in North India from
perhaps as early as the fifth century ce and one of the most famous examples of
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South Indian art is the carving, covering a massive granite outcrop, of Arjuna’s
Penance or the Descent of the Gan.gā from the Mahābhārata carved at Māmalla-
puram in the middle of the seventh century. Scenes drawn specifically from the
Mahābhārata and Rāmāyan.a (not simply of the Rāma and Kr.s.n.a stories) are
carved on the outer walls of temples in many regions and at many periods.
Miniature painters in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries frequently illustrated
episodes from the epics, under both Mughal and Rājput patronage, with several
complete illustrated manuscripts being produced, some on a very lavish scale.

Adaptations of both epics into modern Indian languages were commonly
among the first significant works to be produced in each language; in all of these
adaptations the religious aspects are given greater prominence and the original
heroic emphasis is correspondingly reduced. The earliest examples come from
the Dravidian languages of South India but in due course, from about the
fifteenth century, adaptations in the languages of North India followed. Their
importance to the culture as a whole is clearly demonstrated by the fact that the
great Mughal emperor Akbar commissioned translations of both into Persian in
the 1580s as part of his strategy for understanding his subjects, just as the guru
of the Marāt.hı̄ nationalist leader, Śivājı̄, used the Rāmāyan.a story in the service
of Marāt.hā nationalism against Muslim rule in the seventeenth century. The
popularity of the serializations shown on Indian television (the Rāmāyan.a in
1987–8, the Mahābhārata in 1989–90) and subsequently made available on
video (and so accessible to Hindus abroad as well) has been enormous, but one
of the most striking features about them was the extent to which their format
was dictated by traditional religious values and thus the viewing of them was
treated as a form of worship; much of the style and presentation of the Rāmāyan.a
serial was based on that of the Rāmlı̄lā, that traditional community-based dra-
matic presentation of the story which is performed annually in so many loca-
tions across North India and which has clearly played so major a part in the
popularity of the Rāma story and in particular in its broad appeal beyond sec-
tarian boundaries. It is no surprise, therefore, that various political parties have
appropriated the Rāma story and in particular the concept of rāmrāj (rāmarājya,
Rāma’s righteous rule) for their own purposes, from the Ram Rajya Parishad
through to the Bharatiya Janata Party and the Ramjanmabhumi agitation.

As the vital link between the Vedas, commonly regarded as the source of
authority within Hinduism, and the popular forms of Hinduism first found in
the Purān.as and still current today, the two Sanskrit epics have played a signifi-
cant role in shaping that family of religions. The designation of the Mahābhārata
as the “fifth Veda” makes a claim both to continuity and to the authoritativeness
of the Vedas – an authority which also includes a claim to comprehensiveness
(as in the assertion quoted at the beginning of this chapter). This continuity is
also implicit in the belief that the Mahābhārata was first recited by Vyāsa
(“arranger”), the sage whom tradition regards as the compiler of the Vedas and
often the composer of the Purān.as. The equivalent for the Rāmāyan.a is the tra-
dition, recorded late in its development at the beginning of the first book, that
its author Vālmı̄ki is granted a vision of Brahmā, the creator deity, who 
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commissions him to compose the story of the ideal person, Rāma, just identified
as such by the sage Nārada.

This continuity lies not only in the extended period over which both epics were
growing to their present dimensions but also in the way that both were taken up
by all succeeding periods both culturally and religiously, so that they have
become part of the very fabric of the culture. Indeed, they have been used not
only in support of traditional orthodoxy, as one might expect, but also by many
marginalized groups who have found a special affinity with one of their char-
acters; for example, Sı̄tā’s trials have enabled women to air the problem of a
husband’s neglect, Rāvana’s defiance of the establishment has been glorified by
some South Indians and some outcaste groups, and Vālmı̄ki has become central
to the beliefs of one untouchable group. Such selective appropriation of the 
epic narratives serves to underline both their richness and their flexibility. 
Yet the position of the epics within Hindu culture is even more basic than that:
A. K. Ramanujan’s assertion that no Indian ever hears the Rāmāyan.a story for
the first time conveys the very real truth, applicable to both epics, that their
stories and their characters are integral to every Hindu’s consciousness.

Bibliography

Biardeau, Madeleine. 1976/1978. “Études de mythologie hindoue: Bhakti et avatāra,”
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The Rāmāyan. a of Vālmı̄ki, critically edited, G. H. Bhatt and U. P. Shah, gen. eds., 7 vols.

Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1960–75.
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CHAPTER 6

The Purān.as

Freda Matchett

At the end of her introduction to Purān.a Perennis Wendy Doniger, as editor,
invites her readers “to sally forth into the living jungle of texts known as
Purān. as” (Doniger 1993: xii). There is a hint of danger in the metaphor, and a
suggestion that selection is necessary here if one is to find the path through the
jungle. Even without such a metaphor, however, there are several features of the
Purān. as which would instill caution into anyone proposing to study them. It is
not only that they are vast in extent and miscellaneous in content. They offer
information about themselves which is strangely at odds with their perceived
actuality. First of all, their best-known examples announce that the Purān. as
are 18 in number, but in reality there are far more: Ludo Rocher’s standard 
work on them lists 82 by name without making any claim that this number is
exhaustive. Moreover, the Purān. as are not the homogeneous group of texts
which a number as small as 18 might lead one to expect. They are not simply a
Hindu genre: there are Jaina Purān. as also. They are not simply a Sanskrit phe-
nomenon either: there are Purān. as in many Indian vernaculars, some of them
translated from Sanskrit originals and others composed from the start in the
vernacular.

Secondly, the Purān. as define themselves as pañcalaks.an. a, having five charac-
teristic topics, yet an eminent Indian scholar has estimated that these topics
“occupy less than three percent of the extant Mahāpurān. as” (Kane 1977: 841).
Thirdly, there is a discrepancy between the way in which the Purān. as classify
themselves and their actual contents. A fourth problem arises, not from the
Purān. as’ statements about themselves, but from their present existence in
printed and bound editions. In this form they give the impression of being books,
intended for reading, commentary, and annotation, but originally they would
have been more accurately described as performances, intended to be seen,
heard, and enjoyed. Unless some appreciation of this is present, today’s reader
of the Purān. as fails to understand them.



A closer examination of these four issues will now be made, beginning with
the last one, then dealing with the other three in the order in which they have
just been mentioned. In some cases this may uncover more problems rather than
offering solutions, but it should convey to the reader that the study of the
Purān. as is a challenging and rewarding field.

Books or Performances?

The difference between the Purān. as’ oral origins and their current existence as
books is one which continues to create misunderstandings as to their nature and
purpose. It is hard to remember that the text which the reader sees is not a fixed
entity deliberately intended by a writer or group of writers (although it is pos-
sible that the Bhāgavata is an exception here; cf. Hardy 1990: 76; Doniger 1993:
127), but something fluid, a snapshot of a river of tradition, made up of many
tributaries, which might look very different if the shot had been taken further
up or downstream.

Like the Mahābhārata, the Purān. as are generally thought by scholars to have
been first recited by sūtas, bards who attended ks.atriya leaders and provided them
with inspiration and entertainment in the form of stories of their ancestors.
According to Vāyu 1.31–2:

svadharma es.a sūtasya sadbhir dr.s.t.ah. purātanaih. / devātānām r.s.ı̄nām. ca rājñām. cāmit-
atejasām // vam. śānām. dhāran.am. kāryam. śrutānām. ca mahātmanām / itihāsapurān.es.u
dis.t.ā ye brahmavādibhih. // (The sūta’s special duty as perceived by good men of old
was to preserve the genealogies of gods, rishis and most glorious kings, the tradi-
tions of great men, which are displayed by those who declare sacred lore in the
Itihāsas and Purān. as. (Pargiter’s translation, Pargiter 1972: 15; cf. Padma
5.1.27–8)

A good deal of the material which is known today as making up the Purān. as
must have circulated orally for centuries in the repertoires of such men as these,
no doubt in the form of short pieces which they would combine together in
longer sequences, adapting their material to suit their audiences.

Almost all the Purān. as are said to have the Sūta (either Lomahars.an.a or his
son Ugraśravas) as their overall narrator, even though his chief task is some-
times – as in, for example, the Bhāgavata – to introduce a previous narrator from
whom he has heard the story. But the Sūta is not seen as the composer of the
Purān. a, which has a more exalted origin. According to Matsya 53.3–4, it was
Brahmā who first proclaimed the one Purān. a of a billion ślokas. This was medi-
ated to the human world by Vis.n.u in the form of Vyāsa, who condensed the
divine text into a shorter version and divided it into 18.

This theory of divine origin shows that the Purān. as regard themselves as reli-
gious texts with an importance equal to that of the Vedas; they are vedasammita
(Vāyu 1.11, 4.12). At some point in their transmission they became carriers of
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Vedic values, used by brahmans for three main purposes: to make the brāhman.ic
ideology accessible to a wider public, to draw popular myths, rituals and prac-
tices into the framework of this ideology, and to create a synthesis between the
varn. āśramadharma which gave society its norms and the śraman.a-derived values
of the renouncer. Although they were still performed to entertain their audi-
ences, there was now a stronger didactic purpose behind their recitation. Like
the week-end newspapers of the West at the end of the twentieth century, they
were telling their hearers not only how to live but also how to see the world.

In spite of this strong didactic character, the Purān. as are not the monologues
one might expect. They have a dialogic structure which conveys something 
of the interaction between narrator and audience which took place in the days
when they were performances rather than books. All the Purān. as have a respon-
dent as well as a narrator – or perhaps he should be given the more active title
of questioner, since he requests information, changes the direction of the nar-
rative, determines the amount of detail which the narrator provides, and gen-
erally helps to shape the course of the Purān. a (cf. Bailey 1995: 75–7). Moreover,
there are hierarchies of interlocutors, and other pairs besides the chief narrator
and respondent are employed to introduce the stories and other types of ma-
terial which are embedded in the main narratives or major didactic passages.

The Purān.ic narratives are of various kinds. Some are creation myths found
also in the Mahābhārata, such as the churning of the Ocean of Milk (Mbh.
1.15.4–17.30; Vis.n.u 1.9) or the raising of the earth from beneath the cosmic
waters (Mbh. 3.100.19; Mārkan.d.eya 47.2–14; Padma 1.3.25b–52a; 5.3.20b–
52a; Varāha 2.21–6; Vis.n.u 4.1–52). Others are stories of kings and princes which
augment the Purān.ic genealogies. Others again are stories of gods or goddesses:
Kr.s.n.a has a full-scale biography in Bhāgavata 10–11, Brahmavaivarta 4
(Śríkr.s.n.ajanmakhan.d.a), Padma (Pātālakhan.d.a 69–99), and Vis.n.u 5, while much
“biographical” information about Śiva and his family is given in various parts of
the Śiva and the Skanda. There are also stories celebrating the power of bhakti,
e.g. Vis.n.u’s deliverance of Ambaris.a from the wrath of Durvāsas (Bhāgavata
9.4.15–5.27), as well as others which present violations of dharma which are
not to be followed, e.g. Vis.n.u 3.18.52–94, which tells of King Śatadhanu, who
has to suffer a number of animal rebirths as a consequence of talking with a
heretic (pās.an.d.a), and is only reborn eventually as a man through the loyalty of
his virtuous wife.

In spite of their awareness of their own religious significance, there is no indi-
cation that the Purān. as were ever like the Vedas in being memorized as exactly
as possible for word-perfect transmission from one generation to the next. On the
contrary, their nature as performances and the audience participation which is
symbolized by the respondent/questioner meant that they preserved the core of
their message by continually changing, perhaps incorporating the praises of a
newly-built temple (e.g. the celebration of the Sūrya temple at Kon.ārka in
Brahma 28), referring to some important event in the life of the society around
them (as Vis.n.u 3.17 may refer to the expulsion of Buddhists from the region of
the Narmadā), or showing changes in the religious affiliation of the group which

the purān.as 131



was transmitting the text (e.g. the Kūrma appears to be a Pāśupata reworking 
of what was originally a Pāñcarātra text). To quote Giorgio Bonazzoli, “the
purān. a-s grow like trees: old branches are pruned, things are transformed 
or removed, new blossoms appear, things are added and the result is a continu-
ously changing living reality, always equal to itself although always different”
(Bonazzoli 1983: 101).

Yet however much one may stress their oral origins or the fluidity of their
transmission, the Purān. as in their present form undoubtedly exist as books.
Some of them contain passages (e.g. Matsya 53) which praise such activities as
making copies of them in whole or in part, or giving away such copies to others,
so it is obvious that this transition from oral to written transmission met with
no suspicion or disapproval. There is no information as to when it took place.
Indeed the whole question of dating the Purān. as in their earliest oral or written
forms, is attended by daunting uncertainties. It is not a question which interests
the Purān. as themselves: as far as they are concerned, they all come into being
at the same time as a result of Vyāsa’s work in each dvāparayuga as it rolls round
(Vis.n.u 3.3.5–21). If one looks to texts other than the Purān. as, the earliest known
appearance of the word purān.a, as a name for a literary genre, is in Atharvaveda
11.7.24, and it occurs several times, both in the singular and the plural, in the
Mahābhārata, but there is little to indicate the nature of these purān.as or to link
them with those which exist today.

Rocher’s examples of attempts to date the Purān. as show how twentieth-
century scholars have tried to put specific dates upon texts in spite of appreciat-
ing the difficulties involved. He himself concludes: “I submit that it is not possible
to set a specific date for any purān. a as a whole” (Rocher 1986: 103). Maybe one
need not be totally agnostic. It would be hard to disagree, for instance, with
Hardy’s view that “the most reasonable date” for the Bhāgavata is “the ninth or
early tenth century” (Hardy 1983: 488). Yet Hardy shares Rocher’s general view
in that he declares “On the whole it is meaningless to speak of ‘the date’ of a
Sanskrit purān.a, because many generations of bards, etc., have been involved in
the accumulation of material which at some stage has been given a name . . .”
(1983: 486).

The Great Eighteen

Several of the essays in Purān.a Perennis spell out the diversity of purān.ic litera-
ture. John Cort gives “An Overview of the Jaina Purān. as” (Doniger 1993:
185–206), saying that “a list of all the known Jaina Purān. as would total about
several hundred” (1993: 185). A. K. Ramanujan discusses what he calls the
“folk Purān. as,” of which he says the best known are the Tamil sthalapurān.as
studied by David Shulman (Doniger 1993: 101). Shulman himself draws
attention to vernacular Purān. as by comparing an episode from the Sanskrit
Bhāgavatapurān.a with the same episode as told in the fifteenth-century Telugu
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Mahābhāgavatamu (Doniger 1993: 121–57). Friedhelm Hardy also draws upon
sthalapurān.as (“local Purān. as,” as he calls them elsewhere, Hardy 1990: 77),
both Sanskrit and vernacular, in order to illustrate “the Purān.ic process” (1990:
159–82). The only type of Purān. a which is not discussed at some point in Purān.a
Perennis is the caste-purān.a (e.g. the Malla and the Kālikā which are the subject
of Das 1968).

The point that I wish to make by referring to these studies of purān.ic diver-
sity is that concentration on the 18 texts which have a special place in the
brāhman.ical Sanskrit tradition involves a considerable limitation of one’s hori-
zons as far as the whole purān.ic field is concerned. Because I am writing just one
short chapter, rather than a whole book, most of what I say will be concerned
with this more limited field. Yet it is important to remember the wider horizon –
not least because it demonstrates the audacity of the claim made by the
brāhman.ical paurān. ikas to have produced the “great,” i.e. normative and authori-
tative, examples of purān.ic literature.

Before discussing the nature of this claim it would be as well to look at the
names of the Eighteen. The following list is given in Vis.n.u 3.6.20–4:

Brahma Brahmavaivarta
Padma Lin

.
ga

Vis.n.u Varāha
Śiva Skanda
Bhāgavata Vāmana
Nārada Kūrma
Mārkan.d.eya Matsya
Agni Garud.a
Bhavis.ya Brahmān.d.a

This list coincides exactly with that which the Muslim scholar al-Bı̄rūnı̄
(973–1048 ce) says was read to him from the Vis.n.u. It is almost identical with
that given in Matsya 53.13–53, the only difference being that Vāyu appears in
the latter instead of Śiva. There are other lists also, with slight variations, and
even a completely different list which al-Bı̄rūnı̄ claims to have heard in addition
to the one from the Vis.n.u (Rocher 1986: 32–3), but on the whole the list is gen-
erally agreed. The discrepancy between Śiva and Vāyu is explained in Skanda
5.3.1.33–4 by saying that these are two names for the same Purān. a (Rocher
1986: 33). Another possible explanation is that there was some confusion
between the two because one of the sections of the Śiva is called the
Vāyavı̄yasam. hitā. Besides these 19 Purān. as, there is another text which is some-
times ranked with them. This is the Harivam. śa, a supplement (khila) of the
Mahābhārata which is purān.ic rather than epic in its content and tone, and con-
tains much material which has close parallels in some Purān. as. Nevertheless, I
shall continue to refer to this group of Purān. as as 18 in number, because they
see themselves as 18.

Occasionally these 18 Purān. as are styled mahāpurān.as (Bhāgavata 12.7.10,22;
Vis.n.u 3.6.24), as though singling them out from a general corpus and 

the purān.as 133



conferring a special status upon them. Sometimes the 18 “major Purān. as” are
contrasted with 18 “minor Purān. as” (upapurān.as; cf. Brahmavaivarta 4.132.
10,22), but there is far less agreement as to the names of the latter than there
is for the mahāpurān.as. Rocher discusses the two categories, and concludes that
the distinction between them is purely artificial, because “there is no basic dif-
ference between the mahāpurān. as on the one hand and the upapurān. as on the
other” (Rocher 1986: 69).

However, it may be that the number 18 was not intended originally to single
out a particularly weighty group of Purān. as from the rest. Originally it may have
been a statement about the Purān. as generally. There were 18 Purān. as, just as
there were 18 parvans in the Mahābhārata, 18 chapters in the Bhagavadgı̄tā, 18
days of the Mahābhārata battle, and 18 armies fighting in it. In other words, the
“18-ness” of the Purān. as may be a symbol of their close connection with 
the Mahābhārata. There are other signs of such a connection: almost all the
brāhman.ical Sanskrit Purān. as begin, as the Mahābhārata does, with a conversa-
tion between the Bard (Sūta) and the r.s.is of the Naimis.a forest. Without excep-
tion, their standard meter is that of the Mahābhārata, the śloka. This, of course,
is not peculiar to the Mahābhārata – indeed the Rāmāyan.a claims that its com-
poser Vālmı̄ki invented the śloka (Rām 1.2). But while the Rāmāyan.a introduces
its speeches with metrical formulas which are part of its essential structure, the
Purān. as follow the Mahābhāārata in using “prose formulae . . . of the type arjuna
uvāca and r.s.aya ūcuh. . . . and so on” (Goldman 1984: 17). Their reputed author,
Vyāsa, is held to be the composer of the Mahābhārata also. They almost all employ
the Mahābhārata’s introductory verse, applying to themselves the title Java that
it uses for the Mahābhārata.

The exact meaning of this claim is not certain. Do the Purān. as regard them-
selves as some kind of extension to the Mahābhārata? Perhaps: they extend and
systematize its mythic chronology, and retell many of its myths. But the human
beings who appear in purān. ic stories do not struggle to understand and follow
dharma in the manner of the Mahābhārata’s protagonists. They are for the most
part exemplars or opponents of bhakti who play stereotyped roles in relation to
the Supreme God whom they adore or defy. Perhaps what the Purān. as are claim-
ing is that they complement the Mahābhārata in some way, making up together
the itihāsapurān.a which is necessary to augment the Veda (Mbh 1.1.204;
1.2.235/Vāyu 1.200–1).

The “Five Characteristic Topics”

In the preface to his Vis.n.upurān.a (the first translation of a Purān. a into English,
originally published in 1840), H. H. Wilson said that “that which has five char-
acteristic topics” (his translation of pañcalaks.an.a) meant that the contents of a
Purān. a were:
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1. Primary creation, or cosmogony; 2. Secondary creation, or the destruction and
renovation of worlds, including chronology; 3. Genealogy of gods and patriarchs;
4. Reigns of the Manus, or periods called Manvantaras; and 5. History, or such par-
ticulars as have been preserved of the princes of the solar and lunar races, and of
their descendants to modern times. (Wilson 1961: iv)

This translation puts an explanatory gloss on the lines which are found in several
Purān. as:

sargaś ca pratisargaś ca vam. śo manvantarān.i ca / vam. śānucaritam. ceti purān.am.
pañcalaks.an.am // (Vāyu 4.10b–11a; cf. Matsya 53.65bc; Vis.n.u 3.6.25,27).

Most scholars since Wilson’s time have more or less followed his translation.
Yet there are difficulties in it. Sarga is undoubtedly “creation” and manvantarān. i
“periods called Manvantaras,” but the other three items are more problematic.
One might expect pratisarga to mean “counter-creation,” i.e. “destruction,”
rather than “secondary creation.” Indeed, Willibald Kirfel, whose attempt to
constitute a text which represented the earliest form of the pañcalaks.an.a material
was as influential in 1927 as Wilson’s work had been almost a century earlier,
stated that this was the most obvious meaning of the word (Kirfel 1979: xxxvii;
he draws upon the Prapañcahr.daya and Vācaspatimiśra’s Sām. khyatattvakaumudı̄).
But he found it difficult to accept this meaning, because it did not occur in any
of the texts which made up his reconstituted purān.am. pañcalaks.an.am. Instead, he
relied upon two verses found in the Matsya and its parallels in the Padma (Matsya
8.1, Padma 1.7.68, 5.7.68; Matsya 9.6, Padma 1.7.85, 5.7.85) and deduced from
these that, in this context, pratisarga meant “further creation” (Weiterschöpfung),
in line with the translation offered by Wilson.

Nevertheless, pratisarga is found in at least four Purān.ic passages with the
meaning “destruction.” In Vis.n.u 6.1.1–2, the respondent/questioner Maitreya
says that the narrator Parāśara has told him about sarga, vam. śa, the duration of
the manvantaras (manvantarasthiti), and vam. śānucarita, and that now he wants to
hear about the dissolution of the universe. Only when Parāśara has given him
this information does Maitreya declare that he has been told about sarga, pratis-
arga, vam. śa, manvantarān. i, and vam. śānucarita. In Brahmān.d.a 4.1.239–40, Vāyu
100.133, and 102.132,5, pratisarga also occurs with the meaning “destruction.”

One reason for Kirfel’s preferring the meaning “further creation” was that he
thought of pañcalaks.an.a as indicating five successive blocks of material, so that
it functioned as a kind of table of contents, in which pratisarga ought to stand
for something that could come between sarga and vam. śa. This seems to have been
the thinking behind Wilson’s translation of the pañcalaks.an.a components also
(and presumably the thinking of the pandits who had assisted Colebrooke with
the translation which Wilson adopted), since he regarded vam. śa as “genealogy
of gods and patriarchs,” which would fit in well with its position between “sec-
ondary creation” and “reigns of the Manus,” while vam. śānucarita was referred
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to “the princes of the solar and lunar races” whom one would expect to come
later. Yet the plain meaning of vam. śa is “genealogy” in general rather than of
any particular group, and vam. śānucarita is equally general in its reference:
“stories about those included in the genealogies.” Moreover, some of the pas-
sages in Kirfel’s vam. śa section include stories (e.g. Vāyu 65.144–59), while his
vam. śānucarita section has passages in it which are purely genealogical (e.g. Vāyu
88.62–77). From the way in which these vam. śa and vam. śānucarita laks.an.as are
mixed together, it would appear that they were never intended to be taken as
“sections” which could be neatly carved out and distinguished from each other,
but rather they were seen as “strands,” interwoven with each other into patterns
which could vary from one Purān. a to another.

Today more flexible interpretations of pañcalaks.an.a are available alongside
those of Kirfel and Wilson. Greg Bailey sees the pañcalaks.an.a scheme as marking
the Purān.ic genre as a whole, and controlling the contents of individual Purān.as
only “in varying degrees of completeness or fragmentation according to the
empirical and ideological conditions determining their composition and recita-
tion” (Bailey 1995: 13 n. 7). Velcheru Narayana Rao sees pañcalaks.an.a as “the
ideological frame that transforms whatever content is incorporated into that
frame” (Doniger 1993: 87). It does not refer to contents of the Purān. as but to
the world-view which is imposed upon whatever contents any given Purān. a may
have, Seen thus, it is of no importance that it occupies so little space in the
Purān. as overall:

Since the ideas of pañcalaks.an.a are tacitly assumed in the Brahminic worldview,
they do not even appear in every Purān. a and do not constitute a sizeable length of
the text even when they appear. (Doniger 1993: 87–8)

Before leaving the subject of laks.an.as it is necessary to mention briefly the
claim of the Bhāgavata to be daśalaks.an.a (Bhāgavata 2.10.1, 12.7.9). This
expanded list is more likely to represent a conscious self-aggrandizement on the
part of the Bhāgavata than a new stage in the development of the Purān. as
generally. Again, its components may be taken to indicate an overall perspective,
rather than to function as a table of contents. In the introduction to his trans-
lation of the Bhāgavata, Tagare lists the commentators who have assigned one
of the daśalaks.an.a to each of skandhas 3–12, but says that this “traditional appli-
cation” is no more than “broadly justifiable,” since “there is so much overlap-
ping and repetition of these topics beyond the Skandhas which are supposed to
represent them” (Tagare 1976: xxiii–xxxiii).

Classification Versus Contents

Wilson was so convinced that all Purān. as ought to contain five blocks of
pañcalaks.an.a material that he produced a theory to account for their failure 
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to include the “five topics” in sufficient abundance. They were, he decided, “the
partial and adulterated representatives of an earlier class of Purān. as” (Wilson
1961: vi), embellished and altered in the interests of sectarianism so that they
promoted the worship of one particular god, usually Vis.n.u or Śiva.

The idea of sectarianism is one which has been imposed upon the Hindu tra-
dition by Western scholars. They saw Vedic religion as the equivalent of the
Western Catholic church, from which various “sects” had broken away, becom-
ing “cut off ” (the literal meaning of the Latin “sectum”) from the central core
of their ancient tradition. But this model of an ancient rock from which seg-
ments can be separated, is not an appropriate one for Hinduism. Julius Lipner’s
metaphor of “an ancient banyan . . . an interconnected collection of trees and
branches in which the same life-sap flows” is much more appropriate (Lipner
1994: 5), opening up a perspective in which different branches of the Hindu tra-
dition can be linked together without declaring one to be a later development or
breakaway from another. In other words, the bhakti element found in the
Purān. as is as ancient a rooting of this banyan as the Vedic one, even though it
may have taken longer to bear fruit in terms of texts and historically discernible
movements.

Whether or not sectarianism is an appropriate word to use in this context, the
Purān. as classify themselves as belonging to three groups, each connected with
one of the gun.as of Sām. khya psychocosmology and thus with one of the divini-
ties of the trimūrti. Vis.n.u, Nārada, Bhāgavata, Garud.a, Padma, and Varāha are
sāttvic and therefore associated with Vis.n.u; Matsya, Kūrma, Lin

.
ga, Śiva, Skanda,

and Agni are tāmasic (Śiva); Brahmān.d.a, Brahmavaivarta, Mārkan.d.eya, Bhavis.ya,
Vāmana, and Brahmā are rājasic (Brahmā). This division is found in Padma
5.263.81–4, and the connection with the trimūrti is given by Matsya 53.68–9
(although these verses say that Agni, as well as Śiva, is praised in the tāmasic
Purān. as, and acknowledges the existence of mixed Purān. as also, linked with
Sarasvatı̄). It might appear to strengthen Wilson’s theory that the earlier
pañcalaks.an.a material had been displaced by later sectarian texts, but in fact this
neat threefold grouping, assigning exactly one-third of the Eighteen to each
gun.a, is entirely artificial.

To begin with, this is not the only self-classification given by the Purān. as,
although it is by far the best-known: Rocher quotes “an alternative, fivefold sub-
division, with purān. as dedicated to five different gods” (Brahmā, Sūrya, Agni,
Śiva, and Vis.n.u), found in the Skanda (Rocher 1986: 21). Furthermore, there are
no Purān. as which proclaim Brahmā as the Supreme God, since Brahmā does not
appear to have been regarded in this light on any significant scale (cf. Biardeau
1981: 175–8). Even Wilson was not convinced that the Purān. as listed in the
rājasic division ought to be connected with Brahmā, and pointed out that there
is a Śākta tendency in some of those included in this list (e.g. Mārkan.d.eya,
Brahmavaivarta; Wilson 1961: xii). But even if this traditional division of the
Purān. as is seen as Vais.n.ava, Śaiva, and Śākta, it is still misleading, since there
are comparatively few Purān. as which are devoted exclusively to the worship of
one deity. There are some which can be described unambiguously as Vais.n.ava
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(e.g. Vis.n.u, Bhāgavata) or Śaiva (e.g. Śiva), but these are in the minority. The
Matsya has passages of Vais.n.ava and Śaiva tendency in roughly equal propor-
tions; the Vāmana has different portions centered upon Vis.n.u, Śiva, and Devı̄; the
Kūrma, as has already been noted, shows traces of both Pāñcarātra and Pāśupata
shaping; the Brahma may be centered upon the worship of Kr.s.n.a in Orissa as
Jagannātha, but there are also passages which praise Sūrya and his temple at
Kon.arka, and Śiva, worshipped at Ekāmra; the inclusion of the Devı̄māhātmya in
the Mārkan.d.eya suggests a Śākta tendency, but apart from this there is little to
connect this Purān. a with any divinity.

It may be that the classification of the Purān. as under the heading of the three
gun.as was never meant to affiliate them with the Great Gods of bhakti. Just as the
number 18 may have been intended to connect them with the Mahābhārata, so
the division into three may have been a way of suggesting that the Purān. as are
part of the basic fabric of the cosmos, just as the gun.as are, and just as much
linked as the gun.as are with its basic processes (rajas: creation; sattva: mainte-
nance; tamas: destruction). Each one embodies its own version of the brāhman.ic
world-view to which they all subscribe.

The Religious World-view of the Purān.as

When used as an adjective, the word purān.a means “old.” As a noun it can mean
a past event, or a story of past events. Therefore the Purān. as have sometimes
been regarded as traditional Indian history, compiled and transmitted in order
to preserve a record of the past. Nevertheless, the general consensus of schol-
arly opinion has always been that the motives behind the Purān. as’ composition
were religious and ideological rather than antiquarian or historical. They are
interested in the past, not for its own sake but as a repository of values for the
present and future. They are purveyors of a comprehensive religious world-view
rather than of historical information, a world-view which reflects both the
brāhman.ic ideology which shaped their development and the popular elements
which they incorporated (cf. Brockington 1987). The features of this world-view
are not identical in all the Purān. as, even if “all” is restricted only to the 
Eighteen. But there is enough consistency of viewpoint among them to allow
one to sketch out a coherent picture, provided that one remembers that this is a
simplified outline.

The Purān.ic cosmos has been aptly described by Madeleine Biardeau as “the
universe of bhakti” (l’univers de la bhakti, Biardeau 1981: 149, 172). By this she
means a cosmos in which the elements of the Vedic world-view have been
rearranged so as to be transformed into a universe where one supreme God is
the overarching Reality, the ultimate object of all worship. This God’s name may
be Vis.n.u, Śiva, or Devı̄, but the role and status are the same whatever the name:
this is the God who is both the all-containing, all-pervading Reality in which
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time and space exist, and the accessible and gracious Lord whom worshippers
may encounter in a loving relationship.

It would thus be possible to speak of Purān.ic religion as monotheistic. Yet the
Purān. as bring together a great many mythical themes, and in doing so provide
several frameworks into which various divine figures can be fitted at different
levels. There is the “triple form” (trimūrti) in which the cosmic functions of cre-
ation, maintenance, and destruction are personified by the forms of Brahmā,
Vis.n.u, and Śiva respectively. There are the avatāras, the “descents” which the
Supreme God makes into the human context. These were originally associated
with Vis.n.u alone, and perhaps started from a nucleus of four found in the
Nārāyan. ı̄yaparvan, a late section of the Mahābhārata (boar, man-lion, dwarf,
human being, Mbh. 12.337.35). Within the Purān. as lists of different length are
found (e.g. Matsya 47.237–48/Vāyu 98.71–104/Brahmān.d.a 2.3.73.72–105a: 3
divine and 7 human forms; Bhāgavata 1.3.6–26: 22 forms: Garud.a 1.202: 19),
only occasionally (e.g. Agni 2.1–16.27) coinciding with the eventual standard
list of 10: fish, tortoise, boar, man-lion, dwarf, Paraśurāma, Rāma Dāśarathi,
Kr.s.n.a (or Balarāma), Buddha, and Kalki. These figures open up different seams
of Vais.n.ava mythology, making room within it for another supreme figure besides
Vis.n.u himself. This is Kr.s.n.a, already the Supreme God of the Bhagavadgı̄tā, and
supplied by the Purān. as (e.g. Vis.n.u 5; Bhāgavata 10) with a biography which gave
him a universal appeal in human terms as well as divine. Although the Purān. as
also present Śiva as having avatāras (e.g. Śiva: Śatarudrasam. hitā), these appear to
be modeled on their Vais.n.ava counterparts. The network of divinities which
seems to be more authentically Śaiva appears to be that provided by Śiva’s family:
his wife Umā/Pārvatı̄ (herself a form of the Supreme Godhead seen as feminine)
and their sons Gan.eśa and Skanda/Kārttikeya.

In whatever form the Supreme God may be envisaged, the Purān. as are in
general agreement as to the temporal and spatial dimensions of the cosmos over
which he/she is supreme. Time is projected on two scales, human and divine. A
day and night of the gods is the equivalent of a human year, so that a divine year
is 360 human years. As in the Mahābhārata, human “history” is divided into 
four ages (yugas), the kr. ta, tretā, dvāpara, and kali, joined together by “twilight”
periods. Each yuga lasts for thousands of divine years, but their duration
becomes progressively shorter and their religious and moral characteristics dete-
riorate from one age to the next, until they are renewed as the next kr. tayuga
comes round. A thousand of these caturyuga periods constitute a day of Brahmā,
which is called a kalpa. (Although Brahmā is never regarded as supreme in the
Purān. as his status, as creator of the trailokya, the triple world of gods, mortals,
and demons, is much higher than that of the other devas, and he therefore has
much longer days than theirs.)

A significant feature of the yuga scheme, in both the Mahābhārata and the
Purān. as, is that the time of narration is somewhere in the kaliyuga, usually
regarded as having begun with the death of Kr.s.n.a (cf. Bh 1.18.6; Vis.n.u
5.38.8/Brahma 212.8). This cannot really be said to be a pessimistic view of life.
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Not only is the kr. tayuga somewhere in the future, but there are purān.ic passages
which say that moks.a is easier to attain in the kaliyuga than in any other age (e.g.
Vis.n.u 6.2.15–18). Yet it does suggest that perfection belongs to the past –
perhaps one reason why the Purān. as want to associate themselves with it.

Another timescale used in the Purān. as is that of manvantaras, periods ruled
over by a primal king and his descendants. There are 14 of these in all, 6 in the
past, the present one (that of Vaivasvata Manu), and 7 more to come. These are
regarded as making up a kalpa, and thus being equal to a thousand caturyuga
periods (although the division of 1,000 by 14 produces so many decimal pionts
that it is hard to believe that manvantaras, caturyugas, and kalpas were originally
part of the same system). Again, the present time is seen as coming near the
center of the kalpa system, since the present kalpa, the varāha (the era of the
Boar), is the beginning of the second half of Brahmā’s lifetime. At the end of
each kalpa the dissolution (pralaya) of the trailokya takes place, to be followed by
its recreation by Brahmā at the beginning of the next. At the end of Brahmā’s
lifetime a more radical pralaya occurs, however, when all being is destroyed,
except that of the Supreme Being itself.

The Purān.ic world-view is anthropocentric in that it gives human beings the
central place in its systems of manvantaras and kalpas. But it also places them
within a vast time-span, so that they could easily be dwarfed into insignificance
by it. In a similar way, it places human beings at the center of a vast expanse of
space. Bhāratavars.a, the territory which they inhabit, is one of 9 regions (in an
earlier scheme it may have been 4) in an island-continent (dvı̄pa) named
Jāmbūdvı̄pa. Around this island-continent spreads the Ocean of Milk, and
around this spreads another dvı̄pa. In all there are 7 dvı̄pas, with 7 oceans sur-
rounding them, extending to the Lokāloka mountains, the boundary between
the world (loka) and what is not the world (aloka).

This is the horizontally extended cosmos, but the Purān. as also have a view
of the cosmos as extended vertically, through different upper lokas inhabited by
gods, divine seers, and other celestial beings, and through lower levels (talas)
inhabited by serpents (nāgas) and demons (asuras). It is these upper and lower
regions which make up the trailokya, together with the earth, the home of
human beings and other animals. The lower levels are not hells, although hells
(narakas) also exist. Through all these regions beings may transmigrate in
sam. sāra, the cycle of rebirths which is regulated by karma, and from which moks.a
brings release. In all this expanse, only Bhārata is the home of human beings as
we know them. It is the only place where the caturyuga system operates, where
the religious exercises of sacrifice, asceticism, and giving are practiced, the only
place from which moks.a can be attained (Vis.n.u 2.3.19–26).

However, in this universe of bhakti neither sacrifice, asceticism, nor giving is
absolutely central. The chief quality required in each human life is devotion to
the Supreme God, either in his/her own transcendent form or in some manifesta-
tion. Whether expressed in terms of reflective, thoughtful piety (e.g. by Bharata
in Vis.n.u 2.13.9–11), or in displays of extreme emotion (e.g. by Prahlāda in
Bhāgavata 7.4.38–41) the important factor in bhakti is its power to bind together
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the human and the divine, not in bonds of duty or domination, but in a rela-
tionship of loving protection on the divine side and loving service on the human.

Thus the religion of bhakti consists of honoring all aspects in which the
Supreme God makes his/her presence manifest in the trailokya. Holy cities are
lovingly described in the Purān. as (e.g. Skanda; Kāśı̄khan.d.a; Nārada; Uttarabhāga
48–61); holy rivers are enumerated (e.g. Śiva: Vidyeśvarasam. hitā 12; Garud.a
1.81); instructions are given for the construction and worship of images (e.g.
Vis.n.udharmottara 3.44–85), for making pilgrimages (e.g. Vāyu 110–11); Nārada:
Uttarabhāga 62–3; Skanda 3.51), and for the carrying out of special pūjās (Nārada:
Uttarabhāga 43; Śiva: Kot.irudrasam. hitā 38–9) and vratas (Nārada 4.110–24;
Matsya 54–82; Garud.a 1.116–37). Bhakti gives rise to a highly sacramental form
of worship which nourishes itself upon all the traces of the divine encounter
with humanity. Even sinners who do not worship are saved by the God of bhakti,
for instance, the dying Ajāmila who cries “Nārāyan.a” because it is the name of
his youngest son (Bhāgavata 6.1–2), or Devarāja who is saved by accidentally
hearing the Śiva recited (Śiva 1.2.15–40). It may appear the karma is set aside
and any idea of dharma overthrown. Yet this is not the case. The Purān. as contain
many passages in which the rules of varn. āśramadharma are set out firmly and
clearly, sometimes introduced by the idea that this is what God wants (cf. Vis.n.u
3.8.1–19). Dharma and the four purus.ārthas (dharma, artha, kāma, and moks.a)
are still in place, but they are now transformed and transcended by bhakti.

The Purān.as Today

Although present-day Hindus may refer to the Vedas as the foundation of their
tradition, it is the Purān. as which give the myths and rituals by which their reli-
gious life is sustained. Even among the diaspora in Britain there are some
Purān. as which have been recited in their entirety from time to time. (Lipner
1994: 153, 339–40). The Bhāgavata has not only become the foundation text of
several Kr.s.n.aite sampradāyas in India, but in the second half of the twentieth
century has become familiar to Kr.s.n.a-worshippers throughout the world,
thanks to the activities of the International Society for Krishna Conscious-
ness, an American organization derived directly, through its founder A. C. 
Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada, from the Kr.s.n.aite tradition started by
Caitanya in sixteenth-century Bengal.

At the level of scholarly study, the Purān. as have received plentiful attention
in the last quarter of the twentieth century. Rocher’s comprehensive survey, pub-
lished by Harrassowitz in 1986 as part of their History of Indian Literature, has
already been mentioned, and is a work to which all subsequent Purān. a scholars
are deeply indebted (cf. Doniger 1993: viii). Anthologies of Purān.ic myths, trans-
lated into English, compiled and introduced by Wendy O’Flaherty (1975) and by
Cornelia Dimmitt and J. A. B. van Buitenen (1978), have enabled a wider range
of readers to discover the Purān. as for themselves, while in The Origins of Evil in
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Hindu Mythology (1976), O’Flaherty has shown how the analysis of Purān.ic
myths can yield profounder and more sophisticated answers to some religious
questions than any philosophical approach.

In 1982 the University of Tübingen’s Purān. a Research Project started, which
has produced valuable tools for purān.ic study: the work done by Peter Schreiner
and Renate Söhnen, (1987, 1989) on the Brahmāpurān.a, the two-volume Epic
and Purān. ic Bibliography (Stietencron et al. 1992) which includes a wide range of
editions of the Purān. as, as well as all works written about them up to 1985. Its
latest publication, Greg Bailey’s introduction to and translation of the first part
of the Gan.eśapurān.a (1995) is much more comprehensive than its title suggests.
It is an introduction to the whole purān.ic genre, which it approaches in a new
way. Instead of adopting the methods of the text-historical school, which break
up purān.ic contents into smaller pieces and arrange them in chronological order
so as to show historical development, Bailey takes the Purān. as as single literary
units, and exposes within them the semantic structures which shape their con-
tents, both the surface structure provided by the pañcalaks.an.a formula and the
deeper structure of “a bhakti ideology and its attendant praxis” (Bailey 1995: 15).

There have been some influential conferences on the Purān. as during the
1980s and 1990s. The University of Wisconsin’s Madison Conference on the
Purān. as in 1985 brought together an international group of scholars whose
papers led to the publication of Purān.a Perennis in 1993, while the Dubrovnik
International Conference on the Purān. as and Epics held in 1997 was the first of
a continuing series of gatherings. Its proceedings have already been published
under the title Composing a Tradition: Concepts, Techniques and Relationships
(Brockington and Schreiner 1999).

As the twenty-first century begins, the study of the Purān. as appears to be in
good health. No doubt as the century unfolds scholars will receive more and
more help from the compilation of electronic texts and other technological devel-
opments. Cooperation between text-historical and structuralist approaches may
result in a clearer understanding of those features of the Purān. as which today
are puzzling. But in the last analysis the Purān. as do not belong to the scholarly
community, and they will continue to be important even if the latter should
neglect them completely. Their rich and variegated mythology creates a total
cosmos in which the bhakti values of all forms of theistic Hinduism are preserved
and flourish. So long as even some of them continue to be recited and heard, so
long as the stories which they contain are retold and remembered, they will
embody and proclaim these values in the emerging global context in which the
planet’s religious traditions will share their insights with each other.
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CHAPTER 7

Tamil Hindu Literature

Norman Cutler

While the phrase “Tamil Hindu Literature” may appear to be simple and
straightforward, a few moments of reflection reveal that each of its three com-
ponents are actually rather slippery. What exactly do we mean by Tamil – the
relatively formal language associated primarily with writing and public oratory,
or the full gamut of regionally and socially based spoken dialects? And even if
we were concerned only with the former, we would still have to confront the evo-
lution of the literary language during its 2,000-year history. The slipperiness 
of the terms “Hindu” and “Hinduism” are well documented in recent scholar-
ship on South Asian religion and culture; and the notion that these terms, as
commonly construed, are relatively recent constructions, heavily influenced by
India’s colonial history, is now widely accepted (Frykenberg 1989). And finally,
the term “literature” can be interpreted in various restricted and embracive
senses. Within the well established tradition of Tamil grammar and poetics,
ilakkiyam, commonly translated as “literature,” implies a special kind of lan-
guage usage that is governed by precisely defined rules of grammar and literary
convention as well as a particular milieu in which texts were composed and cir-
culated. But the corpus of texts delineated by this term is certainly too narrow
for the agenda of this volume.

In this essay the phrase “Tamil Hindu literature” will be interpreted liberally,
if not especially rigorously, to include texts conforming to a wide range of lin-
guistic registers and styles, composed at various points in time, and associated
with various religious milieux which in modern terms would usually be labelled
“Hindu.” Further, all of the specific textual types treated here would be viewed
as appropriate subjects of study in the curriculum of a Tamil Department in a
modern university in Tamilnadu, though they were engendered and originally
circulated in a number of different cultural milieux.



Hindu Gods in Classical Tamil Poetry

One of the great achievements of Tamil culture in the field of literature is the
corpus of over 2,300 poems collected in the eight so-called can.kam anthologies.
According to legend, the authors of these poems were members of a literary
academy (can.kam) that flourished in the city of Maturai under the patronage of
the Pān.t.iya kings. The legend of the Maturai Tamil can.kam may or may not be
based upon historical fact, but no one who knows these poems can doubt that
their authors shared a poetic grammar and vocabulary. The poems presuppose
their audience’s familiarity with a shared repertoire of dramatic situations, 
geographical settings, characters, and poetic figures, and these are defined 
in the earliest extant Tamil treatise on the principles of grammar and poetics,
Tolkāppiyam. The earliest poems in this corpus were probably composed during
the first few centuries ce.

The poems included in five of the eight anthologies are classified as poems of
the “interior world” (akam). The “interior world” is populated by a cast of char-
acters who are identified only by the roles they play in the dramatized situations
represented in the poems. Each poem depicts a moment in the story of two lovers
through the words of one of the two or one of several other characters, such as
the girl’s close friend, the girl’s mother, the man’s other lover, and a few others.
An especially striking feature of many of these poems is their setting. In akam
poetry landscape serves as a mirror of mood. Classical Tamil poetics recognizes
five landscapes – mountains, forest, seashore, the riverine tract, and arid land –
each of which carries a particular emotive association. In the poems mood is 
signalled by specific features or “germinal elements” (karupporul.) of these 
landscapes, which include not only obvious elements such as mountain pools,
rivers, coastal backwaters, flora, and fauna, but also human inhabitants of these
regions – for instance, fisherfolk and mountain tribes – and their customary
beliefs and practices, including the gods they worship.

Complementing the “interior world” is the public “exterior world” (pur
¯

am),
a world where warriors are acclaimed for their valor, kings are praised for their
generosity, and poets instruct their patrons in right action and the nature of life.
Pur

¯
am poems, by and large, offer their audience scenes painted in bold, clear

strokes, and here the poets generally do not subtly orchestrate features of setting
to suggest nuances of mood as in akam poems.

According to Tolkāppiyam the gods who preside over the mountains, forest,
seashore, riverine tract, and arid land are, respectively, Cēyōn

¯
, “the Red One,”

Māyōn
¯
, “the Dark One,” Varun.an

¯
, the god of the sea and wind, Vēntan

¯
, “the

King,” and Kor
¯
r
¯
avai, goddess of war. Cēyōn

¯
is an alternate name for Murukan

¯
,

“the Beautiful One,” a very popular deity in Tamilnadu, who in the course of
time coalesced with the Sanskritic god Skanda, son of Śiva, though the icono-
graphy and mythology of Murukan

¯
maintains features not generally associated

with Sanskritic images of Skanda. Māyōn
¯
, also known as Māl, “the Great One”

or “the Dark One,” became identified with Vis.n.u. Finally, Vēntan
¯
, “the king,”

refers to Indra, King of the gods.
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It is important to stress that while some poems included in the can.kam
anthologies contain references to these gods or to rites performed in their honor,
these are not religious poems in the sense one would ordinarily understand the
term. In virtually all cases these poems aesthetically and rhetorically focus on
the actions and emotions of human beings in relation to one another and to
their natural environment. References to gods and religious practices are sub-
sidiary to these concerns, and when they do occur, they may be tinged with
irony. For example, in certain akam poems the heroine or her friend mock
Murukan

¯
’s priest for attempting to cure the ailing heroine through rites of

exorcism, when the actual cause for her illness is separation from her lover.
There are however, two significant exceptions to this generalization. The rel-

atively late can.kam anthology, Paripāt.al (ca. fifth century ce), contains a number
of poems that celebrate the gods Cevvēl. (another name for Cēyōn

¯
/Murukan

¯
) and

Tirumāl. (The honorific prefix “tiru” is equivalent to Sanskrit “śrı̄ ”.) And addi-
tionally, the can.kam corpus contains a long “guide poem” (ār

¯
r
¯

uppat.ai) in praise
of Murukan

¯
called Tirumurukār

¯
r
¯

uppat.ai (ca. fifth century). The latter is modeled
on guide poems found in Pur

¯
anānūr

¯
u, the principal can.kam anthology devoted

to pur
¯
am poetry. In these poems a poet praises his patron’s realm, his wealth and

his generosity in conversation with another poet whom he has met on the road.
In Tirumurukār

¯
r
¯

uppat.ai, standard elements of the guide poem genre – poet,
patron, patron’s realm, patron’s gifts – are transposed to a devotional register,
becoming, in turn, Murukan

¯
’s devotee, the god, the six hills which are said to 

be Murukan
¯
’s favorite dwelling places in Tamilnadu, and the grace Murukan

¯bestows upon his devotees.

The Canonized Poems of the Tamil Vais.n. ava and 
Śaiva Saints

Tirumurukār
¯

r
¯

uppat.ai, uniquely among the compositions included in the can.kam
poetic corpus, also was canonized in Tamil Śaiva sectarian tradition. (No poems
from the can.kam corpus are included in the equivalent canon of Tamil
Vais.n.avism.) Tirumurukār

¯
r
¯

uppat.ai’s dual status is a reminder that early Tamil lit-
erary practices, which probably flourished in a courtly context, and the some-
what later poetic expressions of devotion for Śiva and Vis.n.u are not unrelated.
This is apparent in the large number of canonized bhakti poems that adapt 
and incorporate literary conventions associated with the can.kam poems. Most
famously, in many Vais.n.ava bhakti poems the poet assumes a female voice and
expresses love for Vis.n.u in an idiom modeled closely on can.kam akam poems.1

Nevertheless, the two poetic corpera significantly differ from one another in
form, content, or function.

The period extending from the seventh through the ninth centuries was the
golden age of bhakti in the Tamil country. During this period temples of Śiva 
and Vis.n.u became a prominent feature of the Tamil landscape, and communities
of bhaktas who hailed from a wide spectrum of social backgrounds and were

tamil hindu literature 147



united by their devotion, became a part of the Tamil social landscape. Also
during this period the Tamil Vais.n.ava and Śaiva saints gave voice to their reli-
gious fervor in poetry. The saints and their poems subsequently became defining
elements in Tamil Vais.n.ava and Śaiva sectarian traditions: many of the poems
were incorporated in the liturgy of temple worship, and images of the saints
were enshrined in the temples along with the images of the gods themselves.

Tamil Vais.n.avism recognizes 12 saint-poets, the āl
¯
vārs (“they who are

immersed [in their devotion for Vis.n.u]”); and the poems they composed, known
collectively as the “four thousand sacred compositions” (Nālāyirat-tiviya-
pirapantam) are frequently referred to in the tradition as “the Tamil Veda.” 
Beginning around the twelfth century, these poems came to be recited ritually
as part of the routine of worship in Tamil Vais.n.ava temples, and, in keeping 
with their status as sacred scripture, they also became the object of erudite 
theologically-oriented commentaries.

In Tamil Śaiva tradition the match between the categories of saint and sacred
scripture also overlap, but not quite so precisely. Tamil Śaivism recognizes 63
saints or nāyan

¯
mār (“leaders”) whose legendary life stories are told in the

twelfth-century hagiography, Periya Purān.am. Periya Purān.am is included as the
twelfth and last of the Tirumur

¯
ai, or “sacred compendia” of poems, which carry

canonical status in Tamil Śaiva tradition. Like the Vais.n.ava āl
¯
vār poems, they

are considered to be the equal of the Vedas in sacredness. Some, but not all of
the nāyan

¯
mār composed poems that are included in the Tirumur

¯
ai, and some,

but not all of the poems included in the Tirumur
¯

ai, were composed by nāyan
¯
mār.

Also, like the poems of the āl
¯
vārs, poems from the Tirumur

¯
ai, were incorporated

into the routines of temple worship, but unlike the former, prior to modern times,
one does not find written theological commentaries on these poems. Neverthe-
less, traditional Śaiva scholars often include citations from this corpus in oral
discourses on theological topics.

The Tamil bhakti poets utilized many literary models – Tamil can.kam poems,
folksongs, Sanskrit hymns of praise (stotras), and even Vedic hymns – thus pro-
ducing a corpus of great variety with roots in both earlier Tamil and Sanskrit
sources. Nonetheless, in broad terms, Tamil bhakti poems can be distinguished
as a poetic genre in a number of ways: they employ a relatively simple diction
and phraseology modeled after the rhythms of speech; they are filled with 
allusions to Hindu myths and provide “word pictures” of the Hindu gods in full
iconographic detail; they celebrate the sacredness of particular places where
local Tamil forms of Śiva and Vis.n.u are enshrined; they are frequently set to
music. But perhaps the most distinctive feature of these poems is their emphasis
on the poet’s own experience and the relationship between poet and God.

Tamil devotees of Śiva and Vis.n.u perceive the saints’ poems as spiritual auto-
biographies in which the saints reveal their innermost experience and set an
example for others, or, to make the point somewhat differently, as “verbal embodi-
ments of their authors’ experience of divinity” (Cutler 1987: 112). Tamil bhakti
poems blur the boundary between devotee and saint by providing a paradigm
upon which devotees model their own experience of divinity. From another, but
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not unrelated, perspective, these poems can be viewed as a poetic corollary of a
theology of embodiment. That is to say, just as the presence of divinity is under-
stood to be literally embodied in a properly consecrated stone or metal image of
god, the saint’s communion with divinity is understood to be embodied in the
ritual recitation of his or her poetry. All who participate in the ritual perfor-
mance of the saint’s poem reenact the saint’s experience of communion with 
the deity. And this further highlights the close relationship in Tamil tradition
between bhakti poetry and temple worship, in contrast to some later bhakti
traditions that express contempt for temples as a relic of a stale religious
establishment.2 This contrast can, in part, be explained historically. Whereas 
in Tamilnadu the emergence of bhakti coincided with the origins of temple
worship (ca. sixth century ce), proponents of some of the later bhakti traditions
viewed temples as an established religious institution which had lost its vitality.

Learned Literature of the Court and the Temple

While the poems of the Tamil Vais.n.ava and Śaiva saints nowadays are appreci-
ated for their aesthetic as well as for their religious value, prior to modern times
the saints’ poems were not included in the curriculum of institutionalized liter-
ary study and performance where literati found patronage in courtly and temple
contexts. The period immediately following the age of the can.kam poems wit-
nessed the composition of a number of collections of didactic verses, on the one
hand, and long narrative poems, on the other.3 The authors of some of these texts 
were Buddhists, but an even larger number were Jains. By the twelfth century,
however, the influence of Buddhism and Jainism in the Tamil cultural sphere had
waned considerably, and Vais.n.avism, to some extent, and Śaivism, to an even
greater extent, had become powerful forces in Tamil literary culture. Beginning
around the ninth century a number of genres came to dominate formal literary
composition and education, and these are commonly grouped in two broad cat-
egories: pirapantam (Sanskrit: prabandha) and kāppiyam (= kāvyam)/purān.am
(Sanskrit: kāvya/ purān.a). The latter are long narratives in verse. Many are based
on the story-lines of the Sanskrit epics and purān.as, but they are often more poet-
ically sophisticated and elaborate than their Sanskrit counterparts. The former
is a very heterogenous collection of genres, some, but not all of which clearly
build on the conventions of can.kam poetry. One common feature of pirapantam
poems is that their constituent verses are sequentially related, and this is one
feature that distinguishes these works from the can.kam anthologies. Another
feature that distinguishes many (but not all) of these poems from the can.kam
poetry is their focus on Hindu deities and sacred places.

Traditionally the poems of the Tamil bhakti saints and medieval learned 
literature, even when devoted to religious subjects, inhabited different cultural
terrains; but there is one work that belongs to both domains (much as 
Tirumurukār

¯
r
¯

uppat.ai is included both in the can.kam corpus and in the Śaiva
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Tirumur
¯

ai). This is Tirukkōvaiyār, a learned poem attributed to the Śaiva saint-
poet Mān. ikkavācakar. Though, by historical accident, he is not numbered
among the 63 nāyan

¯
mār,4 Mān. ikkavācakar is nevertheless one of the most

highly revered of the Tamil Śaiva poet-saints. The eighth Tirumur
¯

ai is composed
of his two works: Tiruvācakam, a collection of 51 poems of various genres, all of
which conform fairly closely to the model of bhakti poetry described above, and
a pirapantam poem, Tirukkōvaiyār, a much more difficult, learned poem which
exemplifies a genre called kōvai. The kōvai, perhaps more than any other post-
can.kam genre, evolved from the conventional apparatus of can.kam poetry: the
personae and situations represented in verses of a kōvai are lifted directly from
the akam poetic tradition.

One feature that sets apart the verses of a kōvai poem from those of the
can.kam era anthologies of akam poems is the sequential arrangement of its
verses: the storyline which is merely implicit in the akam anthologies becomes
the dominant principle of textual structure in Tirukkōvaiyār. But there is also
another feature that distinguishes the verses of a kōvai poem from earlier akam
verses: a kōvai celebrates either a human or a divine hero by folding references
to this hero into each verse of the poem, for instance, through a simile or
through a description of the setting for an incident depicted in the verse. In
Mān. ikkavācakar’s kōvai the hero is Śiva, and thus each of Tirukkōvaiyār’s 400
verses contains a Śaiva element. In a certain sense the author of every kōvai
poem engages in a balancing act. From one perspective the poetics of akam
poetry dominates this genre. The narrative framework of a kōvai poem is a legacy
of akam poetry, as are the personae who populate the narrative and the specific
situations represented in each verse. But from another perspective the foremost
purpose of the author of a kōvai poem is to praise a heroic figure, usually either
a king or a deity, and the akam narrative framework serves a means to this end.

The kōvai is not the only pirapantam genre that facilitates the celebration of
either a human or a divine hero(ine). Another genre, popular beginning from
the early fifteenth century is called pil.l.aittamil

¯
, “a Tamil [poem][in praise of] 

a child.” In a pil.l.aittamil
¯

poem “a poet assumes a maternal voice to praise an
extraordinary being (deity, prophet, saint, or hero), envisioning him or her in the
form of a baby” (Richman 1997: 3). Not all pil.l.aittamil

¯
poems are devoted to

Hindu subjects, though Hindu gods, goddesses, and saints are well represented
in the corpus of pil.l.aittamil

¯
literature.5 In keeping with its status as a learned lit-

erary genre, the form and content of pil.l.aittamil
¯

poems are closely governed by
convention, though this genre does not, like the kōvai, closely model itself on
can.kam poetry. All pil.l.aittamil

¯
poems are structured in terms of ten sections,

called paruvam, each of which “takes as its subject matter a specific childhood
activity: for example, a child giving the mother a kiss, a little girl bathing in the
river, or a little boy beating a toy drum” (Richman 1997: 10).

While one of the Vais.n.ava bhakti poets, Periyāl
¯
vār (ninth century), adopted

a maternal voice in his poems of devotion to the baby Kr.s.n.a, the first pil.l.aittamil
¯poem that fully articulates the paruvam structure is the Tiruccentūr Pil.l.aittamil
¯composed by Pakal

¯
ikkūttar (late fourteenth to early fifteenth centuries) in praise
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of the god Murukan
¯
, especially in his association with the seaside town of

Tiruccentūr. Paula Richman has summarized the legend that accounts for the
composition of this poem:

According to tradition, Pakal
¯
ikkūttar, originally a Vais.n.ava devotee, suffered ter-

rible stomach pains for a long time. One day an ancestor who had been a devotee
of Murukan

¯
(son of Śiva) appeared to him in a dream and asked him to sing a pil-

laitamil. The poet then saw that sacred ash and a leaf had been bestowed upon
him. He awoke to find a palm leaf beside him upon which to compose poetry. After
prayer to Lord Murukan

¯
cured his illness, he composed his pillaittamil to the deity

as manifested at the Tiruccentur shrine. (Richman 1997: 53–4)

One finds here echoes of the legendary life story of Appar (seventh century)
which tells how a stomach ailment played a critical role in securing the saint’s
conversion from Jainism to Śaivism. Since Appar’s story was firmly established
in the Tamil Śaiva hagiographic tradition prior to Pakal

¯
ikkūttar’s lifetime, more

likely than not, the similarities in the biographies are not coincidental. But while
the echoes of Appar’s biography in the later legend establish a linkage between
the pirapantam poem and Tamil Śaiva bhakti tradition, the fact that Vais.n.avism
has replaced Jainism as the non-Śaiva Other, indicates a significant shift in the
socio-religious environment in Tamilnadu between the seventh and the four-
teenth centuries.

Many Tamil poets, including Hindus, Muslims, and Christians, have composed
pil.l.aittamil

¯
poems. Besides Tiruccentūr Pil.l.aittamil

¯
, two of the best known 

pil.l.aittamil
¯

poems devoted to Hindu subjects are Maturai Mı̄n
¯

āt.ciyammai Pil.l.ait-
tamil

¯
by Kumarakuruparar (seventeenth century), which praises the goddess

Mı̄n
¯
āt.ci, Śiva’s consort in the great temple located in Maturai, and Cēkkil

¯
ār

Pil.l.aittamil
¯

by T. Mı̄n
¯
āt.cicuntaram Pil.l.ai (nineteenth century) on Cēkkil

¯
ār, the

author of the canonical hagiography of the 63 Tamil Śaiva saints, Periya
Purān.am (twelfth century). While the subjects of pil.l.aittamil

¯
poems, as well as

their sectarian and historical contexts, are quite varied, the exemplars of this
genre do display certain common features. Most obvious is the paruvam struc-
ture and the maternal voice that are central to the definition of the genre.
Another feature common to many pil.l.aittamil

¯
poems is the way poets intersperse

images of a god or hero imagined as a child with references to the subject’s heroic
or gracious acts as an adult. These juxtapositions engender in a poem’s audience
a simultaneous sense of intimate affection and awe-filled wonder for its subject.6

The Tamil literary category of pirapantam is traditionally counterposed to 
the category of purān.am or kāvyam (or kāppiyam7). In Sanskrit, the category
purān.a, which denotes the primary textual repository of Hindu mythology, is
often linked with the category of itihāsa, which refers specifically to the
Mahābhārata and the Rāmāyan.a. While a few of the Sanskrit texts included in
the realm of itihāsa-purān.a are noted for their poetic language, by and large these
texts are noteworthy more for the stories they tell than for the manner of
their telling. In contrast, in the world of Sanskrit arts and letters, the term kāvya
denotes aesthetically refined poetry, and the “great kāvyas” (mahākāvya) are 
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long poems whose verses are embedded in a story line, and in many instances
the latter is borrowed from the itihāsa-purān.a corpus.

Some of the Tamil texts which bear the appellation purān.am are based
directly on Sanskrit prototypes, but as David Shulman has observed, “they differ
greatly from the Sanskrit originals both in style and in their perspective on the
mythological materials; unlike the Sanskrit purān.as, the Tamil adaptations 
are polished and compressed, and thus belong, in effect to the kāvya genre”
(Shulman 1980: 30). The most celebrated of all Tamil kāvya narratives is
Kampan

¯
’s twelfth century rendering of the Rāmāyan.a. While Kampan

¯
was famil-

iar with Valmı̄ki’s Sanskrit Rāmāyan.a, and his telling of the story corresponds
to Valmı̄ ki’s fairly closely, some episodes are substantially different in the two
versions. But more importantly, Kampan

¯
distingished himself as a consummate

master of the poetic resources of the Tamil language, and in his hands the
Rāmāyan.a story became a vehicle for a literary tour de force. Consequently
Kampan

¯
’s Tamil Rāmāyan.a has, for centuries, been honored as much, if not

more, for its literary merits as for its choice of subject. This accounts for the
attention the text has long received from Tamil literary scholars irrespective of
their sectarian affiliations.

Another group of Tamil narratives categorized as purān.am are closely asso-
ciated with particular geographical locations, specifically the sites of temples.
These texts, known generically as sthalapurān.a (“place purān.a”), relate legends
associated with these sites and the local embodiments of Śiva, Vis.n.u, and other
deities enshrined there. The Tamil “place purān.as” constitute a very large corpus,
and the literary quality of these texts is uneven. Many temple sites in Tamilnadu
are the subjects of both a Tamil “place purān.a” and a Sanskrit counterpart,
usually assigned to the genre of mahātmya (“greatness”). Traditionally the 
Sanskrit mahātmya is usually considered to be the source of the Tamil “place
purān.a,” but in fact, in many instances the Tamil version may in fact predate 
the Sanskrit. While the influence of Brahmanic Hinduism is clearly apparent in
both Tamil and Sanskrit versions, these texts also include much material that 
is regionally distinctive. In his landmark study of Tamil Śaiva “place purān.as”
David Shulman describes the myths related in these texts as being “part of the
wider world of Hindu mytholgy,” while he also points out that the authors of
these texts took many of the classical myths “and adapted them to their own pur-
poses, often transforming them considerably in the process” (Shulman 1980: 4).

The Literature of Village Temple Festivals

For the most part, the genres and texts discussed above were originally associ-
ated with the culture of the courts of kings and local rulers or with Brahmanic
temples. But this is by no means the only literature associated with Tamil 
Hinduism, broadly defined. The cults of Tamilnadu’s village deities are rich in
stories, many of which are regularly performed as dramas or as oral discourses,
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and frequently these are set to music. Often the occasion for these performances
is an annual festival observed in a local deity’s honor, and in these instances 
the performance has ritual significance. Two recent studies focus on the cult of
Draupadı̄ , which is well represented in the villages of northeastern Tamilnadu
and recitation/enactment of the Mahābhārata story during the annual festival
performed by Draupadı̄ ’s devotees (Frasca 1988; Hiltebeitel 1988). A third
focuses on a genre known as “bow song” (vil pāt.t.u), which is traditionally 
performed during festivals celebrated at the temples of local deities in the far
southern region of Tamilnadu. (Blackburn 1988).

Alf Hiltebeitel describes a process, instantiated in the Tamil Draupadı̄ cult,
“whereby the Mahābhārata is transposed into local, and for the most part village,
South Indian traditions” (Hiltebeitel 1988: 131).8 At the Draupadı̄ festivals cel-
ebrated in northeastern Tamilnadu, this transposed Mahābhārata is performed
in three modes. The first of these, called piracan

.
kam, the most “textual” of the

three, consists of a recitation of episodes from the epic in Tamil by a professional
Mahābhārata reciter, known as a piracan

.
ki or pāratiyār. Richard Frasca has

described piracan
.
kam as a musical narrative amalgamation of song (pāt.t.u),

musical chant, and exegetical prose” (quoted in Hiltebeitel 1988: 137). More
often than not the textual basis for piracan.kam is the Tamil version of the
Mahābhārata composed in the fourteenth century by Villipputtūr Āl

¯
vār, though

reciters may also drawn upon other Tamil versions of the Mahābhārata. The
second mode is dramatic enactment, with song and dance, of episodes from 
the Mahābhārata in a style known as “street drama” (terukkūttu). According to
Hiltebeitel, the Villi Pāratam “provides the skein that both genres [piracan.kam
and terukkūttu] follow, but while the dramatists may know of Villi, ‘it is doubtful
that they ever consult, and unlikely that many of them could consult his
Pāratam’ ” (Hiltebeitel 1988: 138). Thus, unlike piracan.kam, the dramatic enact-
ment of episodes from the Mahābhārata at Draupadı̄ festivals is only loosely tied
to the classical textual tradition. The third level of performance takes the form
of temple ritual, and Hiltebeitel has noted that whereas the piracan.kam “has 
as its main task to present the Pāratam as a ‘whole,’ ” the street drama “has as
its main task to enact those aspects of the Pāratam that have the greatest signifi-
cance in relation to the festival’s period of highest ritual intensity” (Hiltebeitel
1988: 140). During such periods it is not uncommon for some festival partici-
pants to enter a state of possession and speak with the voices of protagonists in
the Mahābhārata narrative.

The bow song tradition is found in the far southern region of Tamilnadu. Like
the two performance genres associated with the festivals celebrated at Draupadı̄
temples in the northeastern portion of the state, annual village temple festivals
provide the occasion for bow song performances. And like the village enactments
of the Mahābhārata, bow song performances are closely intertwined with temple
ritual; and further, at critical junctures in the narrative audience members 
may become possessed. But there are also salient differences between the two tra-
ditions, and these pertain to both the performers and to the narrative they
perform. Like piracan.kam, bow song performances combine both spoken and
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sung delivery styles, but unlike the pāratiyār of the Draupadı̄ cult, whose recita-
tion is accompanied only by a harmonium player, a bow song ensemble generally
includes five members, each of whom both sings and plays an instrument which
include a drum, a clay pot, cymbals, and wooden blocks. Additionally, bow song
performances do not include dramatic enactment of its narrative repertoire in the
manner of the street drama performances associated with the Draupadı̄ cult.

Stuart Blackburn, following local terminology, has designated the two cate-
gories that structure the repertoire of stories performed by bow song ensembles
as “birth stories” and “death stories.” “Birth stories narrate the history or gods
and goddesses grouped under the term teyva pir

¯
avi (‘divine birth’) or teyva

vamcam (‘divine descent’); death stories tell the histories of ir
¯

antuppat.t.a vātai
(‘spirits who were killed’) or vet.t.uppat.t.a vātai (‘spirits who were cut up’) . . . death
stories are local histories, stories about people who lived and died (and then
became gods); birth stories, on the other hand, are mythic histories of gods and
goddesses of divine origin who are not less real than the death story heroes, but
who are not men and women either.” In his study of the bow song tradition
Blackburn describes points of convergence and divergence in the narrative pat-
terns that inform birth stories and death stories in the bow song repertoire.
While both conclude with the establishment of a cult, this conclusion is reached
via very different paths. In the course of a birth story, a divine being is born 
in heaven, “completes a series of tasks, wins boons from Śiva, and descends to
earth; there the god uses his boons to display his power, usually to wreak havoc
among humans and win worship from them.” The protagonists of death stories
are born on earth, and the birth is a painful one. The story’s “protagonist is
caught in a conflict over land rights or sexual rights, or both, that leads to his
violent death.” Whereas the protagonists of birth stories attack people who
refuse them worship, the protagonists of death stories attack those responsible
for their death. Both types of story end with the deities’ victims building a temple
and celebrating a festival in their honor, and with this episode the narrative
mirrors the occasion for the stories’ performance (Blackburn 1988: 31–6).

The performance traditions associated with the Tamil Draupadı̄ cult and the
bow song tradition bear comparison by virtue of their roles in village religious
life. Both are performed on the occasion of annual temple festivals celebrated to
honor deities that are understood to be intimately involved with the well-being
of the village. The ritual contexts that frame these performances are similar, 
and both include incidents of spirit possession at critical moments. However,
while many elements of the Draupadı̄ cult may be aptly described (following
Hiltebeitel) as transpositions of the epic Mahābhārata into a local idiom, the 
cultic context of the bow song tradition is exclusively local.

Summing Up

While the above overview of genres and texts is far from exhaustive, it should be
clear that Tamil Hindu literature is enormously diverse. One might even claim
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that, like Hinduism itself, it is easier to define this corpus (if indeed this amalgam
of texts and performance practices can legitimately be called a corpus) in terms
of what it excludes – i.e., Tamil texts that are explicitly affiliated with non-Hindu
religious traditions such as Jainism, Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity or non-
religious texts – than on the basis of a central doctrine or a uniform world view.
Nevertheless, one can identify clusters of shared mythic motifs, ritual affilia-
tions, and attitudes that weave in and out of this corpus, providing it with a kind
of informal cohesiveness. Some of the pairings that can be identified through
this approach are fairly obvious, others less so. Anyone who is familiar with 
the poems of the Tamil bhakti saints and with the myths included in the Tamil
purān. ic corpus cannot fail to notice their affinities: the saints’ poems are filled
with allusions to the myths, and the rhetoric of many of the myths promotes 
a devotional attitude toward their divine protagonists. Perhaps more tenuous,
but nevertheless intriguing, would be the connection one might make between
descriptions of certain ritual practices, including spirit possession, found in some
can.kam poems and seemingly similar ritual practices that inform the Tamil 
cults of Draupadı̄ and the bow song deities. The analytic concept of “family
resemblance” has been invoked to account for the nature of the relationship
among the various beliefs and practices that commonly are identified as “Hindu”
(Ferro-Luzzi 1989), and one might do the same when speaking of “Tamil Hindu
literature.”

Let us then conclude by attempting to profile this wide-ranging corpus by
tracing connections with other dimensions of religious life and by reviewing the
various textual modalities it encompasses. To begin, some, but not all of these
texts are closely intertwined with ritual, especially as performed in the Hindu
temples of Tamilnadu. On the one hand, the canonized poems of the Tamil
bhakti saints have been incorporated into the liturgy of Brahmanic temples of
Vis.n.u and Śiva, where recitation of the saints’ poems can be interpreted as a
reenactment of the saints’ exemplary devotion to these gods. On the other, fes-
tival ritual, that in a sense defines the cults of Draupadı̄ and the bow song deities,
frames the bow song performances as well as recitation and enactments of
episodes from the Mahābhārata that are central to these festivals. While the
saints’ poems may be viewed as verbal embodiments of their authors’ devotion,
bow song and street drama performances provide occasions for physical em-
bodiments of divine agencies through spirit possession. Other textual genres
mentioned in this essay are less directly linked to the ritual domain. We find 
occasional references to ritual practices in can.kam poems, but there is no evi-
dence that these poems were themselves performed in a ritual context. Tamil
sthalapurān.as are very much a literature of and about Hindu temples, and while
they document the mythological history of specific temple sites and sometimes
provide a mythological charter for certain temple rituals, these texts are not
themselves deployed as a component of temple ritual. It would take us beyond
the scope of this essay to attempt to explicate in any detail the spectrum of spe-
cific religious attitudes that are inscribed in these texts. In this regard, however,
we should note that sectarian Vais.n.avism and Śaivism in Tamilnadu find in these
poems the foundation for sophisticated theological systems.
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The word “text” has been used as an umbrella term for all of the verbal cre-
ations discussed in this essay, but the uniformity of this signifier masks a variety
of textual forms. The genres we have considered cover a wide range on the scales
of orality and writing, on the one hand, and textual fluidity and fixity, on the
other. Until relatively recently, inscribed palm leaves were the predominant
medium for recording, preserving, and disseminating texts in South India. But
more often than not, even if texts were recorded on palm leaves, they generally
were taught, performed and “consumed” in an oral context, with manuscripts
serving primarily as an aid to memory. The only evidence we have regarding the
original context for the composition and performance of can.kam poems is found
in the legend of an ancient literary academy patronized by early Tamil kings,
and in the representation of poets and patrons in some of the poems themselves.
This enables us to generalize that this body of poetry originally flourished in 
a courtly context, but otherwise we know little about the poems’ authors and
audience and the specific contexts for their performance. The hagiographies 
of the Tamil bhakti saints would have us believe that the saints composed their
poems as acts of service to Vis.n.u and Śiva often in the course of visiting locales
associated with specific forms of these gods. The hagiographical literature also
accounts for the miraculous events that resulted in the redaction of the saints’
poems. Both palm leaf manuscripts and oral transmission – the latter sometimes
being of a miraculous nature – are factors in these stories.

The court and the temple continued to serve as the primary loci for learned
Tamil literary culture until modern times, and from about the sixteenth century
monastic institutions were also an important component of this mix. We are for-
tunate to have in the autobiography of the great textual scholar and editor U. V.
Cāminātaiyar a vivid description of the literary culture that flourished in the
monasteries and small towns of nineteenth-century Tamilnadu, and it is likely
that the practices he describes were well established for many generations prior
to his lifetime. For Cāminātaiyar and many of this contemporaries, pirapantam
and purān. ic texts on Śaiva themes were the staple diet of a literary education,
and Cāminātaiyar’s teacher, Mı̄n

¯
āt.cicuntaram Pil.l.ai was also renowned for

composing texts in these genres. Pil.l.ai received many commissions from temples,
monasteries, and wealthy individuals to compose pirapantam and purān.am
works, and Cāminātaiyar describes how Pil.l.ai would orally compose verse after
verse while one of his pupils inscribed them on palm leaves. The formal debut of
a text, once completed, was always an oral recitation before an audience, though
the palm leaf manuscript on which it had been inscribed was also given a place
of honor on these occasions.

Though orality is a prominent feature of all of these pre-modern textual vari-
eties, at the same time, there was a strong sense of a fixed text which must be
respected in performance. Turning our attention to the texts associated with
village temple festivals, the situation is rather different. Within this realm the
recitation of the pāratiyār, who often follows the Tamil Mahābhārata text of
Villipputtūr Āl

¯
vār fairly closely, is based on a textual model not very different

from the one mentioned above. But in street drama and bow song performances
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the “text” is a more fluid entity. Manuscripts of plays and bow song texts circu-
late among performers, but these serve more as training tools for performers
than as authoritative cultural objects in there own right. While performances
are based more on what Stuart Blackburn has called “prior preparation” rather
than spontaneous composition in performance, still the conventions of these
genres leave much room for improvisation, and the “texts” of given narrative
may change and have changed over time. We thus find that the material forms
of Tamil Hindu literary works are as diverse as their contents.

Notes

1 For a discussion of pur
¯
am elements in Tamil Vais.n.ava bhakti poetry see Ramanujan

and Cutler 1983.
2 This distinction roughly parallels the traditional distinction which is made between

sagun.a and nirgun.a bhakti traditions, that is, traditions which conceptualize god as
being “with qualities” and those which conceptualize god as being “without quali-
ties.” The Tamil bhakti tradition predominantly conforms to the former model, while
the Vı̄ raśaiva tradition found in the neighboring Kannada-speaking region conforms
to the latter.

3 The most famous text in the first group is Tirukkur
¯
al. (ca. fifth century ce), which is

sometimes referred to as “the Tamil Bible.” Though in modern scholarly circles it is
thought to be likely that the text’s legendary author, Tiruval.l.uvar, was a Jain, this
compendium of poetically terse aphorisms on public and domestic life is largely free
of specifically sectarian elements. Most famous of the early long narrative poems 
in Tamil is Cilappatikāram, “The Story of the Anklet” (ca. fifth century ce). This text,
attributed to the Jain renouncer Ilan.kō, combines themes of earlier akam and pur

¯
am

poetry, goddess worship, and a political vision of a Tamil imperium. In modern times
both of these texts have been adopted as emblems of Tamil cultural identity.

4 The paradigm of 63 nayan̄mār begins with a list of saints included in a poem of
Cuntaramūrtti (eighth century ce), who predates Mān. ikkavācakar (ninth century).

5 Richman includes examples of Muslim and Christian pil.l.aittamil
¯

poems in her study
of this genre (Richman 1997).

6 Kenneth Bryant has explicated a very similar dynamic in the Kr.s.n.aite poetry of
the north Indian bhakti poet Sūrdās (Bryant 1978). Richman points out that, con-
trary to expectations, there are few Tamil pil.l.aittamil

¯
devoted to the subject of baby

Kr.s.n.a.
7 Historically, the term kāppiyam is usually applied to a corpus of long narrative 

poems composed by Buddhist and Jain authors between the fifth and tenth centuries,
whereas the preeminent kāvyam poem is Kampan̄’s twelfth-century Tamil version 
of the Rāmāyan. a. Many Tamil scholars consider the two terms to be etymologically
cognate, though some scholars dispute the etymologically link between Sanskrit
“kāvya” and Tamil “kāppiyam.”

8 This relationship may be thought of as a mirror image of the relationship between
the Sanskrit epic and the many Sanskrit mahākāvyas which aim to transform the
epic text into refined poetry. For an insightful discussion of the latter relationship see
Yigal Bronner’s Ph.D. dissertation (Bronner 1999).
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CHAPTER 8

The Literature of Hinduism 
in Malayalam

Rich Freeman

The development of written literatures in India’s regional languages raises fas-
cinating issues of social history and cultural identity for every region where this
occurred, at whatever period in the subcontinent’s history (Pollock forthcom-
ing). For most of the major regional cultures in India, such literary projects were
simultaneously caught up with religious ones, for literature and learning were
cast in languages and institutions that claimed an ultimately sacerdotal and
even divine authority. Sanskrit, Pali, and Prakrit, though developing in Indo-
Aryan speech communities of northern India, rapidly lost their moorings in any
local tongue and spread to establish transregional literary cultures primarily in
association with Brahmanical Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. These purely
learned languages had reached every corner of the subcontinent before the
Christian era, prior to the rise of any regional language into written form. For
at least the next millennium, until the coming of Islamic polities to many parts
of medieval India these religiously sanctioned literary cultures set the frame-
work within which regional literatures had to contend in establishing and main-
taining their identities. With the notable exception of Tamil, at the extreme
south of India, every major regional literature thus crafted the preponderance
of its founding texts as religious works.1 Even Tamil, the earliest of the regional
literary languages, which began through bardic literature of a principally
secular nature, was thoroughly transformed through popular Hindu devotion-
alism, before any other regional literatures of the subcontinent had even
appeared (Cutler 1987, Narayanan 1994, Peterson 1991).

The Malayalam literature from the region of Kerala, along India’s southwest
coast, affords an especially revealing perspective on the intersection of regional
identity, local social relations, and the religious institutions of Hinduism in south
India. This is because the Kerala tradition emerged out of an earlier Tamil cul-
tural matrix, to develop its own transformations of Sanskrit and indigenous
genres, in a complex renegotiation of literary, religious and cultural identity



through time. Tamil was itself unique in being the earliest Dravidian language
to emerge into literacy, and the only regional speech to develop a “classical” lit-
erature (in terms of a formalized grammar, poetics, distinctive genres, and sup-
porting cultural institutions) largely independent of Sanskritic models (Zvelebil
1973).2 Early Kerala co-authored this Tamil tradition, but then began diverging
from it around the twelfth century, to embrace both Sanskrit literary registers,
and to develop its own Dravidian poetic and linguistic heritage in different direc-
tions. Most of this, however, was prosecuted through textual projects either
directly reworking the Sanskrit Epics, Purān.as, and philosophical treatises of
pan-Indic Hinduism, or through local romances that were themselves com-
pletely immersed in the temple-culture of Kerala’s Hindu social formation
(Freeman forthcoming).

In the present chapter, I will attempt to chart the major developments of
Kerala’s Hindu literature in the local language of Tamil-Malayalam, as a reflec-
tion of the particular regional and socio-cultural context of its literary culture.3

While the particulars of these developments are unique to Kerala, the general
task of relating language and literature to those socio-religious cultures we club
together under the modern rubric “Hindu” should hold comparative interest for
a wider South Asian scholarship.

The Cultural Legacy of the Tamil Tradition in Kerala

The linguistic, cultural and political formation calling itself Tamil, today associ-
ated with the modern linguistic state of Tamil Nadu, first emerged in the far 
south of India in the early centuries, ce, as a triumvirate of territorially based
kingdoms. Two of these lines, the Pān.d.yas and the Cōl

¯
as, divided up what is 

today Tamil Nadu. The third, the Cēras, ruled the narrow strip of territory today
called Kerala along India’s southwest coast, comprising the steep, verdant decliv-
ities of the Western Ghats, and reaching down from their peaks to the rich lit-
toral rice and coconut tracts along the Arabian Sea. Though comparatively
isolated geographically by its formidable mountain borders, this land of the
Cēras, (whence, modern Kēral.am), was a vital partner in the wider cultural ter-
ritory of the Tamils (Tamilakam). It is around the courts of these Tamil and Cēra
kings that India’s earliest regionally vernacular literature emerged, the bardic
corpus known as Can.kam literature, after the conclaves (<Skt. san

.
gha) of royal

poets (Hart 1975, Marr 1985, Zvelebil 1973). In keeping with the division 
of language families between Dravidian southern India and the Indo-Aryan
north, the thematic and poetic conventions of this earliest and most southerly
Dravidian speech community were markedly different from the productions of
classical Sanskrit literature. Representing what is essentially the rapid promotion
and codification of an oral tradition into a written corpus, this poetry was the-
matically bifurcated into domestic themes of romantic love, the “interior” (akam)
of social life, versus the “exterior” (pur

¯
am) of heroism, conquest and warfare.

160 rich freeman



Both of these thematic divisions of social life were emotionally explored through
imaging moods and feelings in a semiotic coding keyed to the flora and fauna of
a conventional set of landscapes (tin.ai) distinctive to Tamil

¯
akam (Ramanujan

1967; see pp. 146–7 above).
Most interestingly, in the larger Indian context, this Can. kam literature seems

essentially secular and worldly in terms of its subjective concerns and artistic
purpose. Objectively, however, there is considerable reportage of the indigenous
forms of religious life in Kerala and the greater Tamil country before the major
impact of Sanskritic Puranic culture. While this is not the place for an extended
treatment of Can. kam religion, I will hazard to sketch some of its prominent
features, as the substratum of later religious-literary developments in Kerala.4

First, religion was not centered on a sacerdotal, priestly class, like the 
Brahmans, but rather gave prominence to the ritual functions of kings and 
chiefs on the one hand, and to relatively lower status spirit-possessed oracles and
mediums, on the other. The sacred, rather than tending towards the transcen-
dence of Brahmanical Hindu schemes, was thus experienced in the form of
immanent powers: immanent to the life of society in the persons of its political
leaders, and immanent in the natural powers of life and death, through the
oracles. The two formed a related circuit in that kings, as heads of warrior soci-
eties, presided over an economy of death that was viewed positively as the fertile
basis for social prosperity, while the oracles trafficked in the powers of the result-
ing heroic dead who were promoted to the status of gods, and whose shrines
formed the sites of spirit-possessed worship by the kings. Battle was a form of
sacrificial religion, striving to appropriate the life-force (uyir) of others, while
sacrificial religion was a substitute battle, a celebration of past blood-letting, and
the promise and foretaste to ancestral deities of battles to come. This assimila-
tion was lexicalized in the word kal.am, which meant at once the threshing floor
for gathering one’s agricultural yield, the field of battle, and the sacred space for
sacrifice. In the rites of worship, political authorities orchestrated the death-rites
of blood sacrifice, while the bodies of mediums became the vehicles for divinized
spirits of the ancestral dead who danced, offered oracular pronouncements, and
expressed their desires and pleasures.

While this complex of spirit-possessed dancing and blood-sacrifice is viewed in
modern times as “folk” religion, for many centuries this was the “classical” reli-
gion of high civilization in south India. It has persisted among the rural domi-
nants at a level of formalized worship in this region that is reminiscent of the royal
legacy, harboring an alternate sacred order that persists under the later edifice of
Sanskritic Hinduism. It is important to keep this in mind because despite the
prominence given to Brahmanically Sanskritic models in south India, Brahmans
remained a thinly distributed elite atop indigenously organized warrior societies
throughout this region, until the latter were dismantled under European colo-
nialism. This was especially so in Kerala, where even the kinship system of the
dominant warrior castes was shaped by the exigencies of perpetual warfare.

While the organization of Can. kam literature around the thematic bifurcation
into love and war genres was primarily secular, the powerful emotional 
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complexes of lush eroticism and graphic violence that motivated these carried
forward into the Sanskritization of Tamil literature. Known as the “Tamil
Bhakti” movement that commenced in the sixth century ce, this literature rep-
resented the mapping of mythological themes from the Sanskrit Purān.as into
the indigenous literary forms. As a socioreligious movement, this was coincident
with the revival of Tamil kingdoms in new state forms, institutionally centered
on the emergence of structural temples, as cultural centers built on and linking
together the village structure of these kingdoms’ agrarian economies. The orig-
inally local deities of these temples were Sanskritized into either the Vais.n.ava or
Śaiva Puranic pantheons, and celebrated in new liturgical song-literatures by
poet-saints who revealed the gods’ presence through divine visions and inspira-
tion, and who became the subject of their own hagiographies as the saints of
Tamil Vais.n.avism, the Āl

¯
vārs, and those of Śaivism, the Nāyan

¯
mārs (Narayanan

1994, Peterson 1991). While the earlier genre distinctions between love and 
war poetry merged in the new bhakti works, the earlier aesthetic and emotional
energies of the Tamil ethos adapted readily to the new religious themes (Cutler
1987). The martial impetus was transferred to the battles of gods with their
demonic adversaries (or sometimes with each other), as well as to violence of the
god against the devotee, of devotees against sectarian rivals, and of devotees
against themselves or their loved ones in acts of self-mutilation and sacrifice
(Hudson 1989). Similarly, erotic longings were displaced from human relations
to those of longing and devotion between devotee and deity. In many of these
saints’ poetic utterances, we find clear resonance with the earlier ecstatic
mediums, where the longing for bodily and psychic union suggests possession
(Yocum 1982). The link between Tamil sovereigns and the deities who repre-
sented them likewise remained powerful, though it now accommodated a 
Brahmanical complement that was specialized in religious pursuits which
emerged as a distinctive institutional domain: on the one hand, there was
patronage of an essentially Indo-Aryan Vedic ritual cult, and on the other, an
increasing Brahmanization of the hybrid temple culture whose roots were in
Dravidian ancestral shrines (Hart and Heifetz 1999).

Kerala participated in this new bhakti paradigm to a certain extent, but unlike
the earlier Can.kam tradition, we have only a smattering of Tamil literary sources
attributed to Kerala chiefs or kings, and only a dozen or so temple sites in the
region that seemed to participate in what became a predominantly eastern Tamil
complex. Linguistically, Tamil had shifted from the language of Can.kam com-
position into Middle Tamil, and around this time, from the early ninth century,
the first Kerala inscriptions attest the divergence of local language into a dis-
tinctively regional dialect that anticipates the later emergence of Malayalam
(Sekhar, 1953; Ayyar, 1983 [1936]). While there was certainly no “Hundred
Years’ War” between the Cōl

¯
as and Cēras that an earlier generation of historians

invented to account for the political-cultural break between the regions, there
can be no doubt that Kerala’s cultural divergence from Tamil developments was
marked by repeated warring across the Ghats, and that the tenth-century rise of
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Cōl
¯
a imperium helped condition and maintain the internal fragmentation of

medieval Kerala into a pastiche of feuding sub-kingdoms.5 This remained the
political situation of Kerala down to the advent of the European powers, and
formed the social matrix in which Kerala’s version of Hinduism and its literary
expression arose and developed.

The Early Devotional Mode: Literary Songs of Ritual and War

The first literary writing of Kerala in a recognizably distinctive West 
coast dialect of the “Tamil” that was to become Malayalam is a commentary 
on Kaut.ilya’s Arthaśāstra (Sambasiva Sastri, 1972 [1930]). The original work 
is a Sanskrit treatise on the Indic science of polity, and the commentary is a
virtual paraphrase that adds little to the original. What it does show, however,
is that Brahmanical Sanskritic treatises were imposing themselves on Kerala
society as technical (if improbable) models of political organization and conduct.
As with the largely secular focus of Can. kam literature, there is scarcely anything
we might consider of religious import in this text. Unfortunately, the commen-
tary on the various rites of sorcery and magic that are supposed to secure politi-
cal successes in the final chapter of the work is no longer extant.

Shortly thereafter, in perhaps the thirteenth century, we encounter another
very different work, the first religious work in the Malayalam language, the 
only recently discovered Tirunil

¯
almāla, the “Garland of the Sacred Shade (or

Grace).” Until the discovery and publication of this work in 1980 (Purus.ōttaman
Nāyar 1981), the advent of Kerala’s literary history was dominated by the
Rāmacaritam, a roughly contemporaneous and far lengthier retelling of the 
Sanskrit epic, the Rāmāyan.a (George 1956). While in a very similar linguistic
idiom of early Malayalam, however, the Tirunil

¯
almāla could not be more different,

thematically. It is essentially a ritual text, centered on a series of festival rites
around the still active temple of Kr.s.n.a at Ār

¯
an.mul.a, in south central Kerala.

There are a number of interesting aspects to this text that warrant attention.
Ār

¯
an.mul.a is first of all one of a small number of divyadēśas, sacred temple sites

known to the Vais.n.ava bhakti poems of the earlier mentioned Tamil Āl
¯
vārs, to

be found in the Kerala country. Furthermore, this text reveals that five of the total
thirteen divyadēśa temples were included within Ār

¯
an.mul.a’s jurisdiction, sug-

gesting that Tamil Vais.n.avas formed a rather constricted set of colonies in the
Kerala country.

More remarkable is the nature of the rites highlighted in this work. While
much about the text is clearly embedded in the celebration of Sanskrit gods and
their mythology, the focus of the work is not on the Brahmanical rites of worship
we would associate with the Sanskritic Āgamic tradition of Tamil temple
worship, but rather on the blood rites (pali < Skt. bali) performed by what are
today lower-caste exorcists, known as Malayans.
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In modern times, Malayans are found only in far northern Kerala, where both
copies of the Tirunil

¯
almāla were discovered. Malayans, however, intergrade with

a caste to their south known as Pān.ar, (from pan., “melody”), which was the same
designation used of bards in the Can.kam Tamil tradition. Both castes today 
specialize in sorcery (mantravādam) and exorcism rites, for which they perform
poetic musical liturgies, and Malayans are perhaps the most accomplished and
prominent performers of teyyāt.t.am (see the accompanying article). Since, as a
polluting caste (avarn.n.ar), Malayans were banned from Brahmanical temples in
later medieval Kerala, it is surprising to find their important role in the great
temple center of Ār

¯
an.mul.a, and to find them in this role so far south. This sug-

gests that Malayans were once more prominent and widespread, and that the
bhakti Vais.n.avism of early Kerala temples was more socially inclusive than later,
more Brahmanically Āgamic temple culture.

While most of the deities and some of the vocabulary of the Tirunil
¯
almāla are

Sanskrit-derived, the phonological form, patterns of alliteration and metrical
structure of the poem are all modeled after classical Tamil. Despite being cen-
tered on Vis.n.u, however, a large variety of gods are invoked and worshipped,
showing that the sectarianism so characteristic of Tamil bhakti, particularly
rivalry between Vais.n.avas and Śaivas, was already being deliberately elided in
Kerala at this early date. In fact a Malayan performer gives a lengthy recital of
the sacred deeds of Śiva (as known to the Tamil tradition) to Vis.n.u before the
latter’s own shrine, saying, “since there is no difference between the two of you,
we have made here an offering (pali) to Śiva” (Ln. 302). Later there is a special
dance to Kur

¯
atti, a goddess especially associated with the tribals and mountain

ranges of Kerala who survives today in the teyyam worship of northern Kerala
and other folk festivals.

Though the introduction to the work gives a good idea of the socio-political
situation of the temple and its authorities, the bulk of the Tirunil

¯
almāla

describes the various rites, offerings, and dances of the Malayans. What is quite
interesting in this is how the religious function of this worship is perceived, for
it is quite clear that the sequence of rituals and offerings over a number of days
are essentially a giant exorcism in which the performers remove any noxious
spiritual effects that may have accrued to their deity through faulty rituals,
enmity, or pollution in worship. Some of these rites must have been quite 
spectacular, and the following example should give a clear idea that we are not
in a normatively “Hindu” ritual milieu here, but one heavily inflected by its 
Dravidian cultural legacy.

Among the bali-rites to deities over successive days and oriented in different
directions, that done to the north, the traditional direction for blood sacrifices 
in battle, is reserved for Ks.ētrapālan. For this the Malayans planted a series of
gibbets (kal

¯
uku) around the offering ground (pali-kal.am) such as malefactors

were traditionally impaled alive on in medieval Kerala. The performers then
mounted these contraptions, splayed themselves out, and writhing, had artifi-
cial blood (kuruti) poured over their chests, and mock entrails pulled from their
bodies and draped over the cross-pieces as would be done in disembowelments.
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The poem tells us that birds of prey and crows gathered on the gibbets, mistak-
ing this for the real thing. Then amidst a roar of drums like the ocean’s waves,
Ks.ētrapālan was ritually invoked and installed in the site. Summoning the god
to witness the sight, they cried, “O Lord, we your slaves, wanting any valuables,
have offered the Sacrifice to the North, rending our chests with our hands and
taking this to offer on the gibbet” (Lns. 429–30). Even today Malayans recount
an exorcism for the gods as their myth of origin that they use in contemporary
rites of exorcism for human patrons. Some of these rites still entail the mock self-
sacrifice of the performer, and for one of these the Malayans pierce their veins
and spew out their own blood as an offering in the awesome ucca-bali. Of course
today these rites have been demoted to the level of “the folk,” but they still live
on in the rather robust underground world of Kerala’s “sorcery” (mantravādam).

The next great work of Hindu affiliation extant in Kerala was the aforenamed
Rāmacaritam, of the fourteenth century (George 1956). Like the Tirunil

¯
almāla,

the phonology, orthography, and metrical structure are largely in conformity
with Tamil conventions, but given its modeling on the Sanskrit epic, a somewhat
greater portion of the lexicon is Sanskrit-derived. In narrative structure,
however, this work effects a unique departure from its original model. The
Rāmacaritam is narratively framed entirely within the Rāmāyan.a’s book of war
(the Yuddha-kān.d.a), and reconstructs the earlier parts of the epic through flash-
backs and other retellings.

It has long been surmised that the recasting of the Rāmāyan.a entirely around
the war may have been related to the militarism of Kerala, suggesting this was
a devotional work essentially for the edification of the soldiery. While there is no
direct evidence for this, the ethos and tone of the work seem to support this idea.
Its occasional reveling in the gore of battle draws images in common with Tamil
war poetry, like the dance of the headless corpses. Consider the following descrip-
tion of the effects of Lord Rāma’s arrows on the demon hordes that attack him
(77.3–5):6

Many shining arrows went swift and continuous
To plunge in the bodies of those foes who surrounded him to fight.
They were terrorized, as on every side of the battlefield,
The gore and corpses mounted through their great destruction.

The earth was thickly adorned with corpses and gore,
And as the great warriors advanced, striving to search him out and do battle
with him,
They could not even glimpse him, without being struck by this King of king’s
arrows . . .

Numbers of corpses, severed of their heads, entwined among themselves in a
fine, frenzied dance . . .

As their lives were spent on the field of battle,
And the bodies of those forces were rent in destruction, one on top of another,
Wherever one turned, the river of blood sent its courses in numbers beyond
reckoning.
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In another passage, corpses severed of their heads, wander around as if
looking for something they’ve lost (i.e., their heads!), then tiring of the search,
sportively join in a tān.d.ava dance around the field of battle (20.10). Still another
stanza weaves a fantastic trope: as the blood from the rent bodies of demons, the
Vānara monkey allies of Rāma, and their various fallen mounts gushes out on
the battlefield, it comingles into a river; the rows of faces floating in that river
are its lotus flowers; the combatants’ crushed teeth (or pearls) are the river’s
sands; the soldiers’ floating trunks are alligators; their viscera are the water-
plants; their swishing banners are crocodiles; their parasols are lotus leaves; and
the maddened elephants are the river’s boulders (23.4). 

While the bulk of the separate events and characters in the Rāmacaritam
closely correspond to the Sanskrit Rāmāyan.a, its narrative restructuring, poetic
form, and much of the imagery clearly suggest a different ethos and aesthetic that
has recast the work in a classically Dravidian mold of martial devotion. When we
pair this with the Tirunil

¯
almāla we get a clear sense that the bhakti of early Kerala

had a rather different tenor from what the Christian missionaries and modern
apologists have rather selectively emphasized in presenting south Indian devo-
tionalism for cosmopolitan consumption.7 In many ways the myths and ethos of
contemporary, and especially lower-caste, folk-forms fit very comfortably with
these earlier images of immanent, violent powers, and this suggests a continuity
of religious perspective that sits athwart the divide of caste and class-status.

The Early Sanskrit Genre of Man. ipravāl.am

Linguistically and poetically, such relative continuities are evident in Kerala lit-
erature in those genres that, like the two texts we have just reviewed, conformed
to canons recognizably affiliated with Tamil literary models. The first and 
only premodern linguistic text treating Kerala’s language, the fourteenth-
century Lı̄lātilakam,8 labels this first style of literary production Pāt.t.u. Meaning
literally just “song,” this suggests its close association with those local per-
formative modes we might later style “folk.” At this time, however, Pāt.t.u
stood as a literary genre contrasted with its highly Sanskritized counterpart,
Man.ipravāl.am. The name of this latter literary medium literally meant “pearls
and coral” after the image of this language as stringing together the different
gems of local language forms with those of Sanskrit. Lexically, metrically, and
phonologically (through adaptation of the Sanskrit syllabary from the grantha
script), this Man.ipravāl.am style sought to reshape the local “Tamil” of Kerala
on the model of high Sanskrit literature. In fact, the Lı̄lātilakam opens by declar-
ing that anything that can be done in the highest Sanskrit literature (kāvya), can
be literarily accomplished in Man.ipravāl.am. But what these accomplishments
actually are, in the thematics of the poetry, testifies to the social life of Kerala’s
literati in a way that becomes an embarrassment to future generations.

It seems relatively clear that the principal authors in the early phase of
Man.ipravāl.am were those most intimately acquainted with Sanskrit, namely,
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Kerala’s Brahmans. It is therefore their literary culture and life-style that were
most closely reflected in this literature. The earliest poetic works, in ornately
accomplished and highly Sanskritized genres, are poems dealing primarily with
erotic themes addressed to their non-Brahman (Śūdra caste-grade) mistresses.
The earliest of these texts, from perhaps the thirteenth century, is the collection
of verses styled the Vaiśika Tantra (“The Treatise of the Courtesan”), in the form
of a courtesan mother’s advice to her daughter (Rāmacandran Nāyar 1969).
This is followed in the next century by three major poetic compositions, each in
praise of a different named courtesan, and by other collections of short poems
on the same topic. Given the prominence of these themes and the voluptuary
life-style they portray, the major thrust of later scholarship has been to decry the
decadence of Man.ipravāl.am in comparison with the religious themes of the
Pāt.t.u literature. Matters, however, are not actually so simple.

A work written in this same milieu, and somewhat before the Lı̄lātilakam
(which indeed cites it), is the Anantapuravarn.n.anam (Ratnamma 1986). This a
long descriptive poem on the Vis.n.u temple of Trivandrum and its surroundings.
Though similarly in high Man.ipravāl.am, and in Sanskrit anus.t.hubh meter, it is
clearly religious in its intent. It recounts what a worshipper encounters in visit-
ing all the temples and sacred groves in a circuit around Trivandrum and its sub-
settlements, culminating in the religious encounter with Vis.n.u as Anantaśayana
in the main temple at the heart of the city (vs. 147). Though clearly a work of
Vais.n.ava devotion, such as in weaving an account of the ten incarnations
(daśāvatāra) of Vis.n.u into the final religious vision, it gives considerable space to
descriptions of Śaivite shrines and temples, as well, continuing the earlier non-
sectarian impetus of the Tirunil

¯
almāla. Ethnographically, the work is rich in

detail, celebrating the ritual procession of Trivandrum’s king into the temple (vs.
115–21) and devoting many stanzas to describing the extensive markets (vs.
41–104). It even eavesdrops on the dialogues between merchants and customers
as they haggle over merchandise.

Religiously, the work catches that phase of Kerala’s temple culture, in which,
in keeping with the Sanskrit idiom, Brahmanically Āgamic ritual had taken over
at such royal centers. This is clear from the description of temple rituals, the
Brahman “college,” and the Brahman mess attached to the temple (vs. 133 ff.;
148–9). It is interesting to note, in the context of sectarian affiliation, that the
only other extensive use of the term Man.ipravāl.am outside of Kerala was in label-
ing the contemporary Tamil Śrı̄ Vais.n.ava literature which used a very similar
lexical idiom in terms of combining Tamil and Sanskrit (though only in prose)
for commenting on Vais.n.ava scripture. Putting this together with such evidence
as the Lı̄lātilakam’s celebrating the Tamil Vais.n.ava Divyaprabandham as the
“Tamil Veda,” and recalling that the Trivandrum temple was one of the sacred
centers of Vais.n.avism known to the Tamil bhakti corpus, suggests the consider-
able influence of Śrı̄vais.n.avism at this time. At any rate, the survival of at least
several other works in this Kerala-based Man.ipravāl.am, which were exclusively
dedicated to religious themes of praising gods or their temples, should caution
us against the stereotypic thematic equation of Man.ipravāl.am with Brahmani-
cal eroticism, as against all those works which modern scholars club into the
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dustbin genre of Pāt.t.u, lending the latter a patina that is at once more indige-
nous and more piously devotional.

This notion that the erotic was somehow counter to religious perspectives (a
notion that one might argue is a back-reading of colonial and postcolonial epis-
temes) might similarly be eroded even by a closer scrutiny of those works explic-
itly focused on the courtesan culture. The main works of high Man. ipravāl.am
provide descriptive overviews of courtesan manors and their cultural life, which
are indeed completely imbricated with the social and religious life of Kerala’s
medieval temples. Institutionally, the strict primogeniture of Brahmanical inher-
itance patterns in Kerala worked to regularize recurrent sexual liaisons between
junior Brahman males and women of the martial and temple-servant castes.
This overlapped with the institution of Tēvat.icci, the Devadāsı̄ known elsewhere
in India, where women were dedicated to the gods of particular shrines, serving
as ritual dancers and entertainers for the gods, and courtesans for higher 
clientele among the worshippers. In Kerala, I believe these logics fused around
Brahmans as simultaneously the chief patrons of the temple arts and of cour-
tesans, as regular genitors among the higher families of royalty and temple-
servants, and, as “gods on earth,” the intellectual and spiritual heads of the 
religious culture of temples. Temples and manors of the high-born were thus
thoroughly intertwined, with circuits of travel through the landscape of cour-
tesan manors that the Man.ipravāl.am works describe being largely congruent
with pilgrimage circuits through the sacred geography of Kerala.

Religiously speaking, these various courtesan works thus contain not just
descriptions of many temple-sites and sacred groves, but also dedication verses,
descriptions and praises (stutis) of many deities, in the context of relations with
courtesans. I believe a sustained study of this literature that takes its religious
ideologies seriously might demonstrate more pervasive connections between
these and the social structuring and sexual politics of caste Hinduism in Kerala.
The frequent mapping of religious devotion (bhakti) between devotee and deity
in gender relationships, the recurrent mythologies of high male deities linked to
violently dangerous and militant consort goddesses, and the Śākta or tantric
doctrines of liberation through harnessing the libidinal energies of the body
cannot, I would argue, be accidental in this historical context. Indeed, I would
suspect they were synthesized in the temple cult itself, which was avowedly
tantric in its ideology of worship and frequently focused on goddesses who were
Sanskritically upgraded versions of local warrior deities. The earliest of these
courtesan travelogues, the thirteenth-century Un.n. iyaccicaritam, for instance,
ends with a prose description, and then this final stanza of prayer to the goddess
of Pal

¯
añcēri (vs. 26):

Worshipped in fine purity, with her tongue a licking mass of flame, drinking the
blood that flows by her shining trident from the bodies of powerful demons, along
with the copious nectar that trickles from the crescent moon afflicted by her vig-
orous battle, may this daughter of Kāma’s slayer (Śiva), this Mother who dwells in
Pal

¯
añcēri, ever grant us protection.
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There is a rich interplay of images here of warfare, blood sacrifice, and con-
sumption, along with the confluence of fiery metabolic energy, female potencies
of blood and the seminal emissions of the moon whose tantric overtones are
unmistakable. Though research on the development of the tantric tradition in
Kerala has been negligible, its doctrines and practices clearly formed a primary
nexus in which an official Brahman ideology of worship came to terms with the
dominant religious culture of sexual fertility, violent militarism, and spirit pos-
session through the institutionalized rites and festivals of the Hindu temple. In
summary, it seems evident that the early phase of Man.ipravāl.am literature con-
tains much of this religious synthesis that has been overlooked in modern schol-
ars’ dismissal of and embarrassment at its erotic component, in comparison
with that other stream of the so-called Pāt.t.u literature.

Poets of Non-Brahman Bhakti

While the Tirunil
¯
almāla and Rāmacaritam are linguistically distinct from the

nearly contemporaneous Man.ipravāl.am works in terms of eschewing Sanskrit
phonology, grammatical terminations, and massive amounts of vocabulary, the
subsequent works classed by modern scholars as Pāt.t.u readily assimilate many
of these Sanskritic features of high Man.ipravāl.am. It is on the basis of their nar-
rative dependence on Sanskrit Epics and Purān.as, and in their Dravidian meters,
that they are most readily distinguished from their Man.ipravāl.am counterparts.
The next great stage or stratum of production in this tradition comes from the
members of a family known as the Niran.am poets, during the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries.

These poets specialized in condensing the Sanskrit Epics into shorter com-
pendia of stanzas constructed of local Dravidian meters. These meters were
based on the same principles as those of Tamil (as opposed to the Sanskrit meters
of Man.ipravāl.am), but took simpler and more fluid forms in accordance with
their largely performative nature. Linguistically, the adoption of a Sanskritically
phonological script brought in the wholesale adoption of Sanskrit vocabulary.
This has been the single greatest contributor to the divergence of Malayalam
from Tamil down to the present. This script also enabled the Man.ipravāl.am trait
of using Sanskrit grammatical terminations, as well, but this was done sparingly,
and I am certain this was related to the different social authorship and presumed
audience of the Niran.am poets.

What is most remarkable about the Niran.am poets is that we know from their
recurring title, “Pan. ikkar” that they were non-Brahman, most likely of martial
caste, and reckoned as mere Śūdras from the Brahmanical perspective. In
keeping with their own dedicatory and concluding verses, we can surmise that
their linguistic medium, which they craved their audiences “not to despise as
mixed language,” was intended to bring the salvific powers of Sanskrit religious
texts “in some paltry fashion” to their own communities of lower-caste wor-
shippers.9 On the one hand, this stanza from the introduction to their
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Rāmāyan.am shows the certain hegemony of Brahmanical models over this lin-
guistic and religious community:

Discarding egotism and such through ascetic meditation, and compassionately
given over to peacefulness, restraint, and joy in their dedication to the Veda, 
considering such incomparable Lords on Earth (i.e. Brahmans) to be my very divin-
ity, by the grace of these Vedic Brahmans will all that I contemplate here by accom-
plished. (Man.n.ummūt.u 1993: 18)

On the other hand, such lofty praise also implies the establishment of high
standards by which to judge Brahmanical conduct, standards which were con-
spicuously absent in the courtesan literature of Man.ipravāl.am. Furthermore,
despite the self-deprecation of this “mixed language” (bhās.āmiśram) and its
works as not attaining the elevation of the Sanskrit originals, the Niran.am tra-
dition authorizes itself in terms of its own “faultlessly pre-eminent great guru,
a mighty soul who was a lordly master of both [Sanskrit and vernacular] poet-
ries.”10 If such gurus and their disciples thus chose (or were forced by social con-
vention) to compose in the lower-status local language, the claims to equal
spiritual status are nevertheless overt. Their god himself declares to the world in
their works, “Be they gods or untouchables, my devotees (bhaktas) are alike in
my esteem – such is the message of the Lord (Īśvaran),”11 Lastly, it is interesting
that while Vais.n.ava works take a certain precedence among the Niran.am poets
(including one of the earliest vernacular renderings of the Bhagavad-Gı̄tā in
India), they also composed a Śivarātrimāhātmyam on the greatness of Śiva and
vows (vrata) kept to him, and their family gods paired the Vis.n.u/Kr.s.n.a of the
Malayinkı̄l

¯
temple, and the Śiva (as Kapālı̄śvaran) at Niran.am itself, to both of

whom their poems are repeatedly dedicated.

The Performative Context of Religious Production

While the Pāt.t.u and Man.ipravāl.am streams that later merge to form Malayāl.am
literature bring Sanskrit myths and deities into written prominence, it is impor-
tant to realize that the grounds for this mediation into local language were likely
laid earlier within the performative features of the Sanskrit tradition itself in
Kerala. Traditions of staging Sanskrit dramas were, from the outset, religious
events, performed within temple-precincts over many days, as parts of ritual cal-
endars and sponsored in fulfillment of vows. From perhaps the ninth century or
earlier, temple-servant castes were occupationally specialized as to their various
acting, dancing and musician roles in staging these plays, which were always
adapted from the Sanskrit Epics and Purān.as.12

To simplify this picture greatly, what developed within the Sanskrit dramatic
tradition were various mediating roles for performers, retelling, glossing, or
expanding on the events and characters depicted, first in simpler Sanskrit, then
eventually in hybrid language forms that bridged between Sanskrit and the 
local language. Slots within the performance format were set aside for direct
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address to the audience, and these developed their own genres ranging from prose
retellings (gadyam) in a lexically Sanskritic but grammatically local form of Kerala
language, to special compositions (prabandhams) that mixed Man.ipravāl.am-style
verses with prose (a form known as campu). The prose, gadyam compositions, were
apparently recited by the Nambyār caste of temple drummers, while the campu
works were performed by the somewhat higher-caste actors of the Cākyār caste.

While this interspersing of verse and prose in the campū (to use the Sanskrit
spelling) emerged at a pan-Indic level in Sanskrit with Bhoja, in the eleventh
century, its popularity in south India, and its special adaptation in Kerala, seems
closely related to the context of performance and its social moorings there. In
the first place, much of the so-called “prose” of the campus was in fact in local
Dravidian meters. Since these did not qualify as “verse” (padyam) under Sanskrit
poetic typologies, they had to be smuggled in, as it were, under the label of
“prose” (gadyam) between the metrically Sanskrit verses of Man.ipravāl.am, to
form the matrix of the Malayalam campu. These Dravidian “prose” sections seem
to be functionally adapted not only to the main description and story line of the
Puranic myths, but also to weave in commentary, and especially, social obser-
vations and satire, often with the force of recontextualizing the myths in the
social setting of contemporary Kerala culture.

This points up several crucial features of the performance traditions of Kerala
in relation to Malayalam literature. First, it was such traditions that we think of
as the “performing arts” which mediated much of the Sanskrit religious tradition
into Kerala culture. It was actors in the temple-theater who seem first to have
developed special elaborating sub-genres, as ancillaries to the main performance.
With time, these appear to have become more popular, increasingly independent,
and eventually to have left the interior of the temple-theater to circulate in the
wider society. In this context, we should also keep in mind that while “theater”
tends to suggest the primary function of secular entertainment in the modern
West, both the Sanskrit theatrical performances and their subsequent transfor-
mations were fundamentally religious rituals in Kerala (Jones 1984).

Relatedly, we have to realize that much of what our print-culture thinks 
of, and therefore receives, interprets, and reconstructs after our book-form as
comprising “Malayalam literature,” often comprises only the text-artifacts, the
mnemonic props of performative genres. Though the campu emerges in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries as the dominant genre of “literature,” the degree
of borrowing and transposing of whole chunks of composition between works
and authors, coupled with frequent direct address to and descriptions of
audiences, leaves little doubt that these works were performed in some partly-
improvisational, public forum. This public was almost certainly gathered on cal-
endrically ritual occasions, in the context of temple festivals. The Dravidian form
of the poetic “prose,” coupled with the satiric elements, often with Brahmans 
and their institutions themselves as the target, suggests that the audience 
constituency was wider and less exclusive than that of the Sanskritic theater.

This indicates the final, socially significant trajectories of performative context
that become more pronounced, finding their way increasingly into literary
inscription with time. I refer here to contestatory social forces, both outside Brah-
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manism and within it, that tend to fragment adherence to any monolithic set of
social-literary norms. They derive their strength both from a wider and lower-
caste patronage base and literary constituency, conjoined with competitive
cleavages among Brahmanical authors who are aligned with different social
groups. As an example, during approximately the same period in the fifteenth
century when Punam Nampūtiri was composing and performing his great
Rāmāyan.a Campu, an artfully woven pastiche of lively Dravidian “prose,” high
Man.ipravāl.am, and Sanskrit passages from Bhoja’s own campū form of the epic,
Cerrśśēri, another Nampūtiri Brahman, had composed his famous Kr.s.n.a Gātha.

This latter work is entirely in a simple Dravidian meter of song (gātha), explic-
itly commissioned by a local king of northern Kerala. Its composition in this
meter, suggests that it was intended to be sung. While Kerala scholars put it in
the Pāt.t.u genre, based on its linguistic and metrical form and its subject-matter
on the life of Lord Kr.s.n.a taken from the Sanskrit Bhāgavata Purān.a, other fea-
tures mark it out as diverging significantly from works like those of the non-
Brahman Niran.am poets. What is firstly always noted as most remarkable in
Ceruśśēri’s work, is that despite its composition in Dravidian meter and vocabu-
lary at the level of content, he has managed to formally work this material into
the poetic figures of sound and sense (alam. kāra) that were the hallmark of high
Sanskrit literature. The second feature, far more troubling to modern sensibili-
ties, is the amount of erotic sentiment (śr. n

.
gāra) that he seems to develop and

savor in this ostensibly devotional project. In this regard the feeling-tone of
certain sections is sometimes more like the classically erotic Man.ipravāl.am.
While modern scholars tend to either disparage these erotic themes as marring
an otherwise fine devotional piece with Brahmanically decadent values, or deny
the erotic intention altogether through interpretively subsuming it in a higher
form of devotion, I would not rule out the pervasive influence of the tantric
milieu (and erotic modes of bhakti, as well) in which sexuality was given an
explicitly positive valuation within a religious framework.

A larger point to be noted here is that after the early courtesan romances, the
important works of Malayalam, whether in the Pāt.t.u or Man.ipravāl.am styles,
are nearly all based on adaptations of Sanskrit Epic and Puranic myths. Being
rooted as they are in performative traditions, however, they simultaneously
adapt the religious themes of those myths to the particular social context of
Kerala, while they offer the mythic models as an interpretive frame for that social
context. Moreover, since Kerala society was stratified by partly congruent dis-
tinctions of caste, class, and ethnolinguistic affiliation, these performative and
literary adaptations bear the internal structural strains of social contestation.
Bakhtinian notions of multivocality are clearly in evidence. The initial asides of
gloss, commentary, or satire within Sanskrit drama, widen into the wedge of
Dravidian “prose,” by which all kinds of local myths and context are inserted
into Puranic frames. On the Brahmanical side, Ceruśśēri seizes on the form and
language of his lower-caste predecessors; on the non-Brahman front, from the
Niran.am poets onward, authors lend their local bhakti a Brahmanical veneer
with the full lexical embrace of Sanskrit.
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The locally Dravidian impulses of the theater finally break out, in the seven-
teenth century, colonizing the Sanskrit frames themselves with local motifs and
language, in the birth of the Malayalam temple-theater form, Kathakal.i (Zarrilli
2000). Actors need no longer be part of the interior temple-servant castes, but
are prominently drawn from the martial castes and bring their themes and 
narratives in with them. Formerly “demonic” roles may come to overshadow
those of the gods (as in the Rāvan.avijayam); the goddess Kāl.i, arrayed as a spirit-
possessed hellion from village festivals, leaps from the stage to cavort through
the audience; and Narasim. ha enacts the disembowelment of his demonic adver-
sary with simulated bloody entrails, recalling the stunts of the Malayans from
their gibbets in the Tirunil

¯
almāla. While still Sanskritic by the standard of village

religious festivals, Kathakal.i was the genius of locally competing courts, and
their martial retainers, yet it brought to the Malayalam language the performa-
tive patina of a classical temple-art, still partly sequestered as a high ritual form
from the bulk of the “polluting” castes.

The Ferment of Popular Religiosity

In the world outside the temple, in the sixteenth- to seventeenth-century interim
between Ceruśśēri and the birth of Kathakal.i, the tradition of Śūdra devotional-
ism found in the Niran.am poets is taken up by Tuñcattu El

¯
uttacchan, often con-

sidered the father of Malayalam, proper (Achyuta Menon 1940). While using
an array of local Dravidian meters, always in simple couplets, his language effec-
tively effaces any lexical distinction between Man.ipravāl.am and Pāt.t.u styles,
wedding them in a medium that seems distinctively modern. His principal work,
the Adhyātma-Rāmāyan.am, is taken not from the classical archetype of Vālmı̄ki,
but from the fourteenth-century work of popular devotion of the same name.
Like its namesake, El

¯
uttacchan’s work follows the later bhakti interpretation 

of Rāma as fully empowered godhead incarnate in this world, and teaches the
simplistic path of repeating his sacred name as fulfilling all earthly desires and
leading to liberation.

While we have no firm historical evidence for the individual, Tuñcattu
El

¯
uttacchan (his personal name itself being in dispute), we can surmise some-

thing of the social import of his work and the new movement he typifies. He was
either the founder or star pupil of a religious institution that housed both
Brahman and Śūdra literary-religious notables under the patronage of a local
chieftain in north-central Kerala. The historical details remain shadowy, but
stories report that he was the offspring of a Brahman–Śūdra union. El

¯
uttacchan

itself is a title (literally “father of letters”), used in recent centuries for school-
masters, generally of higher Śūdra caste, who imparted basic literacy to the
“clean” castes in village settings.

That such literacy became widespread is testified to by the enormous number
of manuscripts of the Adhyātma Rāmāyan.am, the largest by far for any premod-
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ern work, throughout the region of Kerala. The text itself declares that it was
composed by a Śūdra, that “reading and reciting it” frees one from the greatest
sins, and that “those who desire learning” will become greatly illumined thereby
“with the consent of the Aryan folk” (i.e. the Brahmans).13 Though grounded
in a different milieu than the temple theater and festivals, this text was also
clearly performative, by design. The manuscript distributions and the functional
implications of the text’s structure and content clearly suggest that the context
of use was domestic recitation, either privately or on ceremonial occasions. At
numerous places the text breaks into metrical lists of epithets and phrases of
praise, like it were a kind of breviary for Rāma devotionalism.

The narrative style, using a pastiche of metrical couplets that El
¯
uttacchan

developed, was called Kil.i-pāt.t.u, the “parrot’s song” after the convention he
adapted from old Tamil of having a parrot narrate the story to the author. While
El

¯
uttacchan wrote a condensation of the Mahābhārata in the same style, a work

generally considered of greater literary merit, but less popular than the
Adhyātma Rāmāyan.am, most of the other works attributed to him are in dispute.
It is clear, however, that he and his followers sparked a whole literary movement,
and there are scores of adaptations of Sanskrit works in this genre reaching into
modern times.

Some scholars have seen in this marked increase of bhakti literature, with its
shift in style and content that supplants and nearly eclipses the earlier Sanskri-
tized, eroticized poetry, a popular upswell, or a “movement.” Some attribute it to
revolt against a decadent Brahmanism, while others find in it an indigenous
response to the incipient colonialism inaugurated by Portuguese involvement in
Kerala’s mercantile life and ports. Different scholars, however, find and date dif-
ferent bhakti movements (as with the earlier Niran.am poets or the still earlier
Rāmacaritam), and in this absence of consensus, I find little convincing histori-
cal evidence for anchoring specific texts to specific historical contexts or events
at this stage of research, let alone finding clear historical phases or breaks in
these developments. I think the movements were too dialogically complex, in
terms of caste-strata, linguistic media, and shifting political and religious con-
texts to demarcate any simple lines of development with the rather patchy 
evidence we have.

An interesting problem, for instance, is how and why even the highly Brah-
manical register of the campu (the mixed prose and poetry genre mentioned
earlier) shifts from the fifteenth century or so out of a concern with courtesan
culture, and into almost exclusively religious literary themes. Many of these
works come out of the temple theatre and its various spin-off genres of re-
citation, and there is some debate as to what the communities or forums of
performance actually were for this class of works.

The greatest exemplar of the campu proper (other shorter works, called
prabandhams, having the same mixed prose-poetry form), is the Rāmāyan.a
Campu of Punam Nampūtiri, alluded to earlier. This creatively restructures 
the Rāmāyan.a, weaving together Sanskrit verse, Man.ipravāl.am verse, Dravidian
verse (labeled “prose”), and various kinds of quasi-versified prose (dan.d.akams,
etc.). The composite nature of this “work,” the free borrowing of whole passages
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from other works (and of them from this), as well as repeated references to 
an audience and to the context of a Rāma festival (Rāmāvatāra-utsavam)
(Ven.kit.t.arāma Śarmmā 1967: 104–5), all point to the performance of this and
other such works being staged in temple festivals of the higher castes. Another
thematically different set of campus comes from the sixteenth-century author,
Nı̄lakan.t.ha, who composed three of them, each on the mythology and greatness
of a different temple under the patronage of a different king.14 Being specifically
temple-based, these works give an unusual glimpse into the social circles, rites,
and patronage base characterizing Kerala’s late medieval temples.

A similar shift, though not so marked, comes out of the sandēśa, or “messen-
ger poem” genre, in imitation of Kāl.idāsa’s great Sanskrit work, the Meghadūta.
While the bulk of these works in Kerala were in Sanskrit, two well-known ones
in Man.ipravāl.am verse seem to chart a similar thematic shift towards religious
themes. The late fourteenth-century Un.n.unı̄lisandēśam sends its narrating 
messenger over the length of southern Kerala in search of the beautiful damsel
Un.n.unı̄li, describing a number of courtesans, their physical charms and their
associated residential and temple locales (I. Kuññan Pil.l.a, 1985 [1954]). The
Kōkasandēśam of the next century, however, fails to even name the heroine of its
quest, and is given over far more to the description of temples and praise stanzas
of their associated gods (Gōpikkut.t.an 1996). In contrast to these two messen-
ger poems in Man.ipravāl.am, there were scores of them also written in Sanskrit
proper, down to the modern era. Their thematics are usually built around liter-
ary romances, as with Kāl.idāsa’s original, but transposed to the courts, temples
and residential palaces of Kerala.

This calls our attention to the fact that throughout the shifts from
Man.ipravāl.am and the various early Pāt.t.u works into Malayalam proper (gen-
erally reckoned from the era of El

¯
uttacchan), and indeed into modernity, San-

skrit literary production continued a parallel life among the Brahmans and royal
courts of Kerala. This influence fed into Malayalam in the form of commentaries
and digests, particularly on ritual and its ancillary disciplines like astrology,
iconology, and architecture, as well as in guides to the complex social rituals of
Kerala’s Nampūtiri Brahmans. Digests on the tantric rituals of temple worship,
for instance, span the fifteenth-century Put.ayūr Bhās.a, down to the eighteenth-
century Kul

¯
ikkāt.t.u Pacca that was eventually printed and is in common use today.

This technical ritual literature found its didactic, nonritual counterpart in the
popular stream of Dravidian song-literature inaugurated by El

¯
uttacchan. Thus

in addition to the recasting of Sanskrit Epic and Puranic literature discussed
earlier, there were a number of highly popular homiletic works that come down
from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, into modern print editions. Often
these were cast in the simple folk-meters like the pāna that was named after and
used in lower-caste festivals of non-Brahmanical worship. One of the most
popular of these, the Jñāna Pāna, by one Pūntānam Nampūtiri, fuses simplified
Vedantic philosophy with the bhakti approach into a kind of synthetic Hin-
duism-for-the-masses, imparting basic notions of karma, gnosis, and liberation
(Gōpikkut.t.an 1989). Legend claims that Pūntānam himself was not learned in
Sanskrit, and that he came from a lower division of Brahmans not entitled to

the literature of hinduism in malayalam 175



Vedic learning. Importantly, this suggests that not all Brahmans shared in the
elite structures of socio-religious and political privilege, and it seems likely that
many of the déclassé sections among them may have fueled and provided their
intellectual capital to the various movements of Śūdra-based, popular religios-
ity. In keeping with such a reading, there are barbed verses in the Jñāna Pina on
the social degradation of Brahmans in their competition for courtly honors,
their wayward life in the temple, their hunger for women, and the greed that
drove their Vedic cultic expertise (Gōpikkut.t.an 1989: 77–8).

Such works sometimes explicitly aimed to reach the lower castes and women.
Pūntānam is also supposed to have rendered the Kr.s.n.akarn.n. āmr.tam into Malay-
alam for his friend of the Vāriyar caste, and another popular and more interest-
ing digest of Vedānta, the Cintāratnam (Jewel of Reflection) is explicitly cast as
the teaching of a guru to his female disciple (Nārāyan.apil.l.a 1967: 7–10). This
latter work has also a fascinating Vedantic deconstruction of temple worship,
the backbone of Brahmanical and high-caste socioreligious claims to power in
Kerala. More antinomian aspects of worship surface more readily in the oral lit-
eratures and rich culture of non-Brahmanic folk religion throughout Kerala,
with its festivals of spirit possession by local deities, and its rites of liquor offer-
ings and blood sacrifice. In a number of cases from the worship of teyyams, for
instance, certain Vedantic claims to powers of the mind or tantric notions of
bodily powers may be drawn upon and wedded to the empowerment of lower
castes in worship. It is further clear, in a number of cases, that higher-caste 
devotees sometimes helped author such texts, in partnership with the lower-
caste performers who transmitted them orally.

From Religion towards Critique and Social Consciousness

Notions of satire and critique in the literate traditions of Kerala Hindu literature,
however, reached their highwater mark just at the brink of modernity with the
tul.l.al genre of Kuñcan Nambyār in the eighteenth century (Śarmmā 1982). This
also represents the culmination of that trajectory we have noted to popularize
the temple arts. The legend behind this genre is that Nambyār was a temple musi-
cian who was once publicly criticized by his superiors for laxness in his accom-
paniment of a performance. To avenge his hurt pride, he invented the new
performative mode of tul.l.al, and took it out of the temple theater into more pubic
spaces where he stole away audiences. Modeled explicitly on the various forms of
“dance” in popular low-caste festivals (tul.l.al is literally “jumping,” often in the
context of spirit-possession cults), Nambyār’s performance mode consisted of a
single performer dancing and singing, in a colorful costume, head-dress, and
make-up, to drummed accompaniment. His sung compositions, however, are
cleverly crafted and artful literature. All of them are taken from the Sanskrit nar-
rative materials of Epics and Purān.as found in the temple theater, but Nambyār’s
genius was to cast into these roles all the characters found in his contemporary
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society and hold them up for critique against the projected religious values.15 The
roles of Epic kings, soldiery, and Brahmans, for instance, are filled out by Kerala
chieftains, Nāyar-caste militia, and Nampūtiris, with all of their contemporary
circumstances and foibles archly displayed. Nambyār wrote at the time when
early modern states (most notably Travancore) were developing and crushing the
old local orders, and historians can clearly read in his satire the problematic shifts
in the agrarian and mercantile order of medieval Kerala that would eventuate in
colonialism and modernity. This mode of critique was played out in the language
itself, both in overt criticisms of high Sanskritic style, which he states held no
charm for the common populace, and in deliberate sporting with different lin-
guistic registers, including hyper-Sanskritic stretches that were clearly playful
(Gan. ēś 1996). While modern Kerala literature is most noted for its focus on social
problems and reform, it is interesting to consider Nambyār as the harbinger of
this trend, sitting on the cusp of the late medieval and early modern periods. In
Nambyār’s case, though, this observation and criticism of his surrounding
society was wrought entirely in the mode of “traditional” Hindu mythology, in
frames derived from, but equally subversive of, the high pretensions of Sanskrit.

I conclude my overview in this way with Nambyār, since he is usually con-
sidered the last stellar Kerala writer of the premodern period. With the penetra-
tion of colonial powers (to which Nambyār already alludes in several places), the
entire context of Kerala literature undergoes a series of progressive shifts into
modernity. Perhaps the most massively reorienting is the epistemic shift from a
frame which assumes that the context of literature is continuous with the insti-
tutions of Kerala’s Hinduism, to one in which the possibilities of a secular, mate-
rially transformative, and revolutionary social vision were opened up, with
literature as its sounding board. Yet from another perspective, one could, I think,
read the earlier articulation of literature, even in its pervasively Hindu mode, as
registering within it all of the tensions of its social and regional context, as these
were reconfigured through the forces of history.

In summation, we have seen how the “Hinduism” of Kerala can be traced
through a series of literary reworkings in linguistic, poetic, and semantic form
and content. From its early origins as part of an autonomously Dravidian reli-
gion of the immanent powers of nature and human society, worshipped through
the charismatic force of local chiefs, the ancestral dead, and spirit possessed
oracles, it developed a bhakti idiom of devotion that accommodated the north
Indian gods of Sanskritic Brahmanism and its priestly class of literati to the
martial and productive forces of the land. The sociocultural differences were pri-
marily mediated through the temple and its various performative arts, and the
articulation of these with popular shrines through religious festivals and 
the folk-forms. These parallel religious worlds, coinciding with the schism in
caste blocs and ritual norms of purity, were equally registered by the split in 
early Malayalam between two distinctive genres of poetic and thematic form –
Man.ipravāl.am and Pāt.t.u. I have suggested, however, that the religious environ-
ment of tantrism, entangled with the sexual politics of intercaste relations and
the material concerns of sorcery, worked towards synthesis from above, while
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the impetus of bhakti, exerted a persistent vernacular pressure from below. We
have seen how with time, the distance between the strata closed, as newer 
mediating forms of performance, and new forums of literature, emerged under
changed historical circumstances. These were still explicitly religious in their
motivation, however, and it is not until the modern transformation that these
fundamentally Hindu ideologies and institutions – as internally conflictual as
they were – came to be finally eclipsed by the conscious emergence of social 
relations in their own right as the fount of literary production.

Notes

1 While I take Pollock’s point (1998) that we must be cautious in the facile assump-
tion that vernacular literacy was fundamentally driven by a concern with propa-
gating religion in popular milieus – recognizing that literary cultures were just as
often imbricated with the political aspirations of regional elites – it seems nonethe-
less clear that the epistemes that framed these efforts were, almost inevitably, reli-
giously valorized. The challenge is to understand how the political and religious
articulated in terms of local social bases, transregional cultural forms, and their 
histories of interaction.

2 The Dravidian language family comprises the four literary languages of peninsular
southern India (Tamil, Malayalam, Kannada, and Telugu), and a score of unwrit-
ten tribal languages scattered mostly across southern and central India. These lan-
guages are historically unrelated to, and clearly predate the arrival of, Sanskrit and
its related Indo-Aryan languages in north India. The distribution of these major lan-
guages in the south further coincides with uniquely related institutions of kinship,
political and religious culture that were indigenously recognized under the term
Drāvid.a many centuries before the modern Tamils co-opted the linguistic label, 
Dravidian, for their contemporary political movements. On the antiquity of these
cultural interrelationships, see Trautmann (1981), Freeman (1988), and my
accompanying chapter, this volume, on the teyyam tradition of Kerala.

3 The standard, and most readily available, histories of Malayalam literature in
English are Nair (1967), George (1968), and Chaitanya (1971). Relevant work in
Malayalam is extensive, but will be cited here only where I owe a direct debt to an
author, and for text-citations. My own attempts to rethink this field in light of my
social scientific and historical interests, with fuller Malayalam citations can be
found in Freeman (1998, and forthcoming).

4 A thorough and scholarly study of religion in the Can
.
kam period is wanting. A

number of relevant sections in Hart (1975) and Hardy (1983) are helpful. In the
characterization that follows, I rely on these, scattered characterizations through
the literature on the Can

.
kam traditions, and my own study of the texts.

5 The historical nature of polity in medieval Kerala, particularly around the puta-
tively revived Cēra line of Mahōdayapuram, can only be sketchily reconstructed
from a relatively poor inscriptional record and little by way of reliable archeology.
While various degrees of formative centralization are argued for this period of the
ninth to eleventh centuries, historians (Gurukkal 1992, Menon 1980, Narayanan
1996) all are agreed as to the subsequent fractionated patchwork of independent
kingdoms in which all the extant literature we today call Malayalam was produced.
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6 References to chapter (vr. ttam) and verse numbers follow the edition of Kr.s.n.an
Nāyar (1979).

7 For instance, one might compare the whole tenor of Dhavamony (1971) with 
that of Hudson (1989) and the more historically situated sense of south Indian
“devotion” in Bayly (1989).

8 See Freeman (1998) for the importance of this text in terms of the history and 
ideology of language in Kerala of that time. For a descriptive analysis of the 
text’s content and historical context, see Gopala Pillai (1985).

9 Cited from the Śivarātrimāhātmyam, vs. 149, in Ś. Kuññan Pil.l.a (1970: 256).
10 From the Uttarakān.d.am of the Kan.n.aśśa Rāmāyan.am, cited in Warrior (1977: 106,

n. 5).
11 From the Śivrātrimāhātmyam, vs. 134, cited in Ś. Kuññan Pil.l.a (1979: 104).
12 For an example of such a Kerala play and its staging with an overview of the 

tradition, see Jones (1984). A more comprehensive treatment of the tradition of
Sanskrit plays in Kerala is in Richmond (forthcoming).

13 Lines 5131–2 in Hariśarma (1980 [1969]: 498).
14 These works are Rājarājavarma (1968), Nı̄lakan.t.hakavi (1990), and Rāmacandra

Pil.l.a (1987).
15 My reading of Kuñcan Nambyār’s work is deeply indebted to the fine historical and

discursive analysis by K. N. Gan. ēś (1996).
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CHAPTER 9

North Indian Hindi 
Devotional Literature

Nancy M. Martin

How to trade in rubies and diamonds,
My blessed guru has shown me the way.

Rubies lie scattered in the square –
Worldly people walk over them.

The unknowing cannot discern;
they leave them and walk away.

But those who understand pick them up –
My beloved has shown me the way.

The fly sits in the honey
Bound up in its sticky wings.

So hard to fly away, O Compassionate One,
From the terrible habit of always wanting more.

In this direction a blind man comes;
In the other a blind man is going.

Blind man meets blind man –
Who can show the way?

Everyone is crying, “Ruby, Ruby”;
They all put forward a cloth to receive.

But none unties the knot to see what lies within
And so they are bereft of all.

Everyone is crying, “Ruby, Ruby”;
But no one has tried to see.

Servant Kabı̄r has looked,
and climbed up beyond birth and death.

Though the Hindu saint to whom this song is attributed, Kabı̄r, was a fifteenth-
century resident of Banaras from a Muslim weaver caste, known for his caustic
critique of both Hindu and Muslim religious leaders and his advocacy of wor-



shipping God as beyond form and distinction, I recorded this song in 1997 in
western Rajasthan. A member of a very low caste of weavers and leather-
workers himself, the singer regularly performs this song together with the songs
of many other Hindu devotional saints at all-night devotional sessions called
jagarans – the primary form of religious gathering in rural North India. And such
songs, attributed to great devotees of the past, are the central form of devotional
literature in North India in the vernacular languages associated with Hindi.

The devotional movements that begin in the Tamil-speaking region of South
India in the sixth to the ninth centuries of the Common Era sweep through the
Kannada-speaking region in the tenth to the twelfth centuries and up into
Marathi-speaking region in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and then
across the north of India by the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries to generate a
vast body of literature of both story and song. Regional dialects were taking
shape during this linguistically formative period in the north within a body of
vernacular language – the spoken language of everyday interaction in contrast
to Sanskrit. Called Hindui or Hindi by Muslims settling in the Delhi region, 
scholars refer to these emerging regional languages as new Indo-Aryan 
(McGregor 1992: 3–9). Fluid in their boundaries, they overlapped sufficiently so
that songs and stories could travel from devotee to devotee and through the 
performances of itinerant singers from region to region.

The vernacular traditions of narrative and song in North India belong first
and foremost to the devotional or bhakti strand of Hinduism, and the sainthood
of the songs’ composers is conferred not by some religious authority or after 
rigorous official inquiry but rather through the embrace of subsequent genera-
tions of devotees, who have recorded, performed and expanded the traditions that
surround them. The saints’ exemplary lives and their songs (as well as many
more subsequently composed in their names and styles) guide others on the
bhakti path and ideally cultivate and elicit the expressed all-encompassing love
for God in those who hear and perform them. The most famous are the weaver
Kabı̄ r with his biting critique, the royal renouncer Mı̄rābaı̄ , the lover of Kr.s.n.a
Sūrdās, the founder of the Sikhs Nānak, Nāmdev of the Vārkarı̄ tradition, the
leather worker Raidās, the Rajasthani devotee of the Lord Beyond Form Dādū,
and Tulsı̄ dās, the poet of Rāma. But there are literally hundreds more. 

North Indian devotional literature is situated within a stream of religious
reform. Broadly referred to as the bhakti movement, it is in fact a series of move-
ments though bhakti or devotion is the defining feature of them all. Bhaj – the
root of the word bhakti – carries multiple meanings, including to apportion, to
share, to bestow, to enjoy, to possess, to experience, to practice, to cultivate, to
choose, to serve, to honor, to adore, and to love (Ramanujan 1993: 103–4 n. 2).
Though translated as “devotion,” bhakti implies a complex and multi-
dimensional relationship between human and divine, including adoration but
also partaking of every form of love possible between human beings, from
parental love to that of lovers. This love is mediated through the body, experi-
enced through the senses, with devotees employing metaphors of sight, sound,
taste, smell, and touch. They even speak sometimes as if they were God, losing
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all awareness of themselves as separate, in an experience akin to possession by
the divine beloved. This passionate and intoxicating love may be spontaneous,
seeming to take the devotee by storm, but it is also cultivated through ritual and
song (Ramanujan 1993: 103–69; Martin 1999a).

The religious movements that were marked by such love left behind 
ritual action carried out by priests to focus on personal relationships between
individuals and God, with more mature devotees, saints of the past, and even
God understood to serve as gurus to those who would deepen this relation. Some
movements were radically iconoclastic while others were closely connected to
local temples and manifestations of the divine, mapping out mythic events on
the regional landscape. In all of them religious expression shifted away from the
elite language of Sanskrit to the intimacy of local vernacular languages. 

Leadership within the community was based on religious experience rather
than heredity (at least in the early stages of the movements), and these leaders
composed songs of love, complaint, and praise to their chosen forms of God.
Among their number were untouchables and women as well as brahmans. All
people were recognized as equal in the eyes of God and across rebirths, and 
communities worshipped and ate together, defying caste rules of purity,
although actual social experiments of egalitarian living on a larger scale were
admittedly few. The most significant attempt occurred among the Vı̄ raśaivas in
the twelfth century in the Kannada-speaking region (present day Karnataka)
where a community more than one hundred and ninety thousand strong sought
to live without caste distinction, though the wider society did not tolerate this
for long (Ramanujan 1973: 62–4). Low-caste saints sometimes had to defend
their right to worship and prove their worthiness before God in trials engineered
by brahman priests outside the movements who felt their own religious author-
ity was being threatened, and women saints faced similar trials before male reli-
gious leaders even within the bhakti fold, according to the hagiographic
accounts.

Institutional structures took shape with time, and hierarchies re-entered.
Sects that initially refuted caste became like castes themselves, as their members
married only other members and passed religion down as a family heritage
rather than an individual choice. Formal liturgies including the songs of par-
ticular saints solidified, and elaborate rituals of devotion developed. Lineages of
leadership also took hold, sometimes hereditary, sometimes based on a guru’s
choosing of a successor.

Vis.n.u and Śiva emerged as the primary focus of such devotion, with this same
type of organized devotion to the supreme Goddess or Devı̄ developing some-
what later. After the Tamil Āl.vārs, Vis.n.u himself was largely supplanted in direct
worship by his avatārs – the amorous Kr.s.n.a (who takes birth in Vr.ndāvan among
the cowherding people of Braj as detailed in Sanskrit in the Bhāgavata Purān.a
and who is also the charioteer of Arjuna in the famous dialogue of the Bhagavad
Gı̄tā) and Rāma (the upholder of the social and religious order and the hero of
the epic Rāmāyan.a who must rescue his wife Sı̄ tā from the demon king Rāvan.a).
Still others speak of God as beyond form of any kind under the name of Rām,
the Formless One, the Imperceptible, and reject images, myths, and the rituals
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of temple devotion. In many cases the saints sing of both God with form (sagun. )
and without or beyond form (nirgun. ) and juxtapose the two in a single song that
may consider how the Lord who is the reality behind all that is could come to
play among his devotees as the child Kr.s.n.a does or could be encountered
through a temple image. Nevertheless, movements and saints are often charac-
terized as either practicing nirgun. or sagun. devotion in an oppositional way
(Hawley 1995a). Those who worship the nirgun. Lord have been called sants, a
term which means “one who knows the truth . . . [or] who has experienced 
Ultimate Reality” (Schomer and McLeod 1987: 2–3). The meaning of the term,
however, has been generalized to mean “a good person” or a saint, and thus sant
is often also used to refer to any member of the larger devotional community,
whether his or her orientation is sagun. or nirgun. .

These movements did not develop in a vacuum but built on previous tradi-
tions and were in competition with other existing ones. The Nāth tradition was
a strong formative influence and continues to be a part of the religious milieu of
India (Briggs 1938; Gold 1992: 35–53). Nāth jogis looked back to Śiva as the
quintessential jogi ascetic and practiced hatha yoga with the aim of controlling
the physical body in an integration of physical and spiritual attainment. Icono-
clasm, a radically nirgun. conception of Ultimate Reality, and a defiance of caste
are hallmarks of this tradition, and Nāth jogis are known for their miraculous
powers as well, with Goraknāth being the greatest guru of the sect and an array
of songs and stories attached to him and subsequent gurus.

Tantric streams from Hindu and Buddhist sources flowed into the formation
of bhakti through the Nāths and other sources. The fundamental practices of
tantra involve working through the body to unify opposites and overcome all
duality; elaborate rituals, diagrams, mantras, and visualizations are among the
techniques employed (Hess and Shukdev Singh 1983: 139–40). Other strains of
Buddhism also had their impact, and particularly in the south, bhakti saints saw
both Buddhists and Jains as their competitors, and their stories and songs reflect
their confrontations.

Muslim traditions were strong in the medieval milieu in which bhakti grew as
well, Sufis in a very open way and Isma’ilis in more disguised forms (Vaudeville
1974; Khan 1997). The lines between the traditions were fluid with many
Muslims devoted to Hindu saints and many Sufi pı̄rs having Hindu followers 
as well. Low castes converted en masse to Islam in order to move out of the 
hierarchy of caste but often without leaving behind all of their previous Hindu
practices and traditions, even as Kabı̄r’s caste may have. Both the Sufis and the
bhakti saints taught a path of overwhelming love for God, and many of their
practices were similar.

Bhakti philosophy and theology developed in opposition to Hindu advaita
philosophers who argued that Ultimate Reality was an impersonal Oneness to
be realized rather than a supreme God to be loved. The bhaktas articulated a
desire to experience God rather than to become God, whether their orientation
was nirgun. or sagun.. Into this fecund mix of religious influences must be added
local traditions of worship and manifestations of the divine that played key roles
in the development of various regional sects.

north indian hindi devotional literature 185



Particular movements emerged in different regions at different times, each
with its own set of saints, although later movements often included the saints of
earlier ones within their clan and all continue to this day. In the Tamil-speaking
region the sixth to the ninth centuries were the heyday of the Āl

¯
vārs (those

“immersed in God”) who were dedicated to Vis.n.u and of the Nāyan
¯
ās whose

loving service was directed to Śiva (Ramanujan 1993; Peterson 1989). The
songs of both the Āl

¯
vārs and the Nāyan

¯
ās are deeply connected to the Tamil

countryside, addressing individually the particular manifestations of Vis.n.u
and Śiva in each of its many temples. In the Kannada speaking region in the
tenth to twelfth century the Vı̄ raśaiva saints thrived. Theirs was a radically egali-
tarian tradition, rejecting all manner of outward religious display which might
be facilitated by wealth. The body was seen as the most important temple, and
Śiva was enshrined within. Devotees wandered as mendicants teaching this way
to God. Gender and caste were directly addressed in their songs as only the
passing accidents of birth and irrelevant to spiritual attainment (Ramanujan
1973).

North Indian devotional traditions may be said to begin in the Marathi-
speaking region (modern day Maharashtra) in the thirteenth century with
Jñāneśvar and his saintly brothers Nivr.ttināth and Sopan and sister Muktabāı̄ ,
outcast from society because their father had been a renouncer returned to the
householder life. Jñāneśvar’s Jñāneśvari is recognized as a masterpiece of devo-
tional literature, and together they are seen as the originators of a devotional
movement that would be called the Vārkarı̄ s (Ranade 1933). The saint Nāmdev’s
life overlapped theirs and extended into the mid-fourteenth century, and he sang
of the efficacy of reciting the name of God, of singing songs of praise, and of
spending one’s time in the company of other devotees, all practices affirmed
across the spectrum of bhakti movements (Callewaert and Lath 1989). He
stressed the attitude of the heart over outward acts of worship and addressed
his songs sometimes to the incarnate Lord Kr.s.n.a, other times to the One who is
beyond human imaginings. Both Nāth traditions and the Mahanubhava sect
influenced the development of this sect, and earlier layers of Śaiva tradition were
combined with Vais.n.ava devotion (Vaudeville 1987). Worship focuses on the
regional deity Vit.t.hal, recognized as a form of Kr.s.n.a, who first became manifest
at Pandharpur (now an essential pilgrimage destination for members of the sect)
and whose longing for his devotees is likened to that of a cow separated from her
calf. The brahman Eknāth added much to the literature of the Vārkarı̄ s in the six-
teenth century, including a Marathi translation and commentary on the stories
of Kr.s.n.a’s life, and the seventeenth-century śūdra saint Tukārām sang in coarse
and beautiful language of the nature of human existence, the mysteries of God,
and the struggles of the devotional path (Chitre 1991). 

Poet saints emerged across north India from the fourteenth century onward.
Rāmānand is said to be a disciple of the famous bhakti philosopher theologian 
of South India, Rāmānuja, and the guru of a number of renowned low-caste
saints, though conflicting accounts are given of his life and religious practices
(Burghart 1978). The Rāmānandi tradition or sampradāy traces its origins to his
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teachings, and among his supposed disciples are Kabı̄r the weaver, Raidās the
leatherworker, Sen the barber, and Dhana the butcher.

Kabı̄ r was a fifteenth-century resident of Banaras and member of the julaha
caste and is the most well-known, particularly for his caustic critiques of all
hypocrisy and social and religious hierarchy. He spares no one – both Hindu and
Muslim religious leaders and the rulers of the land receive no mercy, and he
preaches a path of realization of the One who is beyond all distinctions and
limited human categories – the nirgun. Lord. He cries out:

Brother, were did your two gods come from?
Tell me, who made you mad?
Rām, Allah, Keshav, Karim, Hari, Hazrat –
So many names.
So many ornaments, all one gold,
It has no double nature. 

(Hess and Shukdev Singh 1983, 50–1)

Again and again he hammers home the point that we must face death and our
own mortality if we are going to truly live:

Make your own decision.
See for yourself while you live.
Find your own place.
Dead, what house will you have? 

(Hess and Shukdev Singh 1983: 68)

Instead of doing so, we are tied to our senses like an ox to an oil press going round
and round on the wheel of life, and we live under delusion, like a dog seeing its
own reflection and barking itself to death. And to those who think themselves
more pure than others, he reminds us that all bodies are of the same clay and
the water we drink, whatever its source, has been the bathing place of humans
and animals and passed through corpses and filth on its way to us. And milk?

Trickling through bones, melting through flesh –
Where does milk come from?
That’s what you drink after lunch, pandit.
And you call clay untouchable?

(Hess and Shukdev Singh 1983: 57–8)

Who then can claim to be more pure? 
Kabı̄ r’s message is strident and his language often coarse, and he is above all

a preacher, denouncing all outward forms of religious practice as salvific in
themselves and calling his hearers into relationship with the One God (Hess and
Shukdev Singh 1983: 7–37). Yet the truth is not easily grasped – we must come
to hear the unstruck sound and to know its untellable story. Kabı̄r had both
Muslim and Hindu followers, and it is said that at his death they fought over how
to carry out his funeral rites. But when they pulled the cover away, they found
only flowers where his body had been. These they then divided, the Muslims
burying their half and the Hindus burning theirs.
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Early records of Kabı̄r’s songs are found in three distinct sources (Hess 1987).
The Bijak contains only his works (Hess and Shukdev Singh 1983), but his songs
are also found in the Ādi Granth of the Sikhs and the manuscript collections of the
Dādūpanth, another nirgun. “path” or sect founded by Dādū, a cotton-carder (pos-
sibly Muslim) living in Rajasthan in the latter half of the sixteenth century who
followed in the footsteps of Kabı̄r (Orr 1947; Callewaert 1988). Among the most
important of the latter are the thematic collections of the Sarvān

.
gis of Rajab and

of Gopaldās and the Pañc-Vāni collections recording songs of five saints: Dādū,
Kabı̄ r, Nāmdev, Raidās, and Hardās (Callewaert 1988; Callewaert and Beeck,
1991; Callewaert 2000a). Both the Ādi Granth and these seventeenth-century
Rajasthani Dādūpanthi manuscripts provide a gold mine of early songs, especially
for nirgun. saints. A sect, the Kabı̄rpanth, has also been established in Kabı̄r’s name
by those who share his low-caste status and for whose adherents Kabı̄r has
reached almost divine status (Lorenzen 1987). A vast oral tradition of song exists
as well, performed across North India today, which includes songs of Kabı̄r
together with the songs of many, many other saints (Martin 2000).

Raidās, another of the supposed disciples of Rāmānanda from Banaras, is
alternately said to be a pure nirgun. devotee or to blend nirgun. devotion with a
sagun. love of Rām (Callewaert and Friedlander 1992). A camar (an untouchable
leatherworker whose caste-fellows dispose of the bodies of dead animals), he
speaks against the hierarchies of purity, approaching God with humility and
utter dependence on divine grace and love, relying on the recitation of the name
of God to keep his mind and heart focused on his Lord in a world that parades
an endless stream of distractions (Hawley and Juergensmeyer 1988: 24–32). His
songs too are included in the Sikh and Dādūpanthi collections, and a low-caste
religious movement devoted to him and known as the Raidāsis can be found in
Banaras (Schaller 1995). There are epic oral song traditions recounting episodes
from his life as well, sung among leatherworker communities from Banaras to
Rajasthan, which combine social protest with religious devotion, exposing the
greed and corruption of rulers and brahman priests alike and affirming the
dignity and legitimacy of Raidās and thus of other low-caste devotees.

In the lineage of nirgun. Hindu devotion, we also find the founder of the Sikh
tradition, Nānak, who lived in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century in
the Punjab region (McLeod 1968). Stories abound of his debates with Nāth jogis
and his encounters with Hindu and Muslim spiritual teachers. He advocated a
nirgun. devotion that focused on the importance of the Lord as guru and on the
practice of the repetition of the Name of God. Respected by both Hindus and
Muslims, he laid out a path which transcends the particulars of both traditions,
preaching adamantly against outward forms of worship including temples and
mosques, religious scriptures, pilgrimage, and ritual. Even so the collection of
his songs and those of other Sikh gurus was initiated by the fifth guru Arjan in
a text that came to be known as the Ādi Granth and also included the songs of a
number of other earlier saints referred to as bhagats (including Kabı̄r, Raidās,
and Nāmdev). This text became the effective guru for the sect’s members after
their tenth and final human guru Govind Singh passed on, and because of its
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early date (1604 ce) and clear history, it is a primary source of early bhakti
literature (Callewaert 2000a, McLeod 1989: 82–101).

Vais.n.ava devotion and sects were also developing in these centuries. In
Andhra Pradesh, Vallabhā was born to a Telegu brahman family in the late 
fifteenth century (Barz 1992). Considered an avatār of the mouth of Kr.s.n.a, he
was to found the Pustimarg, the way of grace, also called the Vallabhā sampradāy
or “tradition.” Known as a great scholar, he traveled widely and bested advaita
philosophers in debates from a young age, winning the title of acarya. His argu-
ment was straightforward – a true nondualist philosophy should not divide the
world into an illusory phenomenal world and the One reality behind it; rather
pure advaita (śuddhādvaita) would have to acknowledge that all is God – both
manifest reality and the Oneness underlying it. The followers of Vallabhā
worship Kr.s.n.a, particularly through an image that emerged from Govardhan hill
in Vr.ndāvan of his mountain-bearing form. The songs of eight poets, called the
as.t.achap, constitute the formal liturgy of the sampradāy.

The most well-known of the as.t.achap poet-saints is Sūrdās, whose songs of
Kr.s.n.a’s childhood and adolescence among the cowherding community of Braj
draw both singers and listeners inside of the emotional world of that divine
drama with its multiple forms of love for the incarnate Lord (Bryant 1978;
Hawley 1984). His collected works, the Sur Sagar (Sur’s Ocean), number over
5,000 songs, and as is the case with all these great medieval poet saints, clearly
not all these were composed by a single individual. Indeed the best we can do is
to identify an early core of tradition attributed to him, as J. S. Hawley and
Kenneth Bryant have done, based on reliable manuscripts. For the most part the
manuscripts we have of the saints’ songs appear initially to record the reper-
toires of singers, with all the variation that this might imply. And successive
singers have expanded the traditions, the saints’ names conferring authority and
indicating a particular style of devotion and poetic expression more than actual
authorship (Hawley 1988).

Sūrdās is said to have been blind but describes the emotional landscape 
of Kr.s.n.a’s childhood and adolescence in intricate detail. Some of the songs
attributed to him speak of the child Kr.s.n.a, articulating the love of parents for
children (vatsalya) and juxtaposing the Lord of All and the small boy of his incar-
nation. Having seen him eating dirt as boys are want to do, his mother Yaśoda
grows irritated and says:

“Mohan, won’t you spit out the mud?”
. . . But he wouldn’t obey;

he played a clever trick:
He opened his mouth,

and he showed her,
and the Play unfolded . . .

(Bryant 1978, 174)

Seeing the divine drama of the cosmos unfold before her as she looks into what
is not only the mouth of her son but also of God, she is completely overwhelmed,
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as the poet takes the hearer also from the ordinary world into sudden recogni-
tion of the divine. Other songs recount with wonder how the one who is the Lord
of the three worlds is yet unable, in his child’s body, to step across the threshold
of the house without tripping, and others describe his delightful childish appear-
ance and his mischievous behavior, his miraculous defeat of murderous demons
and his propensity for stealing butter (Bryant 1978; Hawley 1983). 

Still others speak of his adolescent love play with the young cowherding gopı̄
women and particularly with his lover Rādhā – married to another yet unable
to resist her Lord; of his irresistible flute playing and his amorous appearance
and of the vicissitudes of love. Indeed, transforming the language and emotions
of erotic love (madhurya) into devotion to God as other devotional saints before
him had done, Sūrdās speaks as one of the gopı̄s, describing Kr.s.n.a’s (Hari’s)
appearance to a companion:

Look, my friend, look at Hari’s nimble eyes.
How could the shimmer of lotuses and fishes,

Even the darting wagtails,
Compare in charm with this? . . .

Look at that beauty: slender, mind-entrancing curls,
How they ramble uncontrolled

Over eyebrows just below . . .
Hari is a mirroring, the image of all desire.

(Hawley and Juergensmeyer 1988: 106)

Desire and the love of union inevitably yield the pain of separation (viraha)
which serves as another theme within Sūrdās’s songs, some addressing the
longing in temporary separation and some set in the time after Kr.s.n.a has left
Vr.ndāvan and the land of Braj for Mathura, never to return. His companion
Uddhāv comes to the gopı̄s to try to persuade them to take up yogic austerities
in Kr.s.n.a’s absence, but they show him clearly that they have already mastered
fasting, sleepless and one-pointed meditation, and more through their undying
love. Within the corpus of Sūrdās’s songs are also songs of supplication and 
complaint (vinaya) apart from the narrative world of Kr.s.n.a’s incarnation
(Hawley 1984) in which the poet speaks directly in his own voice, lamenting:

Life has stumbled, stumbled and unraveled,
Roped to politics and salary and sons.

Without my even noticing, my life has ambled off
And gotten tangled in a snare of illusion so foolproof

that now I cannot break it or loosen its grip . . .
(Hawley and Juergensmeyer 1988: 115)

Much of the imagery of these songs and also of the practices of Kr.s.n.a devo-
tion focus on the remembrance and reenactment of the stories of Kr.s.n.a’s incar-
nation and on cultivating the emotions experienced by all the characters who
love Kr.s.n.a in various ways within this divine drama – those who serve him, his
parents, his companions, and his gopı̄ lovers. The Sanskrit Bhāgavata Purān.a,
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composed in the ninth or tenth century in South India, casts this narrative in a
devotional light, particularly in book X which becomes the inspiration for much
Vais.n.ava literature in North India (Entwistle 1987: 22–42). More than a story,
this drama becomes map and mirror for divine-human love, an eternal drama
in which each devotee has a role. A tradition of religious dramatic performance
also develops, with the texts of these plays forming another genre of devotional
literature, spiced with humor, social critique, and romance and fully enacted 
in Vr.ndāvan and elsewhere on a regular basis (Hawley 1981; Wulff 1984;
Haberman 1988). In his songs Sūrdās invites the hearer inside this world and
into the emotions of its characters, taking on multiple personas, as do other
Vais.n.ava poets.

Even as Vallabhācārya’s disciples formed the Pustimarg in Vr.ndāvan, in
Bengal another Kr.s.n.a devotee, Caitanya, took birth. An ecstatic saint who often
fell into trance and states of divine madness, he is said to have been an incar-
nation of both Rādhā and Kr.s.n.a. All the possible range of emotions associated
with love wracked his body and heart, from the deepest despair at his divine
beloved’s absence to the supreme bliss of union. He popularized a form of
worship involving singing and dancing, and the six Goswamis who were his 
disciples also went to Vr.ndāvan in the early sixteenth century and founded 
the Gaudiya Vais.n.ava sect: Rūp, Sanātan, Jiv, Gopal Bhatt, Raghunathdas, and
Raghunath Bhatt. The saint Nimbarka had arrived there earlier and founded
another sampradāy devoted to Kr.s.n.a and named after him, and Hit Harivams, a
contemporary of Rūp and Sanātan, was the founding figure of a fourth, the
Rādhāvallabh sampradāy, which glorified and deified Rādhā, as the songs of its
founder clearly articulate (McGregor 1992: 88–9). The convergence of these
groups on the site of Kr.s.n.a’s legendary incarnation made this a major center of
Vais.n.ava literary production in the sixteenth century, and the language of this
region, Braj Bhās.a, predominated (Entwistle 1987: 136–73).

Sects continued to multiply as the followers of other extraordinary devotees
formed new communities to continue their founder’s particular teachings,
among others the Ramsnehi sampradāys in eighteenth-century Rajasthan, advo-
cating a blending of nirgun. and sagun. devotion in their praise of Rām. A tradi-
tion of Śaiva devotion had developed in Kashmir, and devotion to the Devı̄
especially in her forms as Durga and Kālı̄ grew, particularly in Bengal. 
Ramprasad Sen is perhaps the most well-known Bengali poet addressing Kālı̄
(Nathan and Seely 1982), and Lalla the most famous Kashmiri Śaiva poet saint
(Odin 1999). Yet there were other saints also in North India who seem to have
been appreciated by many but to have stood outside of formal sectarian affilia-
tion, their songs not a part of any official liturgy. Tulsı̄dās and Mı̄ rābaı̄ are two
such saints.

Tulsı̄ dās was an educated brahman from eastern India who settled in Banaras.
Though he composed a large number of songs in praise to Rām and a small 
set also for Kr.s.n.a, he is most well-known for his telling of the story of Rām and
Sı̄ tā entitled the Ramcaritmanas or “The Holy Lake of the Acts of Rām,” com-
posed in the vernacular language of Avadhi in the latter half of the sixteenth
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century. More than ten thousand lines in length, this devotional epic poem
recounts the adventures of Rām, with an elaborate set of frame stories that 
allow the incorporation of additional mythic material and further theological
reflection as Śiva tells the story to Pārvatı̄, the crow Bhusundi to Vis.n.u’s vehicle
Garud.a, the Upanis.adic sage Yajñavalkya to Bharadvaj, and Tulsı̄dās to his 
audience. Within his telling of the tale, Tulsı̄dās seeks to cultivate deep devotion
to Rāma but also to reconcile and integrate Vais.n.ava and Śaiva devotion, nirgun.
and sagun. perspectives, and advaita and bhakti religiosity. Situated within a vast
stream of both Sanskrit and vernacular literature surrounding Rāma, Tulsı̄ dās
is clearly influenced not only by Vālmikı̄ ’s Rāmāyan.a (though his Rāma is
thoroughly divine unlike Vālmikı̄ ’s great but very human hero) and the South
Indian telling of the Adhyātma Rāmāyan.a or “Spiritual Rāmāyan.a” (incorporat-
ing advaita ideals with Rām seen as both an incarnation of Vis.n.u and the per-
sonification of Ultimate Reality or Brahman and portraying only a shadow of
Sı̄ tā rather than Sı̄ tā herself being abducted by the demon Rāvan.a) but also 
by the Kr.s.n.a tradition in his portrayal of Rām’s childhood (Lutgendorf 1991;
Richmond 1991).

Tulsı̄ dās’s Ramcaritmanas is extremely popular and the subject of regular
recitation, both personal and public, and full-scale enactment as well as an
expository tradition of katha. The Rāmlı̄ lā carried out every year by the
Maharāja of Banaras is the most elaborate, lasting a month with various spe-
cific locales on the eastern shore of the Ganges in Ramnagar identified with par-
ticular episodes, and all the characters played by carefully selected and prepared
young brahman boys (Hess and Schechner 1977; Lutgendorf 1991). With this
vernacular telling, Tulsı̄dās made the story of Rāma accessible to all, apparently
upsetting some within the brahman community of his day in his seeming dese-
cration of a sacred text. Stories attest to the Ramcaritmanas’ full acceptance as
sacred literature of the highest level, however, after the volume rose miracu-
lously to the top of a stack of Sanskrit scriptures under which it had been placed
and locked in a temple overnight (Lutgendorf 1991: 8–10). 

Though brahmanic opposition may have occurred, Tulsı̄dās’s telling also 
contains passages that affirm the existing social hierarchy at numerous points,
some seemingly aimed at keeping women and Śūdras alike “in their place,” and 
also recount some actions on the part of Rām, problematic for one who is said 
to be God, which generate a literature addressing the resulting doubts that arise
(Lutgendorf 1991: 392–409). Tulsı̄dās is praised and the Ramcaritmanas
embraced by people of multiple religious orientations, offering a point of meeting
between members of divergent sampradāys, in line with the synthetic and 
inclusivist nature of the text.

A second saint who falls outside of the institutional structure of panths and
sampradāys is Mı̄ rābaı̄ , said to have lived in the first half of the sixteenth
century.1 A daughter of a rājput royal family in Marwar (western Rajasthan),
she was forced to marry into the family of the rulers of Mewar (southern
Rajasthan) to cement a political alliance. But her love was only for Kr.s.n.a, and
her marital family tried to kill her when she did not behave as a woman of her
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station should, singing and dancing in public temples and conversing with holy
men and people from all castes. In her deeply personal songs she pours out her
defiant love and intense longing for her Lord. Not a preacher in the style of Kabı̄r,
she rejects caste and gender restrictions through her actions more than her
words, and she need undergo no imaginative change of gender to identify with
the gopı̄s as Sūrdās did, giving her words an unmatched emotional directness.
Songs attributed to her share some of the imagery of Vr.ndāvan but also speak
her love in the first person. She draws, as do other poets, on the tropes of classi-
cal and folk love lyrics as well as the forms and themes of other folk and women
songs, as she declares her love and renounces her royal life and marriage to take
up the life of a wandering mendicant. 

When she is said to have a guru at all, it is almost always Raidās the leather-
worker, but more often she has none, and her behavior as a woman leads to an
underlying ambivalence toward her just below the surface of an almost univer-
sal admiration. Clearly loved by people of many devotional sects, based on the
number who tell her story and record and sing her songs, she is still not formally
incorporated into any, perhaps because her challenge to gender norms is too
radical, because she is too sagun. in her devotion for the nirgun. sampradāys, or
because she acknowledges no authority before Kr.s.n.a, even a guru. We have no
early manuscripts of her works, as we do of Kabı̄r, Raidās, and Sūrdās, and the
traditions which surround her are unquestionably composite and stubbornly
multiple.

In one song she speaks audaciously of having purchased her Lord whom she
calls Govind, the Cowherd, in the market –

Mother, I bought Govind!
You say in secret;
I took him openly,

playing a drum.

Some say she paid a high price, but she says no, having weighed him in the
balance and given so little in exchange, though she paid with her life. She begs
her Lord, the Dark One Syām, to come and dwell in her eyes – they have betrayed
her by letting him into her heart, and now she cannot bear to be away from him.
She claims to have married him in a dream, bound now irrevocably to him, and
she laments his seeming absence, charging him with being a renouncer, a jogi,
who having seduced her with sweet words now callously walks away. She vows
to become a renouncer as well and to go in search of him. In one such famous
song, she speaks of the annihilation of self in a union of merger, singing:

I will build a funeral pyre of sandalwood and aloe;
light it by your own hand

When I am burned away to cinders;
smear this ash upon your limbs.
. . . let flame be lost in flame.
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And in still other songs she addresses the ruler of Mewar, the rana (usually
identified as her earthly husband though sometimes said to be either her 
father-in-law or her brother-in-law in order to soften the degree of her rebel-
liousness). She rejects all that he has to offer her and voluntarily takes on the life
of the poor. In successive verses and songs she rejects living in palaces, riding on
elephants, eating sweet confections, wearing fine clothes and jewelry, to live in
a hut, walk on foot, eat dry scraps of bread, and wear a rough shawl and the
white of a widow or the saffron of a renouncer, ornamented only with a string
of prayer beads. In a common refrain she sings:

What can Mewar’s ruler do to me?
If God is angry, all is lost,
But what can the Rana do?

And what can he do if she does not want anything he has to offer? When such
songs are sung within low-caste communities, they provide a clear language of
resistance against the values and privileges of the ruling class and upper castes
as Mı̄ rābaı̄ stands in solidarity with the underprivileged (Martin 2000; Mukta
1994). Her compelling life story adds a deeper layer of meaning to this and many
other songs attributed to her, and the story of her devotion, suffering and
triumph is extremely popular, told in almost every conceivable narrative genre
from films, comic books, and novels to folk dramas, epic songs, and more 
standard compendiums of the lives of saints.

Indeed we find the stories of the saints retold in a wide range of vernacular
literary genres, with the stories of over 200 appearing first in the Bhaktamal or
“Garland of Devotees” composed by Nābhadās (a member of the Rāmānandi sect
living in Galta, Rajasthan) around 1600 ce (Callewaert and Snell 1994).
Nābhadās catches the essence of each saint’s life and character in a few short
lines of verse and sets the standard for subsequent bhaktamals by Dhruvdās (early
seventeenth century), Raghavdās (ca. 1713), and others. Commentaries 
attend each bhaktamal, offering fuller narratives, beginning with Priyadās’s
Bhaktirasabodhini Tika (1712) commentary on Nābhadās. The recitation of these
texts remains an active part of devotional life, and though each of the composers
belonged to a different branch of devotional Hinduism – Nābhadās was a
Rāmānandi, Raghavdās a member of the Vais.n.ava Rādhāvallabhā sampradāy,
Dhruvdās a nirgun. Dādūpanthi, and Priyadās a follower of Caitanya as well as of
Nābhadās – they all honored a broad family of saints devoted to God both with
and beyond form. Standard episodes structure the tales – tests the saints must
endure imposed by secular and religious authorities, experiences of conversion
for male saints, the overcoming of marriage for women saints, and more
(Ramanujan 1982; Lorenzen 1995b).

The saints’ lives are narrated in the Punjabi Pothipremabodh (1693) and the
Marathi Bhaktivijaya (1762) of Mahipati, and their songs are threaded together
with narrative, each composition contextualized in life events, in Nagridas’
Padaprasangmala (early eighteeth century) (Callewaert 1994: 28–9; Abbott and
Godbole 1988). Further, saints’ lives are individually the subject of parcais by
Anantadās, Jangopal, Sukhsaran and others which provide both introductions
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(paricay) and recount the miracles (paraca) that surround their lives (Callewaert
1994, 2000b; Lorenzen 1991, 1996). Sikh collections known janma-sākhı̄s or
birth stories report anecdotes from the life of Nānak (McLeod 1968: 3–15), and
accounts such as the Caurasi Vais.n.avan ki Varta, the Accounts of the Eighty-four
Vais.n.avas (1620 ce) by Gokulnath, record episodes from the lives of saints of the
Pustimarg, thereby illustrating the practical implications of the teachings of
Vallabhācārya (Barz 1994). 

Further, episodes from the saints’ lives appear in the songs of other saints and
in some seemingly biographical songs, sometimes attributed to the saints them-
selves and other times clearly composed by later devotees. There is a sense in
which the saints all belong to one devotional community, the satsang or “gath-
ering of the true,” that transcends time, and so we find stories of their meetings
(however historically improbable) and records of extended debates or gosti
between them (Lorenzen 1996: 153–203). Further, their lives provide the 
characters and plot for religious dramas called lı̄ lās performed along with the
life of Kr.s.n.a and Rāma with increasing regularity and also for regional folk 
dramatic forms as well as staged dance performances and films beginning in the
silent era. 

Among low-caste singers we sometimes also find epic songs telling more
extended tales of their lives on a par with the textual traditions but usually with
a more humanly realistic and less refined portrayal, as in the Janma Patri of
Mı̄ rābaı̄ . In this epic song sung by low-caste leatherworkers and weavers, the
saint beats her servants as a woman of her high caste might when they bring
the wedding garments for the marriage in which she wants no part, and she is
cast out by her royal husband specifically because of her association with the
camar Raidās though she begs him to let her live in a hut within the palace walls
and weave his garments, taking on the identity of those who sing this song
(Martin 1999b). Stories associated with Raidās and Kabı̄ r also come to life in
low-caste communities through the medium of song.

All these narrative genres and the particular songs sung in the saints’ names
vary dramatically depending on the social, regional, and religious location of
both performer and audience, but the saints are well-loved and familiar charac-
ters within the world of North Indian devotees and provide the warp and woof
with which to weave a wide array of tales and to speak multiple and sometimes
divergent truths, emerging out of very different life experiences. The narratives
surrounding their lives as well as the tales of Kr.s.n.a, Rāma and other deities,
coupled with the full range of emotions and experiences that come with devo-
tion to God, are the primary subjects of the devotional literature of North India,
performed and sung as well as written, marked by overwhelming abundance and
ongoing creative participation.

Note

1 A comprehensive discussion of the traditions of story and song related to Mı̄rābaı̄
can be found in my book Mı̄rābaı̄ , forthcoming with Oxford University Press.
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CHAPTER 10

The Śaiva Traditions

Gavin Flood

Śaiva traditions are those whose focus is the deity Śiva and a Śaiva is a Hindu
who follows the teachings of Śiva (śivaśāsana). These teachings are thought to
have been revealed in sacred scriptures and propagated through the generations
in traditions of ritual observance and theology. Many Śaivas have also wor-
shipped the Goddess, Śiva’s consort and power (śakti), as the esoteric heart of
their religion, and it is often impossible to meaningfully distinguish between
Śaiva and Śākta traditions. Every culture creates its own forms (Castoriadis
1997: 84) and in the following pages I shall discuss the forms that Śaiva tradi-
tions produced and hope to convey something of the Śaiva religious imaginaire.
This imaginaire is distinctive within the Indic traditions and relates to wider
cultural and political history, both insofar as it has corroborated and upheld the
values and goals of mainstream orthodox society and in the ways it has chal-
lenged those norms. On the one hand the Śaiva imagination has been in line
with the instituting power of particular regions, on the other it has brought to
life a world that undermines that power through its promotion of a vision of the
self that transcends social institutions and political stability. It is this ambiguity
that shares many of the wider goals of collective life while eroding those goals
through promoting a subjectivity external to them that is a characteristic of
Śaiva traditions. It is in this truly creative dynamic in which Śaiva values are
embedded in social institutions, such as caste and kingship, while simultane-
ously undermining those values, that the genius of the tradition resides. It is
perhaps not a coincidence that this ambiguity is reflected in the ultimate imag-
inary signification of the tradition, Śiva himself, as the erotic ascetic (O’Flaherty
1981), as family man and vagabond, as form and formless, and as transcendence
and immanence.

In this chapter I will focus on early Śaiva traditions, and although I will briefly
discuss the fifteenth-century Kerala tradition, I will not venture much past the
eleventh century. In effect, largely due to limitations of space I will not deal with



developments of Śaivism during most of the last millennium, which includes 
the Nāth tradition, the traditions of later north India, the Siddha or Cittar
tradition in Tamilnadu, nor the Śaiva Vedānta of the Śan.karācāryas and their
monastic institution (mat.has). I can only justify this exclusion on the grounds
that the important doctrinal foundations and practices are established during
the earlier period and the later traditions are rooted in these earlier forms. But
it is to the indigenous understanding of what a Śaiva tradition is that we must
turn first.

The Idea of a Śaiva Tradition

Recent scholarship has problematized the idea of “tradition,” particularly in the
West, arguing that traditions are not unchanging, historical trajectories, but are
rather re-formed and adapted to changing political and social circumstances
(Heelas 1996; Hobsbawn and Ranger 1983). The past is constructed to suit the
identity needs of each generation. While of course it is true that in a south Asian
context traditions change and are particularly challenged by modernity (Smith
2002), perhaps more stable social continuity has meant that until recently
traditions have changed at a slower rate. There are certainly traditions of vedic
practice that have survived historical contingency, such as the Nambudri vedic
recitation, which go back possibly thousands of years (Staal 1963). Śaiva ritual
practiced today was certainly extant in early medieval sources and worship of
Śiva in some form occurs very early in the history of Hindu traditions. While this
is too large a topic to enter into here, involving as it does the question of the rela-
tion of ritual to wider social and political history, there are clearly continuities
of Śaiva practice that reach back into the past. Rather than looking at Śaiva
traditions in terms of the western or western-derived categories of “Hinduism”
and “religion,” to understand the idea of a Śaiva tradition it is more illuminat-
ing to look at indigenous Śaiva classifications.

There is a tension between an externalist understanding that would analyze
tradition in terms of history and the way a tradition is constructed in a particu-
lar historical circumstance and the indigenous, essentialist understanding 
of tradition as stemming from a timeless source. This is a large issue and the
problem of externalist and internalist discourse is as relevant to Hindu traditions
as to Christianity or Islam. While the indigenous view of tradition is clearly
legitimate from the insider’s perspective and important more generally, it is 
often challenged by historical, philological scholarship. Certainly living tradi-
tions can accept and absorb the findings of philological scholarship (as
Christianity has done) and externalist accounts can function as corrective read-
ings of tradition: text-historical accounts are not necessarily incompatible with
religious accounts of revelation. This chapter is written from the perspective of
externalist, historical-philological scholarship, but which nevertheless regards
indigenous claims about tradition to be important and legitimate. At the very
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least the indigenous account of tradition shows how the transmission of know-
ledge was perceived in a particular social context. It is also not precisely clear
what the relation is between Śaiva accounts of tradition, that is, the Śaiva self-
descriptions, and the historical reality of which they are an index. It is therefore
important and necessary – particularly in view of the lack of other sources – to
begin with the Śaiva concept of tradition. It is largely, but not only, these indige-
nous self-descriptions that inform my account of the historical trajectory of the
traditions, but this account is nevertheless from an external perspective, using
the indigenous account to construct a coherent historical narrative.

The Śaiva understanding of tradition has been to see it in terms of a “stream”
(srotas) or line of transmission of texts and practices, flowing through the
generations from teacher to disciple. Another term used is Śaiva āmnāya, a Śaiva
classification associating traditions of scripture with the four directions or a clas-
sification of five emanating from the five mouths of Śiva (Padoux 1994: 35–40;
Brunner et al. 2000: 200; Dyczkowski 1988: 66–85). Such a tradition is trans-
mitted through textual commentary and exegesis and through the lineage of
teachers, the guru santāna or santati. Another term used in Śākta or Kula texts
is ovalli, initiatory lineages (six in number) which are “currents of conscious-
ness” (jñānapravāha) flowing from a transcendent source through the founder of
the particular lineage (Brunner et al. 2000: 258). The source of such a stream
or torrent of transmission in the case of the āmnaya is believed to be Śiva. From 
him the teachings are generally transmitted to the Goddess and from her
through a series of divine and semi-divine intermediaries to the human world,
for the kind of knowledge revealed through revelation is adapted to the abilities
of beings to receive it (MVT 1.24). For example, the ninth- or tenth-century root
text of the Kashmiri Śaiva tradition, the Mālinı̄vijayottara Tantra declares itself to
be derived from the “mouth of the supreme Lord” (parameśamukha) (MVT 1.7),
from where it is transmitted through a series of intermediaries, namely the Lord
Pareśa to the Goddess (Devı̄), thence to her son Kumāra, who in turn transmits
the teachings to Brahmā’s four sons who transmit it to the human world (MVT
1.2–4, 14). The tenth-century Kashmiri theologian Abhinavagupta, likewise
traces the guru lineage of the esoteric “family” (kula) tradition to the four my-
thical figures, the Lords Khagendra, Kūrma, Mes.a, and Macchanda, and thence
to Śiva (TA 29.29–32; Dyczkowski 1988: 62, 68–9; Goudriaan and Gupta 1981:
5). Similarly, the sage Vasugupta, having received a system of teachings from
numerous perfected male and female beings (siddhas and yoginı̄s) who made his
heart pure, received teachings from Śiva who revealed in a dream that they were
inscribed upon a stone on the Mahādeva mountain (namely the Śiva Sūtras) (SSV:
p. 1). During this transmission process the teachings are believed to become con-
densed and accessible to the limited understanding of the receivers.

Other examples could be cited, but the point is that tradition in Śaivism is
derived from a divine source and is understood in cosmological terms. Indeed,
Śaivism could be said to be a cosmological religion in which tradition is not a
human construction but is given through a process of transformation through
levels of a hierarchical cosmos to the human world. It is the guru who is the

202 gavin flood



embodiment of this tradition and who is the channel of divine grace (anugraha)
to the community of disciples. The guru lineage or santāna is therefore an expres-
sion of Śiva’s power (śakti) (SSV: p. 60) and the guru, at least in monistic Śaivism,
is identified with Śiva as one who liberates beings through bestowing initia-
tion (dı̄ks.ā) and giving power to mantra (mantravı̄rya) (SN: pp. 52–3). Even in
dualistic Śaivism, Śiva enters the guru for the purposes of initiation. The guru
becomes the embodiment of tradition, reveals the supreme, liberating truth
(tattva) to the disciple (SSV: p. 59) and reveals the structure of the hierarchical
cosmos. The Mālinı̄vijayottara Tantra defines the guru in these terms:

He who knows the meaning of the all the levels of the cosmos (sarva-tattvāni), is
the guru equal to me (matsamah.) [i.e. Śiva] who has taught the illumination of the
power of mantra (mantravı̄ryaprakāśah.). Men who are touched, spoken to and seen
by him with a delighted mind (prı̄tacetasā) are released from sin (pāpa) even in seven
lifetimes. (MVT 3.10–11)

Because of this emphasis on tradition as a stream flowing through the
generations from a divine source into the guru, the distinctions between Śaiva
and Śākta traditions become blurred. Some texts such as the Yoginı̄hr.daya, which
forms part of the root text of the Śrı̄ Vidyā cult, are clearly Śākta in orientation.
What has becomes known as “Kashmir” Śaivism, a nondualistic tradition
developing from at least the ninth century, identifies Śiva with undifferentiated
consciousness and also identifies this condition with a form of the Goddess Kālı̄
called Kālasam. kars.inı̄ (see below). The more esoteric the Śaiva traditions are, the
more there is a tendency to focus upon the Goddess.

The implications of this for understanding not only Śaiva traditions but the
wider field of Hinduism are great. Firstly, this understanding of tradition and the
emphasis on the guru indicates strong decentralizing processes. While the texts
of revelation are important, it is above all the revelation as the living tradition
of the guru lineage that animates the tradition and through which the grace of
Śiva is believed to flow. Here text becomes performance and the texts’ teachings
embodied in the human guru. Secondly this structure which places such great
emphasis on the teacher–disciple relationship, allows for a kind of particularism
or individualism which is yet impersonal, insofar as tradition is designed to
transcend personality or limited sense of ego (aham. kāra). It is in this relationship
that the transmission of tradition (and the grace of Śiva) occurs. The boundaries
of the Śaiva and Śākta traditions are therefore sufficient to ensure transmission
through the generations yet are also porous in allowing the influence of other,
related traditions. This can be seen by Śaiva theologians quoting from a range of
sources and borrowing from different traditions. Abhinavagupta, for example,
was initiated into a number of Śaiva systems and the Kashmiri theologian
Utpalācārya quotes with approval a text of the Vais.n.ava Pāñcarātra tradition, the
Jayākhyasam. hitā (Span dı̄p: pp. 6–7). This is not to say, of course, that the Śaiva
theologians regarded all revelation as equal; they did not. Rather each new
revelation incorporated the earlier within it at a lower level and so, while a text
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of a different tradition might be quoted with approval, it is generally only
regarded as a truth emanating from the level of the cosmos from which it derives.
Later, esoteric teachings transcend the previous revelation.

While these traditions maintain a hierarchical structure in the classifica-
tion of revelation, as we will see, we nevertheless have in the Śaiva understand-
ing of tradition an example of the decentralizing strategies of what we call
“Hinduism,” which should make us skeptical of the usefulness of the category
in a historical context. While Śaiva authors were keen to make totalizing claims
about the universal truth of their teachings, the model of tradition shared by all
Śaiva schools is inherently pluralistic in the idea of the guru lineage, while simul-
taneously being hierarchical in its assumption of a graded cosmos or ontology
and a graded teaching. These initiatory lineages have been extremely important
in the history of Śaivism and have mostly been associated with groups of texts
called Tantra. But there has also been a more general temple Śaivism associated
with Smārta brahmanism. As Sanderson has shown, the term Śaiva is techni-
cally restricted to an initiate into one of the Śaiva systems, while the term
Maheśvara has been used for a brahmin worshipper of Śiva within the Smārta
domain (Sanderson 1988b: 660–4). It is Sanderson’s general mapping of these
systems in the early medieval period that I follow here (Sanderson 1985; 1988;
1988) although a more complete mapping of the traditions by him, which will
revolutionize our understanding of Śaivism and the history of Indian religions
more generally, will have to wait (Sanderson, forthcoming). But before we trace
this history a few remarks on the earliest indications of reverence for Śiva and
the development of Śaiva traditions are necessary.

Early and Purānic Śaivism

Some scholars maintain that the worship of Śiva goes back many thousands of
years in the subcontinent to the Indus valley civilization, where steatite seals
have been found suggestive of a deity akin to Śiva. The famous “Paśupati” seal
shows a seated, perhaps ithyphallic, horned figure surrounded by animals. Sir
John Marshall has claimed that this is a prototype of Śiva as the yogin and
Paśupati, the Lord of animals (Marshall 1931: 52). But is not clear from the seals
that this is a proto-Śiva figure and Asko Parpola has convincingly suggested that
the seal is in fact a seated bull, almost identical to figures of seated bulls found
on early Elamite seals of ca. 3000–2750 bc (Parpola 1994: 248–50). It may be,
of course, that elements of Śiva’s later iconography – such as the crescent moon
in his hair – can be traced to this period but unless the Indus Valley script is deci-
phered, these seals can only be suggestive. There are early textual references to
Rudra, arguably a forerunner of Śiva, one of whose epithets is “auspicioius”
(śiva), in the R. g Veda. Here three hymns are addressed to Rudra, the “roarer’. He
is clothed in an animal skin, brown, with a black belly and a red back. Even 
at this time he is an ambiguous deity who is like a ferocious beast destroying
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families and livestock, but yet who is also a benevolent healer of disease (R.g Veda
2.33, 1.43; 1.114). A famous hymn in the R. g Veda, the hundred names of Rudra
(śatarudriya), speaks further of this ambiguous nature, a hymn which is referred
to in the Śiva Purān.a and is still recited in Śiva temples today (Gonda 1979:
75–91).

But it is only with the Śvetāśvatara Upanis.ad, composed some time prior to the
Bhagavad Gı̄tā, that a theism focused upon Rudra-Śiva begins to emerge in the
literature. This text is important in marking a link between the earlier monistic
Upanis.ads and the later theistic traditions. Here Rudra is elevated from the feral
deity on the edges of society to the status of the supreme being as the cause of
the cosmos, the magician (māyin) who produces the world through his power
(śakti), yet who transcends his creation. He is the Lord who, by his grace
(prasāda), liberates the soul from its journey from body to body due to its actions.
The seeds of Śaiva theology are here and indeed the terms “guru” and “bhakti”
occur for the first time in the text (Śvetāśvatara 6.23), although more than likely
this passage is a later interpolation. But certainly the seeds of devotion are
implicit in the text’s theism.

The formation of Śaiva traditions as we understand them begins to occur
during the period from 200 bc to 100 ad. Apart from the Śvetāśvatara, we have
references to a Śaiva devotee, a Śiva-bhāgavata, in the grammarian Patañjali’s
commentary on the Pān. ini grammar (Pān. , 5.2.76). He describes him as a figure
clad in animal skins and carrying an iron lance as a symbol of his god, and there
are references to early Śaiva ascetics in the Mahābhārata (Bhandarkar 1983:
165). There are also suggestions of Śiva worship on the coins of Greek, Śaka,
and Parthian kings who ruled north India during this period, bearing a bull, 
a later symbol of Śiva. While little can be inferred from this, it is probable 
that adoption of Śaiva traditions of some form accompanied the general
“Indianization” of the foreign, barbarian (mleccha) rulers (Vallee-Poussin 1936:
239–41).

During the Gupta dynasty (ca. 320–50 ad) the Purān.as developed along with
Smārta brahmin forms of worship (on this see Bühnemann 1988). The Śaiva
Purān.as, most notably the Lin

.
ga and Śiva Purān.a, contain standard material on

genealogy, caste responsibilities, and cosmology, along with specifically Śaiva
topics of installing the symbol (lin

.
ga) of Śiva in temples, descriptions of the forms

of Śiva and material on early Śaiva sects. The follower of the puranic religion,
the Maheśvara referred to by Śan.kara (Brahmasūtrabhās.a 2.2.37), would at
death, having led a life of devotion and responsible enactment of social duties,
be transported to Śiva’s heaven (śiva-loka) at the top of the world egg (brahmān.d.a)
and so be liberated. This is the Śaiva equivalent of the Vais.n.ava heaven vaikun.t.ha
where the puranic Vais.n.ava would go at death. Fully orthoprax, the Maheśvara
adhered to the Smārta observance of social duties, the varn. āśrama-dharma, per-
formed vedic domestic rites and puranic pūjā, making vegetarian offerings to
orthodox forms of Śiva and using vedic mantras. He followed the brahmanical
path in an ordered universe in which his place in the cosmos at death was
assured, as had been his social position in life (Sanderson forthcoming).
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In contrast to the brahmin householder who followed the puranic, Smārta
injunctions, a number of other Śaiva groups are listed in the Purān.as which are
on the edges of orthopraxy and are even condemned by some texts. These Śaiva
sects are classified in quite complex ways in the Purān.as and other medieval
sources – there are references in Śan.kara’s and Rāmānuja’s commentaries on the
Brahma Sūtra and in Yāmuna among others – but four groups in particular
emerge as important. These are the Pāśupata, Lākuliśa, Śaiva, and Kāpalika
sects. There are variant names for some of these and they are also subdivided
(Lorenzen 1991: 1–12; Dyczkowski 1988: 16–19). While the Purān.as mention
these sects and the later Purān.as contain material which is derived from the
nonvedic revelation of the Tantras, they are often hostile to the nonpuranic Śaiva
traditions, partly in reaction to the tantric tradition’s hostility towards the vedic;
the Kūrma Purān.a for instance condemns the Pāśupata system as heretical
(Kūrma Purān.a 1.14.30; 1.20.69; see Dyczkowski 1988: 10–11). A picture
therefore emerges of a puranic Śaiva tradition, revering the Vedas, with ortho-
prax social attitudes, being confronted by renunicate Śaiva traditions, at first the
Pāśupata sect who threatened puranic tradition, but later by more extreme
groups. These alternative Śaiva sects ranged from ascetics who regarded them-
selves as being within the vedic fold, namely the Pāśupatas and Saiddhāntikas,
to groups who consciously placed themselves outside of that sphere such as the
Kāpālikas. It is to these nonpuranic groups that I wish to pay some attention, as
it is these groups who have formed the majority Śaiva traditions and who are
still extant in the subcontinent.

Non-Puranic Śaivism

Sanderson has shown that we can make a broad distinction between the Vedic,
Puranic devotee of Śiva on the one hand and the nonpuranic Śaiva initiate on
the other. These latter had undergone an initiation (dı̄ks.ā) into the cults of their
affiliation for the purpose of liberation in this life (mukti) and/or obtaining
magical power to experience pleasure in higher worlds (bhukti). Within this
group a distinction can be made between those Śaivas who follow the outer or
higher path (atimārga) and those who follow the path of mantras (mantramārga).
The followers of the atimārga sought only liberation, while the followers of the
mantramārga sought not only liberation but power and pleasure in higher worlds
(Sanderson 1988b: 664–90). Among the groups of the atimārga two are par-
ticularly important, the Pāśupatas and a sub-branch, the Lākula, from whom
another important sect, the Kālāmukhas, developed.

The Pāśupatas are the oldest named Śaiva group, dating probably from
around the second century ad. They are referred to in the Mahābhārata (śantipar-
van 349.64), but the earliest surviving text of the group is the Pāśupata Sūtra,
pre-tenth century, with a commentary by Kaun.d.inya. This text was regarded as
revelation by the Pāśupatas. The myth behind it is that Śiva entered the corpse
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of a young brahmin that had been cast into a cremation ground and reanimated
it as Lakulı̄śa, the “Lord of the staff,” who then gave out the teachings contained
in the text to his four disciples.

These teachings present the Pāśupata as an ascetic somewhat on the edges of
orthoprax society, even though such an ascetic had to be a brahmin male who
should not speak with low castes nor with women (Pāś Sū 1.13). But whereas
an ordinary, vedic brahmin would pursue the social norms of adherence to
duties regarding caste and stage of life (varn. āśramadharma), the Pāśupata had
transcended these responsibilities to a higher or perfected (siddha) fifth stage
beyond the vedic fourth stage of renunciation. To achieve this perfection the
ascetic undertook a vow or observance (vrata) in three developmental stages.
Firstly the Pāśupata should live within the environs of a Śaiva temple, bear the
mark (lin

.
ga) of a Pāśupata ascetic, namely the ashes in which he bathes thrice

daily, and worship Śiva with song, dance, laughter and mantra repetition. Living
on alms, the aspirant (sādhaka) undertakes the development of virtues such as
not stealing, celibacy, and not harming creatures by straining water, and so on
(Pāś Sū 1.2–11 and commentary). He thereby gradually purifies himself and
enters the second stage of his practice in which he discards external signs of his
observance, leaves the temple, and undertakes various forms of antisocial
behavior. These include pretending to be asleep in public places, making his
limbs tremble as though he were paralyzed, limping, acting as if mad, and
making lewd gestures to young women (Pāś Sū 3.12–17). Such practices, the
text claims, are doors to the acquisition of merit, for in behaving in this way the
ascetic will attract verbal and physical abuse whereby his sin (pāpa) will be passed
over to his abusers and their merit (sukr. ta) passed over to him (Pāś Sū 3.8–9). In
the third stage of the practice the sādhaka withdraws from the public eye to a
deserted house or cave, lives off alms, and devotes himself to meditation upon
the five sacred mantras of Śiva along with the syllable om. (Pāś Sū 5.21–4).
Through this he unites his soul with Śiva and gains uninterrupted union for a
period of six months (Pāś Sū 5.9–12). Finally the ascetic withdraws to become
a resident in a cremation ground (śmaśāna-vāsı̄), where he lives on whatever is
available (Pāś Sū 5.30–2), and dies reaching union with Śiva (rudrasāyujya) and
the end of sorrow through his grace (Pāś Sū 5.33, 40).

There were more extreme forms of Pāśupata religion. The Lākula ascetic
imitated the terrible form of his god Rudra, carrying a cranium begging bowl, a
skull-topped staff, a garland of human bones, ash covered, with matted hair or
shaved head (Sanderson 1988b: 665–6). This kind of Śaiva had taken the “great
vow” (mahāvrata) or penance for killing a Brahmin in the Dharma Śāstras,
namely living beyond the pale of vedic society and carrying the skull of his
victim for 12 years (Manu 11.73). This practice is reinforced by a myth in which
Śiva as the terrible Bhairava decapitates Brahmā’s fifth head with his left-hand
thumb, because Brahmā had attempted incest with his daughter. The skull sticks
to Bhairava’s hand and he wanders as the beggar Bhiks.āt.ana until he reaches
Banaras where the skull falls at Kapālamocana, a site of pilgrimage (tı̄rtha) (Eck
1984: 119). The Lākula sect gave rise to a further subsect, the Kālāmukhas, who
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were especially dominant in Karnataka during the eleventh to thirteenth
centuries. Indeed they were an important group here, attracting donations and
political patronage for Kālāmukha temples and monastic centers (mat.has)
(Lorenzen 1991: 97–140). The Kālāmukhas’ in turn probably gave rise to the
important Lin.gayat or Vı̄raśaiva tradition, still extant in Karn. āt.aka, famous for
devotional poetry (Ramanujan 1973).

With these groups of the higher path we have the beginnings of a tendency
away from orthodox forms of religion and adherence to the vedic social order.
Although brahmins within the vedic order, the Pāśupatas believed their teach-
ings to transcend that order. They went beyond the four stages on life’s way
(āśrama) into a fifth stage beyond the fourth vedic order, they also saw themselves
as being within that order. Similarly, the Kālāmukhas in seemingly rejecting the
vedic world, vividly symbolized by their great vow as a consequence of brah-
minicide, were yet at the center of the social order in Karn. āt.aka, supported 
by kings, with well-funded centers of practice and learning. The relationship
between these groups and the established hierarchy is therefore complex and
cannot be seen in terms of a simple rejection of vedic values by a heterodox or
excluded community. The issue of the relation of these groups to the wider
society and to vedic orthopraxy becomes even more sharply delineated with the
traditions of the mantramārga, all of which revered a body of scripture distinct
from the Veda, known as the Tantras.

The Tantras

The Tantras are a vast body of literature in Sanskrit, composed mostly between
the eighth and eleventh centuries ad, claiming to have the status of revelation
and claiming to supercede the Vedas. Some Tantras acknowledged the Vedas
while others rejected them. The Tantras were composed in a number of tradi-
tions where they are sometimes known by the name of Āgama in the Śaiva
Siddhānta and Sam. hitā in the Vais.n.ava tantric tradition or Pāñcarātra. There are
also a very few Jain Tantras, a vast body of Buddhist Tantras, mostly preserved
in Tibetan and Chinese translations, and Tantras to the Sun, none of which have
survived (Sanderson 1988b: 660–1). As the Buddhist Tantras were translated
into Tibetan, so some of the Śaiva Tantras were translated into Tamil and are
used as the basis for temple rituals in south India to this day. All of the Śaiva
traditions of the mantramārga accept the Tantras, or rather different groups of
Tantras, as their textual basis, although some Śaiva traditions have been more
closely aligned to orthoprax, brahminical practice than others.

While there are specific traditions and the language of the Tantras is often
obscure, partly because these texts would have been accompanied by a living,
oral tradition, and partly because they regarded themselves as secret and heavily
symbolic, they nevertheless share common features. They are concerned with
practice (sādhana) involving ritual and yoga undertaken after initiation (dı̄ks.ā) by
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a guru, but also contain sections on temple building, architecture, and occa-
sional rites such as funerals. Indeed, each Tantra of the Śaiva Siddhānta theo-
retically rests on the four “feet” (pāda) of doctrine (the vidyā or jñāna pādas), yoga,
ritual (kriyā-pāda), and behavior (cārya-pāda), although most texts do not follow
this rather artificial scheme. The majority of the tantric corpus is concerned with
ritual of some kind and the texts follow a common ritual structure, as we shall
see, for the purposes of attaining liberation and above all, magical power and
pleasure in higher worlds. These rituals involve the enacting of elaborate
hierarchical cosmologies, are concerned with the divinization of the body, with
divine energy or power (śakti), and with possession (āveśa) and exorcism.

We do not yet have a full picture of the groups of ascetics and the social
context in which the Tantras originated, although Sanderson’s work on manu-
script sources will clarify the picture (Sanderson 1985, 1988, forthcoming).
Any statements are therefore preliminary and must remain conjectural and pro-
visional until the publication of Sanderson’s more recent work. The Tantras
probably originated with groups of ascetics similar to the Lākula Pāśupatas, on
the edges of brahminical society who were supported by low castes, although
the low-caste origins of Tantra is contentious as the Tantras are linked to courtly
circles and royal power (Sanderson, forthcoming). Cremation ground asceticism
is a very old tradition in the subcontinent and meditation on death is an import-
ant feature in the meditation practice of early Buddhist monks (e.g. Norman
1973: 123). The Tantras became more popular and tantric images and ideas
became pervasive in later Hindu traditions. Although generally distancing them-
selves from the Tantras, the Purān.as nevertheless absorb tantric elements (Hazra
1983; Dyczkowski 1988: 8) and tantric ideas and practices become absorbed by
the eleventh century into mainstream, brahminical society and courtly circles.
The divine power (śakti) of the Goddess becomes identified with the power of the
King in different regions such as Vijayanagara. But it is in Kashmir, above all,
where we see this process of the brahmanization of tantric ideology and prac-
tice. This history has been traced by Sanderson through the sequences of texts
and the divisions of the Śaiva tantric canon. It is to this canon and the traditions
it expresses that we now turn.

The path of Mantras can be divided into the texts and teachings of the Śaiva
Siddhānta on the one hand and the teachings of Bhairava of non-Siddhānta
groups on the other. While the former, although accepting 28 “dualist” Tantras,
adhered to vedic social practice and made generally vegetarian offerings to a
milder form of Śiva known as Sadāśiva, the latter accepted a large body of texts
which were often hostile to vedic orthopraxy. This distinction between orthoprax
and heteroprax Śaivism is identified in the sources, as Sanderson has shown, as
a distinction between traditions of the right (daks.ina), namely the Śaiva
Siddhānta, and traditions of the left (vāma), namely the non-Saiddhāntika tra-
ditions (Sanderson 1995: p.18). While the Śaiva Siddhānta is a dualistic
tradition, maintaining a distinction between the soul and the Lord, the non-
Saiddhāntika groups, especially the tradition known as the Trika, are nondual-
istic, claiming that the self and Śiva are identical. This dualistic and nondualistic
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distinction also applies to the ritual realm where the Śaiva Siddhānta accepted
the vedic distinction between purity and impurity, remaining within the 
vedic rules of purity, whereas the non-Saiddhāntika rejected this distinction
(Sanderson 1995: 17).

These Śaiva, tantric traditions not only permeated the subcontinent but
became royal religions, along with Buddhism, in southeast Asia and beyond to
Java and Bali during the medieval period. Here kings modeled themselves on
south Asian kings, Sanskrit became the sacred language, and Brahmin priests
officiated at rites of royal consecration. In Java, for example, there are early Śaiva
inscriptions (732 ce) and eighth-century Śaiva temples seemed to have followed
ritual patterns found in the subcontinent of bathing the Śiva lin.ga (Dumarçay
1986). In Bali Śaiva temple priests still perform daily rites in which the priest
symbolically becomes Śiva through uttering the five-syllabled mantra “homage
to Śiva” (namah. śivāya) (Goudriaan and Hookyas 1971). There are important
tantric Buddhist texts of Indonesia, such as the Kuñjarakarn.adharmakathana,
depicting Śaiva elements but in a Buddhist context (Nihom 1994: 119–41).

The Śaiva Siddhānta

The Śaiva Siddhānta forms the fundamental Śaiva system, providing the tem-
plate for ritual and theology of all other Śaiva groups within the Path of
Mantras. The tradition may have originated in Kashmir where it developed a
sophisticated theology propagated by theologians such as Sadyojoti, Bhat.t.a
Nārāyanakan.t.ha and his son Bhat.t.a Rāmakan.t.ha (ca. 950–1000 ad). It spread
to the South where the Sanskrit scriptures are complemented with Tamil texts.
Here the gnostic, ritual system becomes infused with an emotional devotional-
ism (bhakti) characteristic of southern Śaiva Siddhānta, through the Tamil
poetry of the Śaiva saints or Nāyan

¯
ārs. Ritual and devotion are accompanied

here by theology in works by Bhojadeva (eleventh century) and Aghoraśiva
(twelfth century) (Gengnagel 1996).

The Śaiva Siddhānta is dualistic (dvaita), maintaining a distinction between
the self and Śiva and claiming that there are three distinct ontological categories,
the Lord (Pati), the self (paśu), and the bond (pāśa). The Lord or Śiva in his form
as five-faced Sadāśiva, performs the five acts (pañcakr. tya) of the creation, main-
tenance, and destruction of the universe, concealing himself and revealing
himself to devotees (Tat Prak 1.7). The self or “beast” (paśu) is eternally distinct
from Śiva and bound within the cosmos or “bond” (pāśa), in the cycle of birth
and death by impurity (mala), action (karma), and the material substratum of
the cosmos (māyā). Śiva performs the five acts for his play (krı̄d.ā) and for the
liberation of beings (Tat Prak 6.1). This liberation is attained with the grace
(anugraha) of Śiva through initiation (dı̄ks.ā) by a teacher in whose body Śiva 
has become established (ācāryamūrtistha) (Tat Prak 1.15; Hulin 1980: 115–17).
Through initiation and the subsequent actions of daily an occasional rituals per-
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formed throughout his life, the impurity, which is a substance (dravya) covering
the soul, is gradually removed and the aspirant finally achieves liberation a death
through the descent of Śiva’s grace (śaktipāta). Once liberated, the soul does not
merge with Śiva, because of their ontological distinction, but rather becomes
equal to Śiva (śivatulya), possessing all of Śiva’s powers of omniscience and
omnipotence, but remaining eternally distinct (Sanderson 1995: 39–40; Davis
1991: 83–111).

There were two initiations which the Śaiva Siddhāntin would undergo, the
lesser initiation into the cult ritual and scriptures (samaya-dı̄ks.ā) and the liberat-
ing initiation (nirvān.a-dı̄ks.ā) ensuring the soul’s final release (Brunner 1975:
411–43). While initiation was open to all classes, it was not open to women who
could only participate in Śaiva worship vicariously through the actions of their
husbands and so at death rise up to Śiva’s abode (Sanderson 1995: 35–6). The
daily ritual acts of the Śaiddhāntika were performed at the junctures of the day
(dawn, midday, sunset) and involved the standard tantric ritual structure of the
purification of the body through its symbolic destruction (bhūtaśuddhi), the
creation of a divine body through imposing mantras upon it (nyāsa), mental or
inner worship (antarayāga) in which offerings are made mentally to the deity, in
this case Sadāśiva, and external worship in which external pūjā is performed. In
the Śaiva Siddhānta, the form of Sadāśiva worshipped is consortless, possessing
5 faces with 3 eyes, 10 arms, holding a trident, and covered in a tiger skin (Ne 
T 9. 19c–25), and in the Īśānaśivagurudeva-paddhati is represented as a beautiful
sixteen year old youth (ISG 3. 14. 5d), although there is some variation in the
objects held in his ten hands (ISG 3. 1–11). This ritual structure is standard, found
in both primary scriptures and in ritual manuals such as Īśānaśivagurudeva’s 
and Somaśambhu’s paddhatis (twelfth century) (SSP 1963, 1968, 1977, 1998;
ISG 1988). The ritual structure in these texts is also found outside the Siddhānta,
showing that some degree of ritual invariance occurs across the tantric traditions
in spite of divergent theologies and deities (Sanderson 1988b: 660–704; Padoux
1990: 330–8; Brunner 1975: xxi–xxii; Flood 2002).

But while the ritual of the Śaiva Siddhāntin is very closely aligned with the
normative, vedic rites of the Smārta brahmins (Sanderson 1995: 27–38) and
the Saiddhāntika followed a straightforward path of fulfilling dharma along with
performing ritual enjoined by his initiation, there was another path that could
be followed. This was the path of power and the enjoyment of pleasure in higher
worlds that required a distinct consecration (sādhakābhis.eka) after the nirvān.a-
dı̄ks.ā (Brunner 1975). In contrast to one who simply desired liberation at death
(mumuks.u), one desiring powers (bubhuks.u), technically referred to as a sādhaka,
could take on supererogatory rituals. While this distinction between the
mumuks.u and the bubhuks.u does not directly map on to the distinction between
the Śaiva Siddhānta followers of the right and the non-Saiddhāntika groups of
the left, because the sādhaka path was an option also within the Siddhānta, it is
nevertheless the case that the non-Saiddhāntika traditions are more concerned
with attaining power in this sense. Indeed, the obtaining of various forms of
magical power through the practice of yoga and the performance of rituals for
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a desired end (kāmya) are integral to the Tantras. The Svacchanda Tantra, for
example, describes rituals for the Sādhaka to attain the goals of causing the
death of enemies (maran.a), ruining his enemies (uccāt.ana), the subjugation of
women (vaśikaran.a), the power of attraction (ākas.an.a), and the tranquilising 
of supernatural forces (śānti) (Sva TUd 9. 46. On these powers see Goudriaan
1978: 251–412) through the worship of a particular ferocious form of the god
Svacchanda called Kot.arāks.a or Aghorahr.daya (Sva TUd 9. 2). For example, the
destruction of enemies and subjugation of a desired woman are achieved
through establishing their names in a magical diagram (yantra), visualizing the
enemy or desired person, and repeating certain mantras (Sva T 9. 65c-70). These
kind of rites are an important part of the Tantras of the left often associated with
the cremation ground traditions.

Non-Saiddhāntika Śaivism

In contrast to the orthoprax Śaiva Siddhānta, the second major division of the
path of Mantras comprises the Bhairava Tantras and their various subdivisions.
These texts are concerned with the Śaivas who worshipped a ferocious form 
of Śiva called Bhairava and which originated in ascetics groups living in crema-
tion grounds. These groups are generally known as Kāpālikas, the “skull-men,”
so called because, like the Lākula Pāśupata, they carried a skull-topped staff
(khat.vān

.
ga) and cranium begging bowl. Unlike the respectable brahmin house-

holder of the Śaiva Siddhānta or Smārta tradition, the Kāpālika ascetic imitated
his ferocious deity, covered himself in the ashes from the cremation ground, and
propitiated his gods with the impure substances of blood, meat, alcohol, and
sexual fluids from intercourse unconstrained by caste restrictions (Sanderson
1985: 200–2). He thereby flaunted impurity rules and went against vedic
injunctions. His aim was power through evoking deities in the rites associated
with his particular system, especially ferocious goddesses. In Hindu drama the
Kāpālika was often lampooned, but his continued existence, although in small
numbers, into the present in the form of the Aghorı̄ ascetics of Banaras, bears
witness to the power of this tradition (Parry 1994: 251–710).

Within this broad purview of Kāpālika Śaivism or the Śaivism of the left, a
number of distinct traditions developed during the early medieval period, espe-
cially the Kaula, Krama, and Trika traditions, which form part of the Kula
ensemble. These originated in cremation ground asceticism but became incor-
porated into householder life. As Sanderson has clearly demonstrated, while for
the Krama and Kaula there was no conformity to vedic ritual purity, for the Trika
there was some conformity for the householder, although transcendence of
vedic orthopraxy remained at the tradition’s esoteric heart where transcendence
is achieved through transgression (Sanderson 1995: 21–3). But in order to
understand the distance of these Śaiva groups from the Siddhānta let us look at
the Krama tradition first.
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The Krama or “gradation” tradition existed in Kashmir where it is known
about through the works of the author Abhinavgupta (ca. 975–1025 ad) and
the anonymous Mahānayaprakāśa (The Illumination of the Great Way) which can
be dated between the late tenth and thirteenth centuries. In contrast to the Śaiva
Siddhānta in which Sadāśiva is worshipped without a consort, in the Krama
system the Goddess is worshipped without a male consort as a form of Kālı̄
(Kālasam. kars.in. ı̄), surrounded by a retinue of 12 identical forms (Sanderson
1988: 197–8). Within the Krama system these forms are identified with ema-
nations of pure consciousness and Abhinavagupta describes the process of
the projection of pure consciousness into apparent manifestation as objects 
of knowledge and its contraction back into itself. The expansion (vikāsa) of the
cosmos in manifestation is the contraction (sam. koca) of consciousness, while
conversely the contraction of manifestation becomes the expansion of con-
sciousness (TS 29–30; see also Silburn 1975: 134–90, 193–4). The explanation
of existence is to be found in these goddesses who are the impulse (udyoga) for
experience, its manifestation (avabhāsana), the tasting of it (carvan.a), and finally
its destruction (vilāpana) (Sp Nir p. 6). In consonance with this idealism, the
Krama denied the vedic distinction between purity and impurity in its rituals.

Closely associated with the Krama are the Trika and Kaula traditions which
merge at the higher levels of their initiatory hierarchy. The Trika is a particu-
larly important form of Śaivism which came to dominate Kashmir, and is gen-
erally understood as “Kashmir” Śaivism. This form of Śaivism was absorbed into
the householder life in Kashmir and developed a sophisticated theology that
became known as the recognition school (pratyabhijñā). It was strongly influen-
tial on the Śaivism of the south and on the Goddess tradition of the Śrı̄ Vidyā.
The root text of the tradition is the Mālinı̄vijayottara Tantra, around which text
Abhinavagupta centered his monumental exposition, the Tantrāloka (“Light
on Tantra”), and two other works, the Tantrasāra (“Essence of Tantra”) and his
commentary on the text (Mal Vart, Hanneder 1998). Abhinavagupta claimed
that the text is the essence of the nondualist Tantras, although Sanderson has
argued that the text itself is in fact dualistic in its orientation (Sanderson 1993:
291–306). Sanderson observes that Abhinavagupta’s basing his teaching on
this text shows his desire to ground his idealism in a text that had wide circula-
tion and appeal (Sanderson 1995: 22). This idealism comprised the central claim
that all manifestation, including the self, is identical with the pure conscious-
ness (sam. vit, caitanya) of Śiva and to therefore qualify the Saiddhāntika distinc-
tion between Lord, self and bond. Liberation is not becoming equal to Śiva, as
the Siddhānta believed, but rather the realization of the nondistinction between
self and Śiva or Kālı̄ as absolute consciousness.

To show that this realization is the overall goal of practice (sādhana), Abhi-
navagupta adopted the Trika pantheon of three goddesses, Parā, Parāparā, and
Aparā, from where the tradition derives its name, showing that they are all mani-
festations of consciousness. Consciousness is at the esoteric heart of the Trika
which Abhinavagupta identified with the Krama Goddess Kālasam. kars.inı̄, and
this rejection of dualism at a theological level is reflected in the rejection of the
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dualism of purity and impurity at a ritual level. Abhinavagupta distinguished
between two ritual systems, the normative rite of the Trika householder (the
tantra-prakriyā) and the optional esoteric rites which flaunted vedic purity rules
(the kula-prakriyā). The former was enjoined on the Trika initiate and involved
the worship and internalization of a ritual diagram in the form of a trident
(triśūlābja-man.d.ala) whose prongs were identified with the three goddesses stem-
ming from pure consciousness of the fourth goddess Kālasam. kars.inı̄ (Sanderson
1988). This normative Trika rite followed the pattern of Saiddhāntika daily
worship. But for the suitable person (adhikārin) the supererogatory rite of the
kula-prakriyā was possible in order to achieve gradual perfection (siddhikrama)
which would otherwise take thousands of years with floods of mantras (TA
29.1–3). This rite involved making offerings of meat, wine and sex (TA
29.97–8), ritually anathema to the orthoprax brahmin, with a partner or “mes-
senger” (dūtı̄) who was regarded as the sādhaka’s “door” (dvāra) to realizing the
wonder (camatkāra) of pure consciousness (TA 29.115b–117; Silburn 1988:
219; Flood 2002: 281–301). The sādhaka and his ritual partner thereby reca-
pitulated the union (yāmala) of Śiva and his female power or Śakti and the plea-
sure of their union reflected the universal joy ( jagadānanda) of liberation. The
deities in these esoteric levels of the Trika and Krama demanded to be appeased
by impure substances, such as offerings which included drops of the five sub-
stances, urine, semen, menstrual blood, faeces, and phlegm, along with other
substances polluting to the brahmin such as garlic and onions (Sanderson 1995:
82). The Trika goddesses were so powerful that they must be placated with offer-
ings of blood and alcohol, only after which could ordinary offerings of flowers
and incense be made (TA 26.51c–53b from Sanderson 1995: 81). The secret
Kula rites were available only to the Trika initiate who would also maintain
outward, vedic responsibilities. Thus Abhinavagupta could say that the Trika ini-
tiate should be internally a Kaula (i.e. a practitioner of the secret rite), externally
a Śaiva and vedic in his social practice (TAV 3: 27, 277–8 from Sanderson 1985:
205).

The Trika was very successful in Kashmir and its theologians succeeded in
making their interpretation of the scriptures predominant. With Moslem inva-
sion in the eleventh century the tradition became greatly eroded, but there is still
a Śaiva householder tradition in Kashmir (Madan 1987) and until recently a
living representative of the Recognition school in Swami Lakshman Joo. But
while the Trika and Krama schools were important within ascetic and intellec-
tual circles, the majority of Śaivas followed less demanding forms of religion in
the popular cults of Śiva.

Popular Śaivism

Alongside the Trika was the popular worship of Śiva in the Kashmir valley as
Svacchandabhairava. His cult, expressed in the Svacchandabhairava Tantra, has
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continued to the present, and is closely connected with the cult of the Lord of
the eye (Netranātha) found in the Netra Tantra. Both of these texts show con-
cerns with special rites of protection, exorcism and rites for a desired goal
(kāmya) such as the destruction of enemies or seduction of a desired person.
While both the Netra and Svacchanda cults conformed to the ritual purity of the
Śaiva Siddhānta, the latter contained the worship of impure forms of the deity.
The majority of all Śaivas were probably followers of these cults rather than 
the more esoteric and demanding Trika and Krama (Sanderson 1995: 22–3).
Although popular, these texts present quite complex systems of visualization
(Brunner 1974) and their deities as emanations of Netranātha tend to be fero-
cious, a characteristic of the Kāpālika cults. The Netra Tantra, although the text
itself has connections with royalty, also bears witness to popular possession and
exorcism rites which were probably pervasive among lower social levels. Indeed,
one of the main tasks of the orthoprax brahmin was to prevent possession. These
“demons” (bhūta) and powerful female deities or “mothers” (mātr. ) enter through
the “hole” (chidra) of the shadow of impure men and women whose behaviour
is bad (durācāra), and who have neglected their ritual obligations, so causing the
evil eye (dr.s.t.ipāta) to fall upon them (NT 19. 34, 45–6).

The classification of possessing beings in the sources is a fascinating ex-
ample of the way in which cosmological taxonomies link in to Śaiva cosmolog-
ical structures. The Netra Tantra and the Kashmiri Śaiva theologian Ks.emarāja’s
commentary list several classes of being who possess and who must be ap-
peased through different ritual offerings. These beings include a class of female
deities called “mothers” (mātr. ), the “removers” (vināyakas), “demon-grabbers”
(bhūtagraha), and others (NT 19. 55–80 and commentary), who are classified in
a broader scheme depending upon their motives for possession. Thus there are
those desirous of meat offerings (balikāma), those desirous of sexual pleasure
(bhoktukāma) and those desiring to harm and kill (hantukāma) (N TUd 168).
These malevolent powers are within the cosmic hierarchy assumed by the Śaiva
systems. They exist within a family (kula) of powers with a deity at the head and
are indeed, particles or fragments (am. śa) of that higher being. Through appeas-
ing the Lord of the family of the possessor, the possessor leaves the possessed
person (NT 19.80b–81a). For example, if possessed by the Vināyakas, one wor-
ships their Lord Vighneśa (i.e. Gan.eśa), offering him sweetmeat, meat, and plenty
of alcohol (NT 19. 63–5). Or if possessed by the innumerable mothers (mātr. )
who desire to do harm, then one should perform worship (prapūjayet) for the
great mothers (mahāmātr. ), namely the famous seven or eight goddesses Brahmı̄,
Maheśvarı̄ and so on, from whose wombs they have originated (NT 19. 55–6).
The lower beings in the hierarchy are emanations or particles of the higher. Once
the higher being is appeased with offerings of flowers, rice, and the four kinds 
of meat from domestic and wild, aquatic and flying animals (N TUd 9. 59–61a,
p. 166), then also are the lower manifestations.

While the Netra Tantra is from the north, similar concerns are shown 
in the Śaiva Siddhānta ritual treatise, probably composed in Kerala, the
Īsśānaśivagurudeva-paddhati. This is the only Saiddhāntika text that I am aware of
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that deals with possession and exorcism and contains a typology of supernat-
ural beings, although the Kerala medical text the Tantrasārasam. graha knows the
same typology (TSS 12. 9–11). The text has eighteen types (ISG 2. 42.1) of
powers who can possess, although the typology is different from that of the
northern text. Īśānaśivagurudeva does classify them broadly into those desiring
sexual pleasure (ratikāma) and those wanting to kill (hantukāma). These beings
are everywhere, in rivers, gardens, mountains, lakes, empty places, cremation
grounds and in temples (ISG 2. 42. 3b–4). The text goes on the describe the kinds
of people these beings attack, usually people on the social margins or in vul-
nerable situations; for example, children, those alone in the night, those whose
wealth has been lost, those wishing to die, and those separated from their loved
ones. But especially vulnerable are women when naked, who have bathed after
menstruation, who are filled with passion, intoxicated, pregnant, or prostitutes
(ISG 2. 42. 5b–8). That is, possession happens to those who are or are poten-
tially outside of social control, as women’s sexuality was perceived to be by the
male oriented Śaiva Brahmanism. Indeed, women’s sexuality was a threat to
brahmanical order because, according to the Pāśupata Sūtra, it is beyond the
control of the scriptures (Pāś Sū 9, comm. p. 66). The Īsśānaśivagurudeva-paddhati
also makes clear that possession is caste-related. Thus there are demons who
specifically possess Brahmins (brahmarāks.asa), warriors (ks.atriyagraha), and so
on (ISG 2. 42.26–9), and one of the symptoms of possession is somebody from
one caste taking on the roles or pretending to perform the duties of another.

There are specific cures or rituals to enact a cure, prescribed in the text. For
example, the exorcist should nail the tuft of the possessed person to a tree and
the bhūta will then go (ISG 2. 43. 3) or he should make an ersatz body of the pos-
sessor and pierce it with sharp sticks (ISG 2. 43. 11–12), and so on. All of these
rites involve the use of mantras, ritual diagrams, and offerings, such as the
substitute blood (raktatoya) so common in Kerala rites (ISG. 2. 43. 28–30). The
construction and use of mantras is a striking feature of this tradition and for
exorcising especially powerful beings, the text gives distorted or garbled mantras
(ISG 2. 43. 83). In dealing with local, possessing deities, the text also thereby
express the concerns of those in lower social strata. Not only do the texts
articulate the dominant ideology, they also express divergent voices which can
be heard in the places dealing with possession and which can be read in terms
of social protest (Lewis 1971).

The Śaiva cults of possession and exorcism are an important aspect of the
tradition which show links between religion, healing and social comment. Pos-
session is linked to the diagnosis of disease and the prescription of mantras; the
mantravāda in Kerala, for example, is related to the Ayurveda. Indeed, it is these
aspects of tradition which, while being local in origin, have traveled to other
areas. The Śaiva exorcist deity Khad.garāvan.a, for example, in the text of the
Kumāra Tantra, while originating in the north, became popular in Tibet and
southeast Asia (Filliozat 1937). Where these topics are dealt with we move away
from the ordered world of temple and domestic ritual, into a world of the lower
levels of the supernatural order and so of lower levels of the social order. But
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although the Īsśānaśivagurudeva-paddhati is concerned with possession and
exorcism, most of the text is devoted to the more usual concerns of the Śaiva
Siddhānta, its temple ritual and deities.

The Southern Śaiva Siddhānta

By the eleventh century Śaiva Siddhānta had faded in Kashmir but developed in
Tamilnadu, where it exists to the present time. Here in the south the dualist tra-
dition merged with the Tamil devotionalism of the 63 Śaiva saints, the Nāyan

¯
ars.

Śaivism took on a distinctive flavor and the Sanskritic ritualism and theology 
of the northern tradition combined with Tamil poetry and devotion to produce 
a distinctively southern Śaiva religious imaginaire. This devotional poetry is 
still sung in temples throughout South India. It was in the south that Śaivism
had royal patronage in the Cōl

¯
a dynasty (ca. 870–1280 ad), with the great 

Śaiva temples at Cidamabaram, Tanjvur, Darasuram, and Gangaikondacolapu-
ram thriving, and the famous Cōl

¯
a bronzes developed. At Cidamabram, for

example, wealthy donors’ inscriptions made in the temple walls show how the
temple supported and legitimized royal power in the region (Younger 1995:
125–58). This power was not centralized as in a modern state, but pervaded
through a segmented hierarchy, whose basic unit was the locality or nāt.u (Stein
1980). But even here where Śaivism became aligned with an ideology of royal
power and the king was thought to embody the power (śakti) of the Lord, Śaivism
not only upheld vedic norms, but simultaneously undermined them in a devo-
tionalism where the devotee transcends his birth to fall in love with his Lord. 
It is these two aspects of Śaiva Siddhānta in the south that I wish to briefly
examine.

Tamilnadu developed an extensive temple culture in which large, regional
temples became not only places of worship, but centers of political power and
also great centers of learning. In Tamilnadu a distinctive sense of the sacredness
of place and temple buildings develops (Shulman 1980). Perhaps this is nowhere
seen more vividly than in the temple city of Cidambaram, the “sky of con-
sciousness,” where Śiva is installed, not as in all other Śiva temples in the ani-
conic form of the lin.ga, but as the dancing Śiva (Nat.arāja). Here he is installed
along with a bronze icon of his consort Śivakāmasundarı̄, and in contrast to
fixed icons, is paraded on festival occasions (Smith 1996: 10). Like other Śaiva
temples, Cidambaram had a group of texts associated with it, extolling its virtues
and narrating its mythology, namely the twelfth-century Cidambara Mahātmya
along with four sthalapurān.as, a Tamil translation of the former text and Umāpati
Śivācārya’s hymn of praise to Nat.arāja (Smith 1996: 8–9). Through these texts
and the popular imagination, Cidambaram became incorporated into the sacred
geography of Tamilnadu.

Although the Śaiva Siddhānta has been the predominant form of theology
and ritual in southern Śaivism, and Cidambaram was an important center 
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for this theology, the temple and its rites are not sectarian in a strict sense.
Indeed, the community of Brahmins who perform six daily rituals to Nat.arāja
claim that they follow vedic practice rather than tantric or āgamic. They thereby
differentiate themselves from the hereditary priests at other Śaiva Siddhānta
temples, the arccakan.s, who follow the tantric or āgamaic rites of the texts we
have discussed. The Dı̄ks.itas (Tamil Dı̄t.citars), as they are called, are an endog-
amous community, who perform rites accompanied by Smārta Brahmins or
Aiyars who are qualified to perform recitation of the Vedas (Younger 1995:
133–24). These rites are quite elaborate and involve the performance of pūjā to
a crystal lin.ga transported out from the inner sanctum of the bronze Nat.arāja to
an outer porch where ablutions are made over it (abhis.eka). It is then returned
to the inner shrine and pūjā to the icon of Nat.arāja himself is performed, involv-
ing the offering of lights (dı̄pa), sound, and, at certain times of the day, food
(naivedya). During one of the evening pūjās low caste singers, the Ōtuvārs, 
sing Tamil devotional hymns before the icon, as they do elsewhere throughout
Tamilnadu.

While Tamil Śaivism is strongly associated with royal power and the uphold-
ing of orthoprax values, as we can see at Cidambaram, it simultaneously under-
mines those values through its emphasis on popular devotion. We can see this
in the context when a caste of singers, the Ōtuvārs, sing hymns to the icon of
Śiva and during the great festival when the icons of Nāt.arāja and his consort are
paraded through the streets by Vēl.āl.as, outside of brahmanical control (Younger
1995: 60–3). In one sense festival transgression of formal boundaries can serve
to reinforce those boundaries but in another sense the carnival disrupts hierar-
chy and in it we can hear voices otherwise occluded. Indeed, it is these other
voices that are articulated in much of the devotional poetry of the Nāyan

¯
ars,

which partly developed against the oppression of the lower castes in the feudal-
ism of the southern kingdoms.

The Nāyan
¯
ars were often low caste themselves, composing love songs to Śiva

in his icons at different temples. In the love or bhakti presented in these Tamil
sources what is important is the direct, unmediated relationship between the
devotee and the Lord in which the devotee can become mad (piccu, un

¯
matta) with

devotion. The texts of the Nāyan
¯
ars are incorporated into the canon of the

southern Śaiva Siddhānta, the Tirumurai, which also contains Śaiva Siddhānta
Śāstras in Tamil (Zvelebil 1975; Peterson 1991: 52–9). Among the Nāyan

¯
ars

represented, the most famous is Mān. ikkavācakar dated by tradition to the fifth
century, who composed the “sacred verses” (Tiruvācakam) and whose 20-verse
hymn, the Tiruvempāvai, is still recited in temples today. Mān. ikkavācakar is the
most revered saint of Tamil Śaivism. He was a court official in Madurai but
retired to a life of meditation at Cidamabaram where, tradition maintains, he
entered the inner sanctum never to return and merged with his god (Younger
1995: 194–201). Other texts are also recited by the Ōtuvārs, particularly the
later Tēvāram (Peterson 1991). The following is an example from the Nāyan

¯
ar

Appar, who expresses a devotional sentiment specific to place, to the particular
temple in which Śiva dwells:
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When I think of the skullbearer
who wears a wreath of flowers in his hair,
the Lord with the white moon who likes to live
in Ven.n. is ancient city,
a flood of ambrosia
wells up in my tongue.

(Peterson 1991: 210)

This kind of devotionalism, so typical of the bhakti movement, spread from
Tamilnadu to neighbouring Karnataka where the Lin.gayat or Vı̄raśaiva sect
were founded by Basava (ca. 1106–67 ad), although there was some continu-
ity with the Kālāmukha sect (see above). As in Tamilnadu this form of Śaivism
is highly devotional and the bhakti movement instigated by Basava was against
asceticism (as would have been practiced by the Kālāmukhas), against caste, and
against formal, temple worship, preferring instead an immediate relationship
between devotee and Lord symbolised by a small lin.ga worn around the neck. As
in Tamilnadu, beautiful devotional poetry was composed in Kanada to Śiva and
his forms (Ramanujan 1973). The fusion of bhakti with tantric ritual as occurred
in the Tamil Śaiva Siddhānta and Lin.gayats of Karnataka has provided a rich
mix that gave expression to both a popular religiosity and to formal, brahmani-
cal, tantric ritual. There is a fusion of the two in that the personal religion of
bhakti becomes formalized and incorporated into temple ritual structure.

Śaiva Siddhānta temple ritual found its way into Kerala where the Nambudri
Brahmins, akin to the Tamil accakan.s, developed a distinctive form of temple
Tantrism based on a fifteenth century Tantrasumuccaya (“Compendium of
Tantra”) by Cenasnambudri, although some families use the Īśānaśivagurudeva-
paddhati (Freeman 1997). This tradition is not strictly Śaiva, but rather a syn-
thesis of traditions focusing on the temple worship of Śiva, Vis.n.u, Gan.eśa, Devı̄,
and low-caste regional goddesses.

In the Śaiva Siddhānta of the south and in the related Kerala Tantrism, we
see traditions which formally align themselves with adherence to vedic worship
and social mores (varn. āśrama-dharma) but which in practice perform worship
according to the Tantras. The southern tradition absorbed lower-caste devotion
and succeeded in all but eradicating the ascetical traditions of Buddhism and
Jainism from the region and successfully aligned the tantric tradition with the
vedic. This alignment is achieved in ritual where the Śaiva Siddhānta and Kerala
traditions absorb vedic elements into the tantric ritual structure that then forms
a common pattern in both temple and private cults. Having taken this survey of
Śaiva history so far, it is to the patterns of Śaiva practice that we must now turn.

Śaiva Temple Ritual

While personal yoga and private ritual for both liberation and power must not
be forgotten in Śaiva traditions, it is the ritual life of the temple that provides its
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wider social coherence. The Śaiva Siddhānta is the basic ritual and theological
structure to which the other tantric traditions respond and build. Many of the
Śaiva Siddhānta Tantras and manuals are concerned with temple ritual, such 
as the Rauravottarāgama, while others, such as the Mr. gendra, are not concerned
with temples but rather with personal practice under the direction of a teacher.
The Rauravottara describes various styles of temple, the rites for the installation
of the temple, and for the installation of deities within it (pratis.t.hā). The deities
of the directions (din

.
mūrti) are first established and then others may be installed

in the vicinity of the central shrine, namely the gods Gan.eśa, Daks.in. āmūrti,
Vis.n.u, Brahmā, and Durgā. Finally the lin.ga is installed as the central icon of Śiva.
The lin

.
ga is regarded as the highest, undifferentiated (nis.kala) form of Śiva in

contrast to the anthropomorphic form which is differentiated (sakala). The lin.ga
with a face or faces is a mixture of both (sakalanis.kala) (Davis 1991: 121–2).

There are different kinds of lin
.
ga for different kinds of temple, and an elaborate

typology is offered in the Rauravottara (Rau A ch. 15). Abhinavagupta offers an
esoteric interpretation of the lin.ga as being unmanifest where it is equated with
absolute consciousness or the “supreme heart of tranquility” (viśrāntihr.dayam
param), manifest-unmanifest (vyaktāvyakta) when identified with the body, and
manifest (vyakta) as an outer symbol (TA 5 117a). It is with the outer symbol
and its worship that the Śaiva Siddhāna is mainly concerned. Having made the
icon of wood, metal or stone, the eyes are opened and the icon is purified by being
immersed in water, the altar (vedikā) constructed, firepits (kun.d.a) placed around
it, the deity invoked in the icon, the icon bathed (abhiśeka), priests honored 
and brahmins fed (Bhatt 1982: cxii). Daily rites are thereafter performed involv-
ing bathing the icon (abhis.eka), its decoration, the offering of vegetarian food
(naivedya) to the accompaniment of ringing bells, the vision (darśana) of the deity
for devotees, and the offering of light (dı̄pa).

Daily domestic rites of the Śaiva Siddhānta initiate involve a similar pattern
of making offering to a lin.ga. This will involve the tantric pattern of the devotee
bathing, purifying the body through its symbolic destruction (bhūtaśuddhi),
re-creating a divine body through the imposition of mantras (nyāsa), mental
worship (antara/mānasa-yāga), followed by external worship (bahya-yāga) with
offerings into the fire pit (Davis 1991: 51–60; 148–62. For a complete account
of daily ritual see SSP vol. 1, 1963 and Brunner-Lachaux’s introduction). As we
have seen, the initiate into the tantric systems of the “left,” while conforming to
orthodox society, after his initiation undertook worship of the trident man.d.ala
in his imagination (Sanderson 1985) and made offerings of impure substances
in the Kaula system (kula prakriyā). But even within the Śaiva Siddhānta there
are varying levels of commitment and expectation. The texts speak of four kinds
of devotee: the samyin who has simply undergone the basic initiation or samāya
dı̄ks.ā discussed above; the putraka, who has also undergone the nirvān.a-dı̄ks.ā;
the ācārya who can perform initiations and has undergone a special consecra-
tion called the ācāryābhis.eka; and the sādhaka who desires to follow the path 
of power and has undergone the sādhakābhis.eka (see Brunner 1975). The
Matan

.
gapārameśvarāgama says that the samayin should serve his teacher in 
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order to eventually be granted liberation, the putraka should be detached 
with eveness of behavior, and serve his teacher, his god, and the sacred fire, while
the sādhaka is an ascetic (tapasvin) whose consciousness is one-pointed in his
repetition of mantra to attain his goal. The ācārya must teach and so cannot
spend too much time on his practice of repetition and meditation (Mat.
Caryāpāda 4. 2–17). Although this is a schematic structure, it does have some
bearing on the social world, although the sādhaka, as Brunner has observed, is
a “personnage oubliée” in modern India. Private practice is nevertheless still
important on the Śaiva path and not only ritual, but yoga and meditation are a
part of this.

Private Yoga

While it is often not meaningful to draw a hard distinction between private ritual
and yoga, there are nevertheless practices beyond the basic daily ritual structure
that can be undertaken. Many dualistic Tantras have sections on yoga (the
yogapāda), often virtually identical to the yoga of Patañjali, and some Śaiva
Siddhānta texts are devoted to yoga, such as Jñānaprakāśa’s Śivayogaratna
(Michaël l 1975). But in nondualistic Śaivism there is a particular emphasis on
various kinds of yoga practice beyond the ritual obligations of the initiate. These
practices are categorized into four methods or ways (upāya): the “non-means” or
the pathless path (anupāya), the divine means (śam. bhāvopāya), the way of energy
(śāktopāya), and the individual means (ān.avopāya) (see Dyczkowski 1987:
163–218). This structure, the oldest description of which is in the Mālinı̄vijay-
ottara Tantra where they are called “immersions” or “possessions” (samāveśa)
(MVT 2.21–3), was used by the monistic Śaivas Abhinavagupta and Ks.emarāja
as a lens through which to view the earlier tradition. Thus Ks.emarāja uses the
scheme as a way of organizing the Śiva Sūtras. The classification of the three
upāyas relates to the three perceived human and divine faculties of desire or will
(icchā), cognition ( jñāna), and action (krı̄yā). Thus the śam. bhāvopāya is linked 
to desire or will as the sudden upsurge of emotion and instinct that shatters
thought construction, thereby enabling the adept to perceive the nonduality of
consciousness. This can be achieved through extreme situations of fear or
through inducing pain by scratching the arm with a sharp instrument (VB 93),
through the arising of sexual desire (VB 41, 73) and so on. Abhinavagupta even
says that thought-shattering energy (vı̄rya) can arise in the heart upon seeing a
loved one unexpectedly (PTV p. 16). In fact any emotional situation is potentially
transformative.

The śāktopāya, in contrast to the śāmbhava, which is without thought con-
struction (nirvikalpa), is achieved by using the faculty of cognition. By focusing
on a pure thought construction (śuddhavikalpa) that corresponds to a true state
of affairs, such as “I am Śiva” or “I am omnipresent” (VB 104), the mind is
gradually purified until the truth of the claim is existentially realized.
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In contrast to the śāktopāya which develops a pure thought unsupported by
any practices external to it, the ān.avopāya develops thought supported by exter-
nal phenomena, namely mantra, meditation on the body, and external objects.
The ān.avopāya also includes yoga practices. Mālinı̄vijayottara Tantra defines the
individual means as being supported by the breath, postures, visualization, the
rotation of syllables (varn.a) in the breath, and focusing on an external place.
Abhinavagupta says this external place refers to the body, breath, and external
ritual objects such as the ritual area, the ritual diagram (man.d.ala), the chalice
for offerings (pātra), the rosary, and flowers (MVT 2.21; TS p. 45). All external
ritual, mantra practice and meditation on the breath are supports of con-
sciousness and means of purifying it to realize the nondistinction between the
self and Śiva for the monistic Śaiva. Within the ān.avopāya is also the practice of
Kun.d.alinı̄ yoga. The Goddess Kun.d.alinı̄ is the power (śakti) dwelling within the
body at the base of a central channel thought to pervade it, who, once awak-
ened, rises up through this vertical axis of power to the crown of the head,
whereupon the yogi awakens to the truth of his identity with Śiva (Silburn
1988). As she rises, she pierces various centers of power (cakra) located along
the body’s axis. These centers became codified as six or seven (including the
thousand-petaled lotus at the crown) and pervade later Hinduism although
there is a fluidity in the earlier texts; the system of six being probably originally
peculiar to a tradition focused on the goddess Kubjikā (Sanderson 1985: 164).
The ān.avopāya therefore develops the faculty of action (kriyā) rather than cog-
nition or will.

While the Mālinı̄vijayottara says that the ways are identical as to goal but differ
as to method (MVT 2.25a), Abhinavagupta and his commentator Jayaratha
claim that the upāyas form a graded hierarchy (TA 13. 157, upāyayogakramatā),
with the individual means at the bottom and the nonmeans at the top. But Abhi-
navagupta also observes elsewhere that because of his extreme monism, there
cannot really be any hierarchical gradation; any hierarchy (uttaratva) contains
the delusion of dualism (PTV p. 8). This idea is reflected in the last method, which
is no method. The anupāya is the realization of the nonduality of self and Śiva
that is a sudden realization, because the path and the goal are the same. This
realization without any method (other than the guru who is not a method) is
understood as an intense descent of power (śaktipāta) and realization that con-
sciousness was never bound. From this nondual perspective, the very idea of a
path, which implies a journey from one place to another, is erroneous. Even the
idea of a descent of power is problematic in this context. Abhinavagupta writes
in an eloquent passage:

The supreme Lord is the essence of his own light and our own self. By what means
then is he to be achieved? Due to his own light he cannot be known. Due to his
eternity his essence cannot be attained. Due to the non-existence of a covering,
there cannot be the cessation of a covering (of consciousness). What then is 
the means? If it is distinct then it cannot be accomplished. Therefore the totality 
is a single reality of consciousness only, undivided by time, unlimited by space,
unclouded by constraints, unobstructed by forms, unsignified by word, and
unmanifested by means of knowledge. (TS pp. 8–9)
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Because there is only the reality of pure consciousness in this tradition, a
practice cannot lead to a goal that implies a distinction between self and object
of attainment. The web of paths (upāyajāla) cannot illumine Śiva (TS p. 9). The
monistic Śaivism of Kashmir regarded this as its highest truth. If there is one
reality only, there can be no distinction between knower (vedaka) and object of
knowledge (vedya) and nothing which is impure (SSV p. 8). Abhinavagupta is
certainly aware of this problematic. If the lord is equidistant from all points does
it make sense to also claim that he crowns a hierarchy? But while the tradition
claimed this nondual awareness to be the supreme realization, the tradition
nevertheless cultivated an elaborate ritual structure and sought to defeat its
opponents, the dualist Saiddhāntikas and the Buddhists, in theology.

Śaiva Theology

Śaivism developed a sophisticated theology articulated in commentaries on 
its sacred texts. The Śaiva Siddhānta’s most important theologians in its early
years were Sadyojoti (eighth century), Bhat.t.a Rāmakan.t.ha (ca. 950–1000 ad),
and Bhojadeva (eleventh century). These theologians through their textual
hermeneutics argued for a dualism regarding the self and Lord which the non-
dualist theologians of the Pratyabhijñā attempted to refute. There was rigorous
debate between these two theologies, although the monists succeeded in sup-
planting the Siddhānta in Kashmir. Debate focused particularly on two issues:
the first was the nature of the self, the second was the nature of matter, both of
which had consequences for practice.

For the Saiddhāntikas the self is quite distinct from the Lord and from matter.
The self is in fact trapped or bound by matter from which it must break free
through its own efforts, but ultimately through the grace of Śiva, whereupon it
will achieve equality with him and not be reborn again. In his Nareśvaraparı̄ks.a
Sadyojoti argues against his theological rivals to establish this position regarding
the self. The self is the knower and actor who experiences the fruits of his action
(Nar 1.2) and is constituted by cognition itself. The self knows sense objects (he
uses the typical Sanskrit expression “such as blue and so on”) as distinct, and
does not perceive an undifferentiated field (Nar 1.13). He thereby argues against
the monists from a pragmatic perspective of common experience as well as
against the Buddhist view that there is no self but only a series of momentary
perceptions. Sadyojoti also goes on the argue, against the Mı̄m. āmsā, for the
authorship of the Veda by the Lord, arguing that the Veda is a sound which is a
product and so must be produced from one whose knowledge transcends the
human for it takes effort for us to understand it (Nar 3.76). This view of the self
as distinct is constantly refuted by the nondualists of the Pratyabhijñā who sys-
tematically present a nondual interpretation of sacred scripture and argue their
position in independent treatises. Perhaps the best introduction to this theology
is Ks.emarāja’s Pratyabhijn

.
āhr.daya (“the Essence” or “Heart of Recognition”), a

commentary on his own verses arguing against other theological positions.
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Apart from the nature of the self and its relation to the divine, the second
major area of disagreement between the Śaiva Siddhānta and the Pratyabhijn. ā
was over the status of matter or rather the substrate of matter, māyā. Both regard
māyā as that which constitutes the cosmos. In the higher levels or pure creation
of the cosmic hierarchy, comprising a number of levels or tattvas, it is called, by
the Saiddhāntikas, mahāmāyā or the “drop” (bindu), while in the lower or impure
creation it is called māyā. For the Siddhānta māyā is an eternal substance (dravya)
as real as the self and the Lord, upon whom the Lord acts through his regent
Ananta and other higher beings (the Vidyeśvaras) to create the cosmos. Māyā is
thus the material cause of the universe (upadānakāran.a) whereas Śiva is only the
efficient cause (nimittakāran.a). For the Pratyabhijn. ā, by contrast, māyā is not a
substance, but is a manifestation of pure consciousness or is, indeed, identical
with pure consciousness. The consequences of these doctrines were the theo-
logical justification of their practices. For the Siddhānta liberation is the removal
of impure substance from the self which, because it is a substance, can only be
done through action (i.e. ritual action). For the Pratyabhijn. ā liberation is not the
removal of substance but the recognition of the self ’s identity with the absolute,
and so is the highest knowledge and not action (see Sanderson 1992: 282–7).

The methods whereby these doctrines were established were generally through
commentary on sacred texts. The doctrinal neutrality of some texts was such that
they lent themselves to both dualistic and monistic interpretations. Much of
the language of these texts is in bad Sanskrit and the commentators, such as
Ks.emarāja on the Svacchanda Tantra and Bhat.t.a Rāmakan.t.ha on the Kiran.a Tantra,
excused this “language of the Lord” (aiśa) as a kind of disruption of language 
due its sacredness (Goodall 1998: lxv–lxxi). Through their commentaries the
Śaiva theologians clarified the doctines of their own schools by drawing upon a
full apparatus of techniques open to Indian philosophical analysis. For example,
as Sanderson and Kahrs have shown, Abhinavagupta and Ks.emarāja use a
method called nirvacana, an interpretive device whereby the name of a thing is
analysed into its component parts to reveal its true nature (Sanderson 1995:
59–65). Through this method Ks.emarāja inteprets the names of deities and their
mantras in an esoteric sense, thereby linking language and metaphysics. For
example, Kahrs cites Ks.emarāja’s analysis of the term “Bhairava” in his com-
mentary on the Svacchanda Tantra to embrace a variety of meanings, such as he
who is the inner nature of yogins, who destroys transmigratory existence and so
on. In this way monistic doctrines could be injected into the text if they were not
there already.

Conclusion

This survey of Śaiva history, practice and doctrine, shows the diversity of the
traditions. Yet it also shows a distinctive religious imaginaire that sets Śaivism
apart from other Indic traditions. I have focused on what I would regard as the
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most important developments, but this treatment is not, of course, exhaustive
or even comprehensive. For example, there is a fascinating history of groups of
yogis known as Nāths or Siddhas which has been strongly influenced by Śaivism
and a rich history of Śaiva tradition in Southeast Asia (see White 1996). Until
the last thirty years or so Śaivism was often only given cursory treatment in the
history of Indic religions. This was partly due to scholarly ignorance of these
traditions and partly due to not taking seriously their major sources, namely the
Tantras. The situation has changed with groups of scholars working on this
material, particularly in Pondichery, Oxford, Paris, and Rome. In Pondichery 
the Centre d’Indologie has continued to edit and publish Tantras of the Śaiva
Siddhānta and scholarly interest in Śaivism exists at many major centers of
learning. The study of Śaivism has contributed to our wider understanding of
Hindu traditions in showing the importance of nonvedic, tantric tradition and
the incoherence of the term “Hinduism” in a historical context.

As regards Śaivism itself, the Śaiva Siddhānta still provides the ritual template
of temple worship in the South and is a form of Śaivism that has come to
America in a new form as the Church of the Śaiva Siddhānta. The nondualistic
Śaiva traditions have been eroded over time, although the Pratyabhijñā still 
has some followers and has become a tradition in the west, where it has influ-
enced a number of contemporary groups, particularly Siddha Yoga and the
Nityananda Institute of Swami Cetanananda. The image of Śiva is now deeply
embedded as a cross-cultural icon. It remains to be seen the extent to which
traditional forms of Śaivism will be eroded in India and to what extent it will 
be transformed in the global, new religious context.
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PTV Pararātrim. śikāvivarana by Abhinavagupta, ed. M. S. Kaul. Srinagar: KSTS 18,

1918.
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Gian Sansthan, 1986.
Sva TUd Svacchanda Tantra Uddyota
SVT Śvetāsvataropanis.ad, trans. P. Olivelle, Upanis.ads. Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 1996.
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Gonda, Jan. 1979. “The Śatarudriya,” in M. Nagatomi, B. K. Matilal, and J. M. Masson,
eds., Sanskrit and Indian Studies: Essays in Honour of Daniel H. H. Ingalls. Dordrecht:
Reidel, 75–91.

Goodall, D. 1998. “Introduction,” Bhat.t.a Rāmakan.t.ha’s Commentary of the Kiran.atantra,
vol. 1: chs. 1–6. Pondichery: Institut Français d’Indologie.

Goudriaan, T. 1978. Māyā Divine and Human. Delhi etc.: Motilal Barnasidass.
——, ed. 1992. Ritual and Speculation in Early Tantrism: Studies in Honor of André Padoux.

Albany: SUNY Press.
—— and S. Gupta. 1981. Hindu Tantric and Śākta Literature. Weisbaden: Harrassowitz.
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CHAPTER 11

History of Vais.n.ava Traditions:
An Esquisse

Gérard Colas

Introduction

The present chapter will focus on the history of “Vais.n.ava traditions” that is, of
organized and institutionalized Vais.n.ava movements, mainly on the basis of reli-
gious literature and epigraphy. We will use the term “Vais.n.ava” in the rather
anachronistic way in which it is often used today among scholars, namely as
denoting those who worship Vis.n.u and his different aspects as well as the tradi-
tions which they follow. While “Vais.n.ava” meant only “related with the god
Vis.n.u” in the early period, it also assumed another denotation, namely an affil-
iation with the religion of which Vis.n.u is the god from around the fifth century
ad, for instance, in the title paramavais.n.ava found on the coins of Traikūt.aka
kings Dahrasena and Vyāghrasena. Kings of the eighth century continued to use
the title paramavais.n.ava. The Paus.karasam. hitā, one of the ancient Pāñcarātra
sam. hitās, also refers to paramavais.n.avas (Jaiswal 1967: 204; Matsubara 1994:
19–20; von Stietencron 1978: 11). The term Vais.n.ava evokes a conception 
of an overarching and syncretic religion for it includes the worshippers of all
aspects considered as those of Vis.n.u, like Kr.s.n.a, Narasim. ha, etc. although a
devotee of Kr.s.n.a, who is classified as a Vais.n.ava, probably feels more a Kr.s.n.aite
than a Vais.n.ava.

Indian literature employs many terms (like sampradāya, pantha, mata,
siddhānta, paramparā, etc.) which could be translated more or less precisely as
“tradition” and which are sometimes translated as “sect,” “system,” “school.”
But a historical study of these Indian terms which often take particular shades
of meaning according to the context is beyond the scope of this chapter. We will
avoid using the term “sect,” not only because this term, which has been used by
scholars to signify socioreligious realities of great diversity, in an Indian context
would need a lengthy discussion, but also because the very status of Indian



religious traditions and the definition of their members are often obscure and in
any case evolved over the course of time. The use of “school” in this essay will
be reserved for Vais.n.ava doctrinal systems of the Vedānta which were often
accompanied by socioreligious counterparts.

We will neither follow nor examine ancient Indian doxographical views on
Vais.n.avism. Nor shall we study the relations of Vais.n.ava with non-Vais.n.ava tra-
ditions and with non-exclusivist milieux which, like Smārtas, worshipped several
gods including Vis.n.u. This chapter is not a history of Vais.n.avism, which should
discuss all facts and literatures related to the god Vis.n.u and the divine aspects
retrospectively considered as his manifestations. Therefore we will not consider
iconographical data, whose links with a specific Vais.n.ava tradition are often dif-
ficult to demonstrate, nor fluid oral traditions associated with Vais.n.avism. A
special emphasis is laid on the rather neglected Vaikhānasa tradition. The social
and political background, for which we have a scanty and uneven documenta-
tion, is not examined.

This chapter does not claim to be exhaustive. It only discusses traditions
which exercised some influence and it is limited by the state of research on the
subject. Many Vais.n.ava traditions still need a critical examination and study of
their history and their literary sources. The views of scholars remain bound by
the image which each tradition wished to project of itself and of other Vais.n.ava
traditions under specific historical circumstances. Research also focused on the
aspects which these traditions themselves brought forward – rites with pre-
dominantly ritualistic traditions, doctrine with theologizing ones, devotion with
devotional currents – though most of these traditions were not without specific
views on each of these aspects. The chronology of several Vais.n.ava traditions
covers such a long period of time and shows such contrasted phases that 
we found it convenient to periodize their history according to the successive
tendencies to which they gave shape.

Early Bhāgavatism

Bhāgavata aristocratic patrons (second century BC to eighth
century AD)

Bhāgavatism is the first “Vais.n.ava” tradition to appear distinctly in history. The
earliest known use of the term bhāgavata (literally “relating to Bhagavant,” that
is, the Lord) is clearly associated with aristocratic patrons. Several inscriptions
from the second to first century bc, all of them found in a limited area of the
present Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan states, except one from Maharashtra,
record the existence of a Bhāgavata cult promoted by local rulers and men of
political importance. This cult, associated with Nārāyan.a, Vāsudeva (=Kr.s.n.a)
and sometimes Sam. kars.an.a (=Balarāma, Kr.s.n.a’s elder brother), all “Vais.n.ava”
divine aspects, is often marked by the erection of a Garud.a-pillar (in front of a
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temple according to an inscription from Besnagar). In these early inscriptions,
the Bhāgavata faith is not in contradiction with the patronage of Vedic rituals
but they do not show with certainty a ritual admixture between these two ten-
dencies, contrary to what has been sometimes interpreted (Meth Srinivasan
1997: 196, about Ghosundi inscription).

The most famous of these epigraphs is the Garud.a pillar inscription of
Besnagar (near Sanchi, Madhya Pradesh) usually dated second or first century
bc (Sircar 1942: 90). Its Prakrit text relates the setting up of a Garud.a pillar in
honor of Vāsudeva by a Greek ambassador Heliodora (=Hēliodōros) of
Ta[khkha]silā (=Taxila), the Bhāgavata. It mentions that three steps to immor-
tality, when well practiced, lead to heaven: self-control, generosity, and vigilance
(dama, tyāga, and apramāda), three virtues also extolled in the Mahābhārata
(Brockington 1998: 266). Another inscription from Besnagar, in probably the
same period, records the setting up of the Garud.a pillar of an “excellent temple”
(prāsādottama) of the Lord (Bhagavat) in the twelfth regnal year of a king named
Bhāgavata (here a proper name, not the name of a religious tradition), usually
identified with a Śun.ga king (Jaiswal 1967: 153).

An inscription of Pratapgarh (not far from Besnagar and today in the
Chitorgarh District of Rajasthan) dated probably second century bc records, in
a sanskritized Prakrit, the erection of a pillar by Utararakhita who is said to be
a sacābhāgavata, “true[?] bhāgavata” (Salomon 1998: 240). The Ghosundi
stone inscription in Sanskrit dated first century bc (on the basis of its script) was
found near Nagari (Chitorgarh District). This inscription, usually read with the
help of the Hathibada inscription which bears a similar text, records the build-
ing of a “stone-enclosure for the place of worship” (pūjāśilāprākāra) called “the
enclosure of Nārāyan.a” for the gods Sam. kars.an.a and Vāsudeva by a Bhāgavata
king Sarvatāta, performer of an aśvamedha sacrifice (Sircar 1942: 91–2).

The Nanaghat cave (Maharashtra) inscription of the Sātavāhana queen
Nāyanikā, usually dated second half of the first century bc, though not explic-
itly using the term bhāgavata, begins with an invocation to various gods includ-
ing Sam. kars.an.a and Vāsudeva and records the sacrificial fees given to priests for
the queen’s husband’s sacrifices (including an installation of Vedic fires, two
aśvamedhas and a rājasūya) (Sircar 1942: 186–90).

By contrast with that early period, the extant epigraphic documents of the
first three centuries of the Christian era do not seem to specifically mention
Bhāgavatas nor any other particular “Vais.n.ava” tradition. In this regard, textual
sources are the only possible evidence for this period. The Bhagavad-gı̄tā (prob-
ably first century ad) (Brockington 1998: 147) has been assumed to correspond
to a Bhāgavata tendency or even affiliation (Esnoul 1956: 155; Matsubara
1994: 2). However it does not contain the word bhāgavata. The Harivam. śa, a
“supplement” (khila) to the Mahābhārata (usually dated third to fourth, some-
times first to third centuries ad), mentions a ks.atriya devotee, Akrūra, paying
hommage to Ananta (the lord of the serpents) who is qualified as Bhāgavata,
with “Bhāgavata mantras,” an expression which could refer to sacred formulas
of a Bhāgavata religious community (Couture 1986: 224–5; Couture 1991: 77;
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Brockington 1998: 326). The Nārāyan. ı̄yaparvan of the Mahābhārata, dated
third to fourth/fifth century ad (Brockington 1998: 152; Schreiner 1997a: 1;
Oberlies 1997: 86), does not associate any particular meaning with the term
bhāgavata: the reference to bhāgavatapriyah. in verses 327.2 and 331.43 is too
general, the Poona edition accepts bhāgavataih. in 332.16 but as an uncertain
reading and rejects the term bhāgavata as a variant reading in 322.22 and 324.1.

The term bhāgavata reappears in epigraphy with the Gupta period mainly 
in the compounds paramabhāgavata (“supreme bhāgavata”) and mahābhāgavata
(“great bhāgavata”), current epithets of monarchs and rulers. The Gupta emper-
ors from Candragupta II (fourth century) onwards styled themselves as Param-
abhāgavatas. The same epithet was applied to Dhruvasena I (fifth century) in
Saurashtra, Sam. ks.obha (early sixth century) in Central India, Can.d.avarman
and Nandaprabhañjanavarman, Kalin.ga monarchs of Orissa in the late fifth 
and early sixth centuries (Jaiswal 1967: 201 sqq.), several kings of the so-called
Śarabhapurı̄ya dynasty (seventh to eighth centuries) (von Stietencron 1978:
11), and king Śrı̄vijaya Nandivarman of the Śālan.kāyana dynasty who ruled
over the regions of Godavari and Kr.s.n.a in Andhra in the second half of
the fifth century ad (Jaiswal 1967: 205). A Badami (Southern Deccan) sixth-
century cave inscription records the patronage of the founding of a cave temple
and the consecration of an image of Vis.n.u in it by king Man.galeśa, a
Mahābhāgavata born in the family of the Calkya-s (=Cālukyas) who performed
sacrifices like agnis.t.oma, agnicayana, vājapeya, paun.d.arı̄ka, bahusuvarn.a, and
aśvamedha (Sivaramamurti 1966: 204–6). It appears from this sixth-century
inscription that as in the earlier period, the aristocratic followers of Bhāgavatism
did not see any contradiction between their performance of Vedic sacrifices and
the worship of the image of Vis.n.u. It may be noted that the Tamil text Paripāt.al
(fifth or sixth century) which depicts Kr.s.n.a with Balarāma, also mentions
Garud.a’s banner and Tirumāl (=Vis.n.u or Kr.s.n.a) as manifesting himself in the
Vedic sacrificial post and fire (Gros 1968: xlix). But this text does not contain any
explicit reference to Bhāgavatism.

It however remains difficult to evaluate from the above evidence to what
extent the aristocratic patrons of Bhāgavatism from the second century bc to the
eighth century ad were personally engaged in this tradition or religion. We do
not know whether Bhāgavata gods were merely their tutelary deity or whether
these patrons underwent an initiation, nor do we have any precise informa-
tion on the type of rite they performed. No documentation enables us to know
whether Bhāgavatism had a popular basis and whether it was an independent
tradition with organized institutions.

Bhāgavata priests in fifth- to sixth-century sources

The term bhāgavata was also applied to a group of priests in charge of ritual
installation of images of Vis.n.u in epigraphical and textual sources from the fifth
to sixth century ad. But this does not imply that all Bhāgavatas were priests. A
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fifth-century Sanskrit inscription of southeast Asia found in the ruins of the
monument of Prasat Pram Loven of the Fu-nan (a kingdom which comprised
the Mekong delta), mentions Bhāgavatas among those who should enjoy the gift
which Gun.avarman donated to a newly installed footprint of Vis.n.u named
Cakratı̄rthasvāmin. These Bhāgavatas are probably the priests of that image
(Cœdès 1931; Bhattacharya 1961). The Br.hatsam. hitā of Varāhamihira (sixth
century) prescribes that the ritual installation of an image should be performed
by those devoted to that god – Bhāgavatas in the case of Vis.n.u – according to
their own rule (svavidhi) (chap. 60, verse 19, in Kern’s edition). An earlier verse
(12) in the same chapter stipulates that during this installation, the “twice-
born” (dvija) priest should sacrifice into the fire with the mantras which corre-
spond to the god to be installed. We may infer from this that in the case of Vis.n.u,
a twice-born Bhāgavata sacrifices with Vais.n.ava mantras.

Yogic and Ascetic Traditions (third to ca. fifth century AD)

Besides the Bhāgavata worship evidenced mainly through epigraphy, Sanskrit
literature from around the third century ad, attests a tendency which stresses
asceticism and yoga in association with devotion for Nārāyan.a. The existence of
organized Vais.n.ava ascetic communities in this period cannot be excluded,
though documentation to sustain this hypothesis is scanty. The early Pāñcarātra
and Vaikhānasa traditions promoted this yogico-ascetic-cum-devotional ten-
dency. A main trait of the early Pāñcarātra view of ritual is non-injury, perhaps
in answer to the Buddhist criticism of Vedic rites. The Vaikhānasa tradition,
especially as represented in its Smārtasūtra, transformed Vedic types of rite and
included image worship. This probably answered the questions which arose
about the nature of ritual itself, on what the relations between Vedic rite and pūjā
could be, and, perhaps, how far they could be combined in a devotional context.

Early Pāñcarātra and the Nārāyan. ı̄yaparvan of the Mahābhārata

Scholars are not unanimous about the origin of the term pāñcarātra as applied
to a Vais.n.ava tradition. Some trace it to the Śatapathabrāhman.a (13.6.1)
(usually dated between tenth and seventh centuries bc), which contains the
oldest available occurrence of the term “pañcarātra”: this passage describes the
god Nārāyan.a performing a pañcarātra (“five nights”) purus.amedha sacrifice, after
which he is said to have surpassed all beings and become the entire universe.
Modern scholars have proposed various explanations of the name (van Buitenen
1971: 6 sqq.; Neevel 1977: 8–10; Brockington 1998: 299–301). Pāñcarātra has
also been said to be connected with the Ekāyana, a lost Vedic śākhā (“school”).
Old Pāñcarātra texts mention Ekāyana mantras and Ekāyana adherents
(Matsubara 1994: 54; Bhattacharya 1967: 206). But the Nārāyan. ı̄yaparvan
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(NP) of the Mahābhārata (12, 321–39) does not seem to mention the word
ekāyana, although it refers to Pañcarātra (Schreiner 1997 (ed.), Lemma-Index).
Some scholars consider the link of the Pāñcarātra tradition with this
Ekāyanaśākhā as a late fiction (Renou 1985a: 205).

The NP is the oldest known source to record several theological and ritual
characteristics of an ancient Pañcarātra tradition, though it does not explicitely
originate from the Pāñcarātra milieu. Devotion (bhakti), omnipresent in the 
NP, is addressed to the god Nārāyan.a, who also bears other names like Hari,
Vāsudeva, and Vis.n.u. Without being anti-Vedic or Tantric in character, it tends
to subordinate Vedic rituals to its own renunciative ideology which upholds non-
injury (ahim. sā) and rites without animal sacrifice. The NP does not refute the
way of ritual action (pravr. tti), but harmonizes it with suspending ritual activity
(nivr. tti) and replacing it by yogic devotional practices. All sacrifices, whether exe-
cuted with the expectation of fruits or not, are said to ultimately go to Nārāyan.a
in whom the “exclusive worshippers [of Nārāyan.a]” (ekāntins) finally enter. It has
been suggested that the NP perhaps evokes a concept equivalent to that of
release while living (Schreiner 1997b: 178).

The term bhāgavata which seems to refer to devotees of Nārāyan.a in general
in the NP does not appear to be synonymous with the term pañcarātra in this
text. Sātvata (which originally referred to the clan of Kr.s.n.a and later to his wor-
shippers) appears more or less as an equivalent of pañcarātra in chapter 336,
which belongs to the later part of the text (chapters 327–39, probably completed
by the fourth to fifth centuries according to Schreiner 1997a: 1). This is not
certain in chapter 322, which belongs to the earlier part (chaps. 321–6, prob-
ably written in ca. 200–300 ad, ibid., and Oberlies 1997a: 86). Verses 17–25 of
chapter 322 depict the domestic rites and conduct of King Uparicara Vasu who
practiced non-injury towards all beings, and being a devotee of Nārāyan.a, con-
sidered himself, his kingdom and his possessions as belonging to Nārāyan.a. He
worshipped the Lord of the gods following the Sātvata method (vidhi) of worship
promulgated by the Sun god, he then worshipped the ancestors with the rest of
the previous worship. He distributed the rest of the ancestor worship to vipras
(Brāhman.as or priests?) and others and consumed that which remained. In
verses 23–4, the king is said to have performed “the best rites” (paramakriyāh.),
optional (kāmya), periodical (naimittika), and daily (yajñı̄ya), following the
Sātvata method. He used to feed in his house the knowers of the Pañcarātra
(pañcarātravit), a group which may or may not be different from the Sātvatas. But
in another passage of the older part of the NP (324, 28), King Uparicara Vasu
is described as offering the five kālas to Hari, an expression which could be under-
stood as referring to the Pāñcarātra way of worship. This could either mean that
the king practiced two ritual systems or that Sātvata is the same as Pañcarātra
or, as it has been suggested, that Sātvata could be a branch of Pañcarātra
(Schreiner 1997a: 10).

According to the NP, the Pañcarātra-knowers who have attained the state of
ekānta enter Hari (337, 67). The Pañcarātra is said to be a “great upanis.ad”
which subsumes the four Vedas, Sām. khya, and Yoga into itself (326, 100). The
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NP refers to two concepts which became essential in later Pāñcarātra: the four-
emanation theogony and the five-kāla worship. The four emanations bear the
names of divine aspects known in mythology and iconography long before the
NP: Kr.s.n.a-Vāsudeva, Sam. kars.an.a (Kr.s.n.a’s elder brother), Pradyumna (Kr.s.n.a’s
son by Rukmin. ı̄), and Aniruddha (Pradyumna’s son). The specificity of the
Pāñcarātra teaching is its reinterpretation of these divine aspects in a cosmo-
logical perspective. While, at a later time, Pāñcarātra sam. hitās name these
emanations as vyūhas, the NP employs the terms mūrti (326, 66–70) and
mūrticatus.t.aya (326, 43) to refer to them, though it uses the name vyūha in verse
336, 53, where Hari is said to consist of one, two, three, or four vyūhas. Chapter
326 (31–41) describes the unborn, unperishable Vāsudeva, supreme soul,
purus.a beyond qualities (gun.a), entering the five elements which together are said
to be his body. Thus Vāsudeva is said to be born and is named jı̄va (soul), the
“knower of the field” (ks.etrajña) and is called Sam. kars.an.a. From this soul pro-
ceeds Pradyumna who is the mind (manas) of all beings and into which all beings
disappear at the time of dissolution. From this arises Aniruddha who is the 
ego (aham. kāra) as well as agent, effect and cause (kartr. , kārya, kāran.a) and from
whom sentient and insentient beings come into existence. Sam. kars.an.a,
Pradyumna, and Aniruddha as well as the entire universe arise from and dis-
solve into Vāsudeva. Verses 68–9 mention the four emanations and the creation
which ensues from them, Brahmā the creator of the world being born of
Aniruddha. Chapter 332 describes the four mūrtis in the path of release: having
become minute, the “best of the vipras” enter the divine being (deva) from which
they reach and stay in Aniruddha’s body. Having become mind, they enter
Pradyumna. Leaving Pradyumna they enter Sam. kars.an.a who is the jı̄va. Then,
freed from the three gun.as and pure, they enter ks.etrajña who transcends 
the gun.as. Practicing penance and having attained ekānta, they finally enter
Vāsudeva who is the abode of all beings (14–19).

The NP refers to the practice of pañcakāla. This characteristic Pāñcarātra
notion, current in the Pāñcarātra Sam. hitās, refers to five observances of the day:
abhigamana (“approaching [of the god],” that is, morning prayer, ablutions, etc.),
upādāna (collection of material of worship), ijyā (“sacrifice,” that is, worship),
svādhyāya (textual study), and yoga (meditation) (Gonda 1977: 72). The NP
qualifies the ekāntin worshippers of Hari as “knowers of the five kālas”
(pañcakālajña) (323, 42). King Uparicara Vasu is described as offering the five
kālas to Hari after he fell into a ravine because of non-observance of ahim. sā (324,
28). Pañcakālakartr.gati, that is, “the one who is the resort of the performer of
the pañcakāla,” is one of the 171 epithets of Nārāyan.a, who is also designated as
pañcarātrika (325, 4).

Early Vaikhānasa tradition

Although an often discussed passage of the Chāndogya-upanis.ad (3.17.6)
(which mentions a Kr.s.n.a) and comparatively late Vedic texts are associated to
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some degree with Vais.n.avism, no Vedic śākhā is so closely and exclusively con-
nected with Vais.n.avism as the Vaikhānasa śākhā is. Two medieval Vaikhānasa
texts, the Ānandasam. hitā and Ādisam. hitā, ascribe the Vaikhānasa śākhā to
the Yajurveda. The first identifies Vaikhānasa with Aukhya śākhā, whereas the
second considers them as distinct. Dharmaśāstras often consider Vaikhānasas,
like Phenapas and Vālakhilyas, as hermits (vānaprasthas), those who enter the
third stage of life in the varn. āśrama system. In the NP, the Vaikhānasa seers are
the second group after the Phenapas to receive the Ekāntadharma (336, 14),
Soma is the third to receive it, and Vālakhilya seers are the fourth. However the
Vaikhānasasmārtasūtra itself does not mention a category of hermits named
Vaikhānasas unless the Vairiñca category mentioned in that text should be
identified with Vaikhānasa hermits.

Both Vaikhānasa Vedic sūtras namely, śrauta and smārta (probably later than
the fourth century and earlier than the eighth century) are attributed to a sage
Vikhanas by the Vaikhānasa tradition. The oneness of their authorship is upheld
by Caland in his posthumous edition of the Vaikhānasaśrautasūtra (1941: 
xxv). Their South Indian origin is sometimes questioned but with no serious
arguments.

Several passages of the Vaikhānasaśrautasūtra reveal a strong tendency
towards devotion to Vis.n.u or Nārāyan.a. Meditation on these two divine aspects
accompanies the performance of several ritual acts. The ūrdhvapun.d.ra, a main
emblem in later Vais.n.avism, which the patron of the sacrifice should draw on
several parts of his own body, is eulogized. Some of the mantras which the text
prescribes do not belong to known Vedic collections, but their full text seems to
be lost. The Vaikhānasasmārtasūtra which consists of both Gr.hya and Dharma
parts, frequently mentions devotion to and meditation on Vis.n.u or Nārāyan.a. It
prescribes the installation and daily worship of Vis.n.u’s image at home, in a
temple (perhaps private), or in a sacrificial pavilion which contains ritual fires.
These rites involve the recitation of two mantras: the 8-syllable (om. namo
nārāyan. āya) and 12-syllable (om. namo bhagavate vāsudevāya) mantras which
became very important in the later Vais.n.avism. They also include elements
which figure prominently in later medieval Vaikhānasa rituals, like the invoca-
tion of the four aspects of Vis.n.u, that is, Purus.a, Satya, Acyuta, and Aniruddha
and the introduction of divine power (śakti) into the image before worship.

The Vaikhānasasmārtasūtra is the only known text of its kind to prescribe a
ceremony of entry into the hermit stage of life. It describes hermits devoted to
Vis.n.u and practicing a yoga which involves 10 external observances (niyama)
(bathing, cleanliness, study, ascesis, generosity etc.) and 10 internal observances
(yama) (truthfulness, kindness, sincerity, etc.). The practice of yoga is still more
important in the fourth stage of life, that of the renouncer who aims at uniting
his self with the Supreme Self. Besides the practice of the varn. āśrama duties
which culminates in renunciation, the Vaikhānasasmārtasūtra also describes
yogic paths leading to the Brahman without qualities. It contrasts action “with
desire” (sakāma) that is, seeking fruits in this world and the other, with “desire-
less” (nis.kāma) action that is, the disinterested performance of what is prescribed.
Desireless action is of two kinds: “activity” (pravr. tti) and “disengagement”
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(nivr. tti). “Activity” signifies yogic practices and procures yogic powers, but does
not procure release from further births. “Disengagement” characterizes those
yogins for whom the only reality is the Supreme Self and who, having abandoned
householder life, realize the “union [yoga] of the individual self with the
Supreme Self.” The Vaikhānasasmārtasūtra distinguishes three classes of these
yogins, Sāran.ga, Ekārs.ya, and Visaraga (or Visaraka), the first two classes com-
prising respectively four (anirodhaka, nirodhaka, mārgaga, vimārgaga) and five
(dūraga, adūraga, bhrūmadhyaga, asam. bhakta, sam. bhakta) categories. The anirod-
hakas only practice meditation on Vis.n.u, while the rest of the Sāran.gas employ
methods known from the classical Yogaśāstra. Among the Ekārs.yas, the dūragas
meditate on the occult body with its subtle veins (nād.ikā), whereas the adūragas
meditate on the Supreme Self (paramātman). The asam. bhakta conceives the deity
as the unique object of his sensorial perceptions: he contemplates the deity in its
form, enjoys its perfume, and salutes it, a devotional attitude reminiscent of the
Āl

¯
vārs, the Tamil Vais.n.ava saints.
Several groups of yogins are disapproved or even rejected. The vimārgagas are

“those who go the wrong way,” probably because they distort the (right) object
of the meditation (which is the Supreme Self, paramapurus.a, according to a late
commentary), although they practice “eight-limbed” (as.t.ān

.
ga) yoga, consisting

of yama, niyama, āsana, etc. which the Yogasūtras describe. The bhrūmadhyagas
are said to be “without authority” (nis.pramān.a). The visaraga class of yogins
which groups adherents of various currents and doctrines, is condemned.
Qualified as “beasts” (paśu) and said to follow the “wrong path” (kupatha), they
reject the possibility of release in their current lifetime. This suggests that the
author of the Vaikhānasasmārtasūtra believes in what is generally known as
release while living. This viewpoint as well as the primacy of Brahman without
quality (nirgun.a) over Brahman with quality (sagun.a) differs from the position of
the later Vais.n.ava Vedāntic school of Viśis.t.ādvaita (Colas 1996: 17–44).

Ritualistic and Devotional Traditions 
(Sixth to Thirteenth Centuries)

From the sixth century onwards, several Vais.n.ava currents gradually built up a
textual corpus which helped them to fix and define their own tradition.

Āl
¯
vārs

The 12 Āl
¯
vārs, Tamil poet-saints, composed devotional poems (collected under

the title Nālāyira-divyaprabandham in the tenth century) from about the sixth
or the early seventh to about the ninth century. Although they did not form a
homogenous tradition, their influence on other Vais.n.ava currents gives them an
important place in the history of South Indian Vais.n.avism. We know nothing of
their affiliation to any specific Vais.n.ava tradition, if they had any. Periya-āl

¯
vār
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and Ton.t.arat.ippot.i may have been temple priests, but the ritual system
(Vaikhānasa, Pāñcarātra, or other) they practiced is not known. Like other devo-
tees of their time, the Āl

¯
vārs were probably often engaged in pilgrimage, since

their poems praise the presiding deities of 97 south Indian Vais.n.ava temples.
These poems exhibit a high degree of learning and literary skill and can hardly
be termed as “popular literature.”

Yogic practices like meditation play an important role in the Divyapraband-
ham. The earlier Āl

¯
vārs, Poykai, Pūtattu, Pēy and Tirumal

¯
icai sing of the mystic

union with Māyōn
¯

(Kr.s.n.a) attained through meditation and temple worship.
Nammāl

¯
vār (Cat.akōpan

¯
), a later Āl

¯
vār (seventh or early eighth century), is pre-

sumably the first to express devotion to Māyōn
¯

in terms of the passionate love of
a girl for her beloved (Hardy 1983: 307). Several poems of the Divyapraband-
ham seem to show a kind of nondualism between the individual soul and God
and even the notion of release obtained while alive (Hardy 1983: 440–1).
Though they cannot be said to illustrate a particular theological system, they
could be considered as poetical formulations of attitudes comparable to those
found in the NP and in the Vaikhānasasmārtasūtra.

Soon after the last Āl
¯
vār, South Indian Vais.n.ava traditions encouraged the dif-

fusion of the Divyaprabandham. Hagiography credits (Śrı̄ran.ga-)Nāthamuni
(probably tenth century) with the rediscovery of these poems. From his time
onwards, the 4,000 stanzas of the Divyaprabandham were canonized and
recited in the Shrirangam temple, a practice which spread to other Vais.n.ava
temples in South India. The Kōyil Ol

¯
uku, chronicle of the Shrirangam temple,

describes the duties of the Araiyars or Vin.n.appañ-ceyvār, literally “supplicants”
who were and still are, in charge of chanting and illustrating (by stylized ges-
tures) the Divyaprabandham and enacting simple religious dramas. The oldest
known inscription mentioning the Araiyars goes back to the end of the eleventh
century. Today, male descendants of hereditary lineages of Araiyars perform in
three temples of Tamil Nadu (Shrivilliputtur, Shrirangam, and Alvar-tirunagari)
and in the temple of Melkote in Karnataka (Hari Rao 1961: 78–9, 90;
Vēn.kat.arāman

¯
1985).

Sāttvatas and Bhāgavatas

Sāttvatas and Bhāgavatas formed groups which are difficult to identify since the
meaning of these terms changed according to the historical context. Though
Sāttvata (sometimes in the orthography Sātvata) sometimes appears to be
synonymous with Pāñcarātra (Matsubara 1994: 60–2), it may not always 
have been the case as we saw in a passage of the NP. A ninth-century Cambodian
inscription (stele of Prasat Komnap) which records the foundation by
Yaśovarman I of a Vais.n.ava monastery (vais.n.avāśrama) designed to feed
Vais.n.avas, mentions three denominations among them: pañcarātra, bhāgavata,
and sāttvatas, but it does not yield any precise definition of sāttvata (Cœdès 1932:
88–112).
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Several scholars consider that the term bhāgavata refers to a group of Vais.n.ava
Smārtas which was already in existence in the sixth century ad and was still
widespread in south India at the beginning of the twentieth century. These
Bhāgavatas are said to adhere to nondualism and worship the five gods Vis.n.u,
Śiva, Durgā, Sūrya, and Gan.eśa, consider Vis.n.u equal to Śiva, by contrast with
other Smārtas who prefer Siva to Vis.n.u. Their main scripture is said to be the
Bhāgavatapurān.a and their mantra om. namo bhagavate vāsudevāya (Farquhar
1967: 142–3; 181; 233; 297–8). A “Bhāgavatasampradāya” group of
Vais.n.avas having the above characteristics was known until recently in the
Kannad.a country. Its priests officiate in temples, several of them in Udipi. Curi-
ously, they follow the Śaivāgama (not the Pāñcarātrāgama) ritual, though they
seem to have integrated Pāñcarātra ritual elements (Siauve 1968: 11–12).
Bhāgavata is also the name of Brahmin actors of kūcipūd.i who enact plays on
Vais.n.ava themes in the Telugu country (Sastry 1991: 64).

The significance of the term bhāgavata vis-à-vis the term pāñcarātra fluctuated
from the seventh century onwards. It signified devotee of the Lord in general
including Pāñcarātrins or referred to the follower of a specific Bhāgavata tradi-
tion or was taken as synonymous with Pāñcarātrin. Bān.a’s Hars.acarita (seventh
century) clearly mentions Bhāgavata and Pāñcarātrika as distinct groups.
Vaikhānasa texts of around the tenth century set the Bhāgavatas and
Pāñcarātrikas apart. They describe Bhāgavatas as “tonsured,” their doctrine
being “secondary” and their scriptures being “mixed” (Colas 1996: 173). But 
by the eleventh century Viśis.t.ādvaitins like Yāmuna and Rāmānuja identify
Bhāgavatas with Pāñcarātrins.

Evidence from Cambodian epigraphy shows that a Bhāgavata could be one
who performs temple rites and perhaps also a Pāñcarātra expert or one who
resides in a Vais.n.ava monastery. The mid-seventh-century deteriorated inscrip-
tion of the stele of Baset found at Battamban records that the ācārya Dharmapāla
who was born in a Bhāgavata family installed an image of Acyuta and mentions
his (?) expertise in Pāñcarātra (Cœdès 1942: 193–5). A ninth-century inscrip-
tion of Prasat Kok Po relates the ritual installation of an image of Hari in 
857 ad by a “Bhāgavata kavi” named Śrı̄nivāsakavi who was the preceptor 
of Jayavarman III. It also mentions a member of Śrı̄nivāsakavi’s family,
Amr.tagarbha, who bore the title Bhāgavata (Cœdès and Dupont 1937: 389–90).
The above-mentioned ninth-century inscription of Prasat Komnap lists the
qualifications of those Bhāgavatas who are eligible to reside in the Vais.n.ava
monastery: they practice the three sandhyā rites, observe good conduct and
textual study, are not householders, restrain their senses, have nowhere to stay
during the rainy season, and eat one meal a day.

The expansion and influence of the Pāñcarātra system

The early history of the Pāñcarātra and of its corpus after the NP (see above) still
remains uncertain (Matsubara 1994: 17 sqq.). Modern scholarship tends to
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ascribe the oldest extant Pāñcarātra texts to the sixth century at the earliest, but
still discusses the region of their compilation (Gonda 1977: 56; Gupta 1972: xxi;
Matsubara 1994: 18–21). The Jayākhyasam. hitā, one of the Pāñcarātra ancient
texts, mentions the Vaikhānasa group which is presumably of south Indian
origin (Colas 1996: 22 n. 1; 53 n. 1).

Bān.a (seventh century) mentions the Pāñcarātrikas. The Advaitin Śan.kara
(eighth century) refers to the adherents of the Pāñcarātra (pāñcarātrasiddhāntins)
in his commentary on Brahmasūtra 2, 2, 44. His criticism of their tenets proves
that the Pāñcarātra doctrine was well-known in his time in south India. In 
spite of the importance of the Pāñcarātra tradition, inscriptions referring to it
are scanty (Smith 1968). A Tirumukkudal (Chengalpattu district of Tamil 
Nadu) inscription of Vı̄rarājendra Cōl

¯
a (1063–9) records a donation to the

Vaikun.t.haperumāl. temple partly for the maintainance of a Vedic college where
Mahāpāñcarātra and Vaikhānasa, among other subjects, would be taught
(Sankaranaranayan 1983: 18–19). A Tiruvarur (Tanjore district of Tamil
Nadu) inscription of the twelfth century mentions the Pañcarātrasam. hitās as
authoritative in matters of architecture besides Vaikhānasa scriptures,
Śaivāgamas, etc. (cf. S.I.I. 17: 270).

In fact, Cambodian epigraphy provides a comparatively larger and earlier doc-
umentation on Pāñcarātra (often in the orthography Pañcarātra). The seventh-
century Thvar Kdei inscription mentions the well-known Pāñcarātra caturvyūha
concept. This notion, though not the term vyūha, apppears in inscriptions of Koh
Ker (during the reign of Jayavarman IV, 921–41 ad), Pre Rup (961 ad, Rājen-
dravarman), Prasat Kok Po (during the reign of Jayavarman V, 968–1001 ad)
(Bhattacharya 1961: 98). The already mentioned Baset inscription (between
648 and 657 ad) informs us about a person who performs the five sacrifices
(yajña), follows the five timely observances (pañcakālābhigāmin), and knows the
five elements “of those well-versed in the meaning of Pañcarātra doctrine.”
These observances probably refer to those of Pañcarātra, and abhigāmin in the
compound pañcakālābhigāmin perhaps alludes to the first of them, abhigamana,
that is, morning prayer, ablutions, etc. (Bhattacharya 1964: 50; 1965). A later
inscription from the reign of Rājendravarman (944–68 ad) mentions a priest
“proficient in Pañcarātra” and “knower of the five timely observances
(pañcakāla)” (Cœdès 1953: 121). The already mentioned Prasat Komnap stele
inscription (late ninth century) mentions knowers of the Pañcarātra precepts
(pañcarātravidhānajña) among guests to be honored, which means perhaps that
they were not permanent residents of the Vais.n.avāśrama (Cœdès 1932: 88–112,
esp. 98). The Kup Trapan Srok stele in Khmer records the activities of a sacer-
dotal family, an ancestor of whom, named Kavı̄śvarapan.d.ita, followed the
Pañcarātra observances, was the head of four hermitages, installed an image of
Bhagavatı̄ (in 1003 ad) and a lin

.
ga. Other members of his family installed

various non-Vais.n.ava representations like Can.d.ı̄ and lin
.
gas (Cœdès 1942:

129–33). Could this indicate a tolerant or syncretististic Vais.n.avism which
would be peculiar to ancient Cambodia?
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These inscriptions demonstrate the influence of Pāñcarātra in this part of
southeast Asia as early as the seventh century, that is, not much later than the
composition of the oldest known Pāñcarātra sam. hitās. Pāñcarātra rituals and
doctrine often inspired such systems as Viśis.t.ādvaita, Dvaita, and later Vais.n.ava
schools. Important Pāñcarātra texts were still being written in India in the
seventeenth century (Matsubara 1994: 34–5).

Vaikhānasa corpus of temple rituals

By contrast with the influential Pāñcarātra corpus, Vaikhānasa scriptures, their
sūtras, and the texts which govern their temple rites (here called “medieval
corpus” for the sake of convenience), remained comparatively less known to
non-Vaikhānasas. This may be partly due to the fact that the Vaikhānasa tradi-
tion was reputed as a Vedic śākhā and not as a group to which one adhered
through initiation. Nevertheless it greatly contributed to the growth of public
temple worship in South India before the reforms of Rāmānuja who is said to
have favored the Pāñcarātra method of worship.

The evolution of the Vaikhānasa community from its renunciative traits to
professional priesthood practicing temple rites aiming at the prosperity of the
society is not well known. It appears in a Karnataka copper-plate dated 828 ad
that Vaikhānasas also worshipped non-Vais.n.ava deities: this inscription men-
tions that a Vaikhānasa named Devaśarman of the Kāśyapa clan was commis-
sioned to worship the image of a sword-bearing goddess for King Rājamalla II.
Later south Indian inscriptions (especially from the eleventh century onwards),
however, record Vaikhānasas as priests in Vais.n.ava temples. One of them, an edict
of the Cōl

¯
a King Rājarāja I, applicable to Cōl

¯
a, Ton.t.ai, and Pān.d.ya regions, allows

villagers to confiscate and sell properties on which Vaikhānasas (among others)
have not paid due taxes, thus indicating the affluence of the Vaikhānasas of that
period. Epigraphic evidence attests that in the eleventh to twelfth centuries the
Vaikhānasa tradition was considered both as a Vedic śākhā and reputed for the
architectural and iconographic teachings of its scriptures (Colas 1996: 58–64).

The main part or totality of the medieval corpus of Vaikhānasas was proba-
bly composed in a rather short period between ninth and thirteenth/fourteenth
centuries, that is, much later than their sūtras. Vaikhānasas considered it as a
continuation with their sūtra corpus and forming with it what they call the
Vaikhānasaśāstra. Its designation by the late expression “Vaikhānasāgama” is
anachronistic. Vaikhānasa tradition lists as many as 28 texts in the medieval
corpus and attributes them to Vikhanas’s four disciples: Bhr.gu, Kāśyapa, Atri,
and Marı̄ci, and sometimes to a fifth author, An.giras, also often identified with
Marı̄ci. By 1997 nine texts of the corpus and the corresponding collection of
mantras were published fully or in part.

Though the published texts mainly deal with ritual, they also provide some
gnostic and theological teaching. The Vimānārcanākalpa contains a complete
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gnosis (jñāna) section. Its physiology which involves mystical centers and a
complex “vein” (nād.ı̄) system differs from that of such texts as the Hat.hayo-
gapradı̄pikā (probably composed after the fourteenth century). Its metaphysical
speculations consist of a kind of theistic Sām. khya with the emanation of suc-
cessive “principles” (tattva) from the Primordial Matter (pradhāna, prakr. ti), but
this Matter ontologically depends on Vis.n.u. Its teachings are similar to those of
the Vis.n.usmr.ti and it borrows certain passages almost verbatim from the Bha-
gavadgı̄tā. Certain ritual passages of the corpus also prescribe meditations on
complex metaphysical notions, for example the visualization by the performer of
the god from his “undivided” (nis.kala) aspect to his aspect “with divisions”
(sakala). Mantric texts like the Ekāks.ara, the Ātmasūkta, and the Pāramātmika
contain the conception of an Ātman or Vis.n.u, both the creator of the universe
and omnipresent in it.

The major Vaikhānasa theogonical notion is the group of “Five Manifesta-
tions” (pañcamūrti): Primordial Vis.n.u, Purus.a, Satya, Acyuta, and Aniruddha,
already announced in the Vaikhānasasmārtasūtra. The medieval corpus pro-
vides abundant instructions for the installation of this group of Manifestations
in a temple. It considers the last four of these Manifestations as fractions of the
Primordial Vis.n.u and as incarnating his four qualities (dharma, jñāna, aiśvarya,
and vairāgya), four Vedas, four cosmic ages, etc. Purus.a etc. are sometimes iden-
tified with Vis.n.u, Sadāvis.n.u, Mahāvis.n.u, and Nārāyan.a (or Vyāpin) (also men-
tioned in Pāñcarātra texts), and sometimes they are said to arise respectively
from them. The medieval corpus contains frequent and long descriptions of the
iconography and ritual installation of Vis.n.u’s incarnations (avatāra), sometimes
divided into āvirbhāvas (Matsya, Kūrma, Varāha, Nr.sim. ha, and Vāmana) and
prādurbhāvas (Paraśurāma, Rāghavarāma, Balarāma, Kr.s.n.a, and Kalkin).

While the Vaikhānasaśrautasūtra, in common with Vedic and Mı̄mām. saka
texts, did not recognize Śūdras (the fourth class of the society) and Anulomas
(groups born from fathers of a higher class than that of the mother) as qualified
to be yajamānas, that is, institutors of Vedic sacrifices, the medieval corpus
accepts them as yajamānas of several major temple rites like the installation of an
image, festivals, marriage of the god with Śrı̄ and Bhū. This admission was con-
ditioned by the presence of devotion to Vis.n.u in the patron and by the ritual inter-
mediary of a “king” (rājan), that is, of an economically and/or politically eminent
person (though perhaps not specifically a person of a Ks.atriya class which was
absent from south Indian society). An initiation called Nigamadı̄ks.ā which
Vaikhānasas conferred to non-Vaikhānasas served as a ritual recognition of the
presence of devotion. This positive reevaluation of the role of Śūdras and Anu-
lomas perhaps corresponded to the growing economic and social importance of
these potential temple patrons. They could not be classified as twice-born, as was
the case with Vel.l.āl

¯
as, often agriculturists, whom inscriptions of the eleventh

century mention as donors to Vaikhānasa temples. The rather rigid social pattern
which the corpus prescribes is also mitigated by the omnipresence of devotion,
ritualized or not, in the masses, for instance during the Festival (utsava), when
strict rules against social promiscuity were lifted at least temporarily.
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The medieval Vaikhānasa corpus was addressed to Vaikhānasas who were
temple priests. Their qualification for this office was conditioned by their under-
going of the personal sacraments (sam. skāras) which the Vaikhānasasmārtasūtra
enjoined and, in more recent texts of the corpus, the “initiation in the maternal
womb” (garbhadı̄ks.ā). The corpus limited temple priesthood to householders
(gr.hastha) and Brahmanical students (brahmacārin), hermits and renouncers
being denied this right (except in rare cases), thus making a remarkable shift
from the ascetic values which the Vaikhānasasmārtasūtra promoted. While
Vaikhānasas of this corpus considered themselves and were considered by out-
siders as belonging to a Vedic śākhā (which signifies that they belonged to the
Brāhman.a community), they perhaps practiced endogamy, as they do today, thus
forming a “caste.”

The medieval corpus while situating its tradition among Vedic śākhās, pro-
vides an interesting though somewhat confused picture of these śākhās. It also
classifies cultic and doctrinal systems (siddhānta, mata, and śāstra, and samaya
for “non-vaidika” systems). It claims Vaikhānasa tradition to be “vaidika,” peace-
ful (saumya), bringing about enjoyment here and in other worlds as well as
release, and procuring general well-being. By contrast, Pāñcarātra is considered
as “avaidika,” tāntrika and sometimes as “cruel” (krūra), meant for ascetics and
for those who search exclusively for release, and is to be practiced in places
outside villages and towns. This stern doxographical standpoint perhaps denotes
a wish to restrain the influence of Pāñcarātra in public temple worship. Current
practice, however, was probably less rigorous, for the corpus itself prescribes a
ritual expiation in the case of admixing Pāñcarātra and Vaikhānasa systems of
worship, which implies that admixing was not infrequent. Although allocating
the main ritual functions exclusively to Vaikhānasas, it permits the employment
of Pāñcarātrins as ritual assistants (paricāraka).

The word dı̄ks.ā bears several meanings in the corpus. Firstly, dı̄ks.ā refers 
to a pseudo-Vedic practice consisting mainly of a series of ascetic commitments
like fasting, supposed to prevent the pollution of the priests and patrons which
would occur due to birth or death in their families during the performance of
several long rituals (Colas 1999). Secondly, it refers to an “initiation in the
maternal womb” (garbhadı̄ks.ā) prescribed to all Vaikhānasas. According to the
Vaikhānasasmārtasūtra, the sacrament of sı̄mantonnayana (tracing a furrow in
the hair of a woman in the eighth month of her pregnancy) is followed by an
offering of rice cooked in milk to Vis.n.u and feeding the rest of it to the
Vaikhānasa pregnant wife. The rather late Ānandasam. hitā adds an initiation
which consists of branding this rice with hot metallic forms of a disk and a conch
(symbols of Vis.n.u) before it is fed to the pregnant Vaikhānasa wife. There is no
evidence for this practice being current at the time of the older and intermedi-
ate texts of the corpus, and the very expression “garbhadı̄ks.ā” which the Ānan-
dasam. hitā employs to refer to it may be still later than the introduction of this
ceremony. Vaikhānasas may have introduced this device perhaps under the pres-
sure of Pāñcarātrins, as a proof of their Vais.n.avahood which they proclaim to
be innate.
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The corpus also prescribes two kinds of initiation (dı̄ks.ā) to non-Vaikhānasas:
the Nyāsacakradı̄ks.ā and the Nigamadı̄ks.ā. The Nyāsacakradı̄ks.ā seems to be
mentioned and described only in the Ānandasam. hitā. Meant for non-Vaikhānasa
hermits, it consists of the application of a santal paste etc. with forms of a conch
and a disk on the arms of the disciple with the recitation of non-Vedic formulas.
The Nigamadı̄ks.ā, also called taptacakrān

.
kan.a (“branding with a hot disk”), is

mentioned only in two texts, namely the Samūrtārcanādhikaran.a, which is
ancient in the corpus, and the Ānandasam. hitā, probably a more recent one.
According to the Samūrtārcanādhikaran.a, this ceremony gives Śūdras and Anu-
lomas the ritual qualification of offering a sacrifice and also enables non-
Vaikhānasas to be employed as cooks and ritual assistants in temples of
Vaikhānasa ritual, when born Vaikhānasas are not available for these tasks.
According to the Ānandasam. hitā, candidates to this initiation may be twice-
born or Śūdras or belong to a “mixed class” (i.e., be Anulomas or Pratilomas). It
describes this ceremony which, like the Pāñcarātra initiation, consists of five
sacraments: branding the arms of the initiand with hot metallic forms of a
conch and a disk, directing him to wear the Vais.n.ava emblem (ūrdhvapun.d.ra) on
12 parts of his body, attributing him a Vais.n.ava name, teaching him a mantra
(on which details are not given), and introducing him to the Vais.n.ava “sacrifice,”
that is, the worship of Vis.n.u.

While the corpus naturally extolls its own ritual, it nevertheless allows tradi-
tional and local customs to operate with regard to temples of “nonhuman”
origin. Its rules are supposed to be applied to temples identified as those founded
by human beings, but not to temples of “nonhuman” origin that is, those sup-
posed to correspond to a direct manifestation of Vis.n.u, or to have been founded
by other gods, or by a Seer or which are mythological (paurān. ika). The texts thus
leave a large scope for innovation since the human origin of a temple may be
obliterated within a few years of its actual foundation.

The main subject of the corpus, however, are the prescriptions relating to
worship in public temples, for it is said that the all-pervasive Vis.n.u manifests
himself in the image out of compassion for his devotees. The older texts of the
corpus distinguish between domestic worship (gr.hārcā) and temple worship
(ālayapūjana), that is, in a public shrine, more on the basis of the importance of
the ritual than of its nature. More recent texts differentiate between worship per-
formed “for one’s own self ” (svārtha or ātmārtha), which brings fruits to the per-
former, and that performed “for others” (parārtha), which benefits the patron
who finances it. The notion of yajamāna which the corpus applies to the patron
echoes the Vedic division between the ritual patron and actual performers of the
rite. Temple rites and the results which they produce are often equated with Vedic
rites and their results in a hyperbolic way. Temple worship is not only said to be
an extension of Vedic rites, but also to last even after the yajamāna disappears
and to benefit the whole village including those who do not practice the domes-
tic fire-sacrifice.

Vaikhānasa temple worship consists of three aspects: yogic practices, pseudo-
Vedic rites, and ceremonies performed to the material representation of the deity.
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Though not numerous, yogic practices are not altogether absent from temple
worship. Meditation plays an essential role at precise moments in the ritual
performance and the priest is often enjoined the practice of breath-control
(prān. āyāma). The Vimānārcanākalpa contains a section on yoga which is intended
for the Vaikhānasa temple priest though not exclusively for him. The final goal of
yoga is samādhi, a state of release while living (jı̄vanmukti), a notion which the
Vais.n.ava Vedānta school of Viśis.t.ādvaita rejects. The Vimānārcanākalpa pre-
scribes the classical pattern of an eight-limbed (as.t.ān

.
ga) yoga. Its description of

yoga bears close similarities with two chapters of the Ahirbudhnyasam. hitā, a
Pāñcarātra text. It however conceives brahmacarya which forms part of yoga prac-
tice as fidelity to his spouse for the householder and sexual abstinence for those
in the other three stages of life, while the Pāñcarātra text understands it as com-
plete sexual abstinence even with one’s own spouse. Temple rites also involve pro-
cedures which, though rather Tantric in character, can be understood as yogic
broadly speaking. Mystical gestures (mudrā) are very rare in the corpus but impo-
sition (nyāsa) of mantras and germ-syllables (bı̄ja) are prescribed (more often on
the image than on the ritual performer’s body). The Khilādhikāra enjoins a
“purification of the elements” (bhūtaśuddhi) of the performer’s body through
meditation, a procedure not found in the oldest texts of the corpus, but current
in Pāñcarātra and Śaiva ritual traditions. Ritual conceptualization of the divine
power (śakti), also found, for instance, in Śaivāgama, plays an important role in
the corpus, since the installation of divine power in the image is a condition sine
qua non for its worship.

Vedicized ceremonies often run parallel to ceremonies devoted to the image.
They are borrowed from the Vaikhānasa Śrauta and Smārta Sūtras but are often
transformed. Fire-sacrifices have a secondary importance during festivals and
daily worship but they are numerous and elaborate during the solemn installa-
tion of an image in a temple. The fire-pavilion of the Vaikhānasaśrautasūtra 
was rectangular in shape; that of the medieval corpus is made square to suit
ritual transformations. The five śrauta fires and a sixth lotus-shaped fire 
called Paus.kara are installed around a central altar on which the image to be
installed, and vases are placed. Each of these fires is identified with a world 
and with a divine Vaikhānasa manifestation. Domestic fires prescribed by 
the Vaikhānasasmārtasūtra are also sometimes added to these six fires. Fire-
procedures, from their preparation and kindling to their abandonment or their
keeping for daily worship, form a ritual cycle almost independant of image
worship, though the corpus sometimes attempts to connect them through the
notions of fire and divine power (Colas 1996: 280–3).

The worship of the image of Vis.n.u, his different aspects, and attendants is the
most prominent feature of temple ritual. The corpus contains a great quantity
of iconographic descriptions of the numerous deities to be installed ideally in
large temples with several enclosures. The same divine aspect can be represented
by as many as five images (dhruva, kautuka-arcā, autsava, snāpana, balibera), each
of them fulfilling a specific function. For instance, the fixed (dhruva) image, said
to represent the immovable and undivided (nis.kala) form of the god, is the reserve
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of divine power. The mobile image of worship (kautuka, arcā) which receives the
essential of the daily worship but draws its power from the fixed image, is said
to represent the movable and divided (sakala) form of the god.

The main rituals are similar to those found in Pāñcarātra and Śaiva ritual
traditions. The initial rite is the installation (pratis.t.hā) of a new image in a new
temple, a long rite in which major ceremonies are the opening of the eyes of the
image and the final shower of water imbibed with divine power on the installed
image(s). It could last several years because it is closely connected with the mate-
rial construction of the temple. The daily rite of worship (nityapūjā) of the
kautuka image is usually performed three times in the day (morning, midday, and
evening before sunset). There are many varieties depending on the number of
homages it includes. The rite of the festival (utsava) may be the regular yearly
one (kālotsava) or motivated by faith (śraddhotsava) or of an exceptional charac-
ter (naimittikotsava). It may last between one and 21 days. The texts of the
Vaikhānasa corpus also prescribe expiatory rites (prāyaścitta, nis.kr. ti) and differ-
ent kinds of solemn baths which are purificatory or expiatory in nature. They
often contain one or several chapters devoted to minor and optional festivals,
thus giving a complete and vivid picture of the liturgical calendar of a south
Indian temple around the tenth century.

The production of religious literature by Vaikhānasas did not cease with their
medieval corpus but continued well into the twentieth century. Apart from belles-
lettres works, this later literature consists of ritual manuals, hymns, commen-
taries on the Vaikhānasasūtras and Brahmasūtras, on medieval texts and parts
of the mantra collection. The Moks.opāyapradı̄pikā by Raghupati Bhat.t.ācārya
(twentieth century?), for example, extolls the role of worship as a means of
release.

Vaikhānasas also tried to impose themselves as a third division of
Śrı̄vais.n.avism on a par with Ten

¯
kalai and Vat.akalai. This later doctrinal depen-

dance of Vaikhānasas on Śrı̄vais.n.avism, even while they preserved their ritual
specificity, reflects a major departure from their tradition as represented in the
medieval corpus (Goudriaan 1965; Colas 1988, 1995, 1996).

The Rise and Development of Vais.n.ava Schools of Vedānta

The tenth to thirteenth centuries saw the rise and development of three Vais.n.ava
schools of Vedānta which gave theistic interpretations of Upanis.adic doctrines:
Viśis.t.ādvaita, Dvaita, and Dvaitādvaita, to which modern scholars often add
Vis.n.usvāmin’s school. Though these early Vais.n.ava Vedāntic schools are often
grouped together, their destinies varied much in terms of geographical expan-
sion and influence. We do not have any extant text of Vis.n.usvāmin’s system. The
other three schools produced articulated philosophical systems. They empha-
sized the role of devotion as a means of attaining release (by contrast with
Śan.kara’s Advaita which considered knowledge as the sole means) and greatly

246 gérard colas



influenced directly or indirectly the later Vais.n.ava traditions. Each was accom-
panied and more or less supported by a specific network of religious institutions,
particular ritual systems and modes of transmission. Viśis.t.ādvaita and Dvaita
developed and received a religious basis first and mostly in South India. There is
no testimony of the influence of Nimbārka, the Dvaitādvaita founder, and of
Vis.n.usvāmin in south India, though hagiography places their birth in this part
of the subcontinent.

The school of Viśis.t.ādvaita

While Viśis.t.ādvaita (“nondualism of what is qualified”) refers to a certain doc-
trine, the term Śrı̄vais.n.avism (to be differentiated from the more general word
Vais.n.avism) could be said to refer to the socioreligious manifestation of this doc-
trine as it was integrated and promoted by Viśis.t.ādvaita in south India. Modern
scholarship does not seem to have yet brought out a clear historical definition of
this term. In fifteenth-century epigraphy the term śrı̄vais.n.ava is used to qualify
a Vais.n.ava group known as Sāttāda. It is today often taken as referring solely to
a group of Brahmins called Aiyan.kārs, but it is admitted that the use of the word
may have not been so exclusive in the past (Jagadeesan 1977: 323; Lester 1994:
44, 47, 48; Hardy 1998: 101). The word śrı̄ in the expression Śrı̄-vais.n.ava is
sometimes explained as stressing the role of Śrı̄, the spouse of Vis.n.u, in this tra-
dition (Renou 1985a: 652; 1985b: 22). Developed in south India, Viśis.t.ādvaita
came to be known later as Śrı̄sampradāya in north India.

Viśis.t.ādvaita is also called Ubhayavedānta since it refers to both (ubhaya)
Vedānta doctrine written in Sanskrit and the mystical experience recorded in the
Āl

¯
vārs songs in Tamil as its sources. Viśis.t.ādvaita usually considers Nāthamuni

(probably born at the beginning of the tenth century) as its first teacher.
According to hagiography, Nāthamuni was born in a Brahmin family in
Vı̄ranārāyan.apuram (near Cidambaram) where he officiated in the temple of
Rājagopāla. His role in the rediscovery and early propagation of the Divyapra-
bandham has already been mentioned. His instauration of the practice of
singing the Divyaprabandham in the Shrirangam temple gave these hymns the
status of Vedas. Scholars have argued for or against his being a follower of
Pāñcarātra ritual (Mesquita 1979; Neevel 1977). Renowned for his yogic capac-
ities, he is attributed with several doctrinal works in Sanskrit which are known
only through quotations in later texts. His Nyāyatattva, quoted by Yāmuna and
Vedānta Deśika, is considered as the first treatise which systematized
Viśis.t.ādvaita doctrine. His main disciple was Pun.d.arı̄kāks.a (Uyyakon.t.ār), himself
succeeded by Rāma Miśra (Man.akkāl Nampi). The works of these authors are
known only through quotations.

Yāmuna (Āl.avantār, eleventh century) is the first ācārya whose several com-
plete works are preserved. He was the grandson of Nāthamuni and like him a
native of Vı̄ranārāyan.apuram. He is said to have become an ascetic after several
years of marriage. Hagiographical accounts relate that under the guidance of
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Rāma Miśra, he left a life of luxury in the Cōl
¯
a capital Gangaikondacholapuram

and settled in Shrirangam as a renouncer. He wrote the Stotraratna and the
Catuh. śloki, two well-known poems, and the Gı̄tārthasan.graha, a summary of
the teachings of the Bhagavadgı̄tā. His Siddhitraya explains the Viśis.t.ādvaitic
conception of the individual soul, the Supreme being, and knowledge. His
Āgamaprāmān.ya which is the first extant Viśis.t.ādvaitic work to defend the
authoritativeness of the Pāñcarātra texts, argues that these texts are revelations
of the God and are equal to Vedas (Srinivasachari 1970: 512–16; Neevel 1977:
17).

Rāmānuja (Ut.aiyavar, said to have died in ad 1137) is the best known among
Viśis.t.ādvaitin teachers. According to traditional accounts, he was born in
Shriperumbudur near Kanchipuram in a Brahmin family. He was taught in
Kanchipuram by one Yādavaprakāśa, probably an Advaitin, also sometimes iden-
tified with the Yādavaprakāśa, who propounded the Bhedābheda philosophy. He
received instruction on the Divyaprabandham, Rāmāyan.a, and the true meaning
(rahasya) of mantras from five of Yāmuna’s disciples. It is said that when
Tirukot.t.iyūr Nampi (Gos.t.hı̄pūrn.a) taught Rāmānuja the secret meaning of the
eight-syllabled mantra (om. namo nārāyan. āya), Rāmānuja immediately revealed it
from the Tirukoshtiyur temple tower out of compassion for the crowd gathered
in the shrine. Rāmānuja left the life of a householder, became a renouncer, and
was called to preside over the activities of the Shrirangam temple. It is said that
during his north Indian pilgrimage he read in Kashmir a manuscript of the
Bodhāyanavr.tti, a commentary of the Brahmasūtras, which later formed the
basis of his own commentary. To escape the persecution of Vais.n.avas by the Cōl

¯
a

king Kulottun.ga I, a fanatical follower of Śaivism, he fled from Shrirangam to
Karnāt.aka where he converted the Jain Hoysala king Bit.t.ideva (Vis.n.uvardhana)
to Vais.n.avism. He is said to have returned to Shrirangam in 1118 where, as
administrator of the temple, he replaced the Vaikhānasa mode of worship with
that of the Pāñcarātra. He is also said to have established the Pāñcarātra system
of worship in many other Vais.n.ava temples. There is, however, no historical basis
for this.

Rāmānuja’s Śrı̄bhās.ya, a commentary on the Brahmasūtras, established
Viśis.t.ādvaita as a full-fledged philosophical school. Its main conception is that
the Brahman has the individual souls (cit) and the insentient world (acit) as his
modes (prakāras). Both these modes are as real as the Brahman and dependent
on him as the body is dependent on the soul. Rāmānuja also wrote short trea-
tises on these sūtras, the Vedāntasāra and the Vedāntadı̄pa, as well as a com-
mentary on the Bhagavadgı̄tā. His Vedārthasam. graha refutes nondualist and
dualist doctrines and explains seemingly contradictory Upanis.adic passages. The
attribution to Rāmānuja of the Nityagrantha, which gives instructions for the
personal daily worship of an image, has been challenged. Three devotional
poems are attributed to him (Vaikun.t.hagadya, Śaran. āgatigadya, Śrı̄ran.gagadya)
(Hari Rao 1961: 45; Srinivasachari 1970: 516–21; Carman 1981: 24–64).

Pil.l.ai Lokācārya and Vedānta Deśika are two major figures of Viśis.t.ādvaita
after him. Pil.l.ai Lokācārya seems to have flourished during the second half of
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the thirteenth century. His works mainly written in a highly sanskritized Tamil
(Man.ipravāl.a), are compiled under the title As.t.ādaśarahasya, 18 texts of which
the Tattvatraya, the Arthapañcaka, and the Śrı̄vacanabhūs.an.a are well-known.
Man.avāl.amāmun

¯
i (also named Varavaramuni and Ramyajāmātrimuni, four-

teenth century), a celebrated commentator of the works of Pil.l.ai Lokācārya, also
wrote the Yatirājavim. śati, a well-known hymn on Rāmānuja. Following the pre-
ceptors of Shrirangam, he was actively engaged in expounding the devotional
teachings contained in the hymns of the Āl

¯
vārs. Vedānta Deśika (Ven.kat.anātha),

born and educated in Kanchipuram, was a younger contemporary of Pil.l.ai
Lokācārya whom he controverts in his works. He is credited with 130 works in
Sanskrit, Tamil, and Man.ipravāl.a which contain commentaries on the works of
Yāmuna and Rāmānuja, independent treatises, devotional hymns, and literary
works. A brilliant logician, he not only perfected the doctrine of Viśis.t.ādvaita and
refuted the doctrines of rival schools but also developed Viśis.t.ādvaita logic based
on the works of Vis.n.ucitta, Nāthamuni, and others. He gave a theistic interpre-
tation of the Pūrvamı̄mām. sāsūtras which he considered as forming one work
with the Brahmasūtras. He emphasized the role of “self-surrender” (prapatti, the
attitude whereby the soul surrenders the responsibility of its protection to God)
towards release and defended the authority of Pāñcarātra scriptures. True to the
spirit of Ubhayavedānta, he summarized Nammāl

¯
vār’s hymns in Sanskrit (Singh

1958).
The schism between the Vat.akalai (“the Northern division”) which traces its

origin to Vedānta Deśika and the Ten
¯
kalai (“the Southern division”) which traces

its origin to Pil.l.ai Lokācārya and Man.avāl.amāmun
¯
i is not attested before the late

sixteenth century (Mumme 1988: 2). Some scholars explain this split as result-
ing from the Vat.akalai preference for the Sanskrit tradition and the Ten

¯
kalai

preference for the Tamil Divyaprabandham (Appadurai 1977: 56). However the
differences between these two divisions are based not so much on linguistic
grounds as on doctrinal principles (Mumme 1988: 6–7). One of the principal
differences (which later texts believe to be 18 in number) concerns the definition
of prapatti. The Vat.akalai, according to which the soul is required to make an
effort to be saved by Vis.n.u, is often described as the school of the monkey’s baby,
which clings to its mother. By contrast, the Ten

¯
kalai, according to which God

alone chooses those whom he wants to save, believes that the soul should
abandon all effort. It is known as the school of the kitten, for the kitten lets its
mother carry it around in her mouth. Another subject of doctrinal dissension
was the role of Laks.mı̄. The two schools stress her role as an intermediary
between God and the devotee, but the Vat.akalai believes that she is infinite and
ontologically of the same level as Vis.n.u while the Ten

¯
kalai holds that she is only

a soul (jı̄va) which is ever liberated. Vat.akalai followers give more importance to
ritual performance than the Ten

¯
kalai. Both the divisions consider the initiation

by the five sacraments (pañcasam. skāras) indispensable, but while the Ten
¯
kalai

followers do not see the need of a further formal initiation into prapatti, the
Vat.akalai consider it to be necessary. In the course of time the antagonism
between the two divisions expressed in such minor details as the shape of the
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Vais.n.ava emblem (ūrdhvapun.d.ra) applied on the body and the order of dishes
served during a meal (Siauve 1978, Mumme 1988, Jagadeesan 1977: 171–208,
Varadachari 1983). Quarrels between them even occasioned lawsuits through-
out the eighteenth and until the twentieth centuries (Hari Rao 1964: 117–28).
This split which concerned devotees who financed the temple rites affected the
current administration of temples and minor aspects of rituals, but not the core
of the rites which Vaikhānasa or Pāñcarātra priests continued to perform accord-
ing to their own ritual tradition, even as the particular emblem of one of the 
two divisions was imposed on the walls of the shrine, its main idol, or its priests
(Colas 1995: 124, 125–6).

The notion of lineage (paramparā) has a special importance in Śrı̄vais.n.avism
in which various currents continuously tried to define themselves through dis-
tinct lines of affiliation, because during the daily ritual, a Śrı̄vais.n.ava recites the
names of teachers in an order of priority which reflects his spiritual lineage. Two
types of lineages are invoked: the Ācārya- (or Samāśrayan.a-)paramparā, that is,
lineage of the initiating preceptor, and the Grantha-paramparā, that is, the
lineage of the preceptor-commentator of sacred texts. Rāmānuja is said to have
appointed 74 disciples called the Sim. hāsanādhipatis to spread Viśis.t.ādvaitic
teachings. Prestigious Śrı̄vais.n.ava families like the Uttamanampis and the
Tātācāryas still claim that their religious honors and privileges originate from his
time. Several Śrı̄vais.n.avas who did not belong to any line of preceptorial
succession acted as masters and initiated disciples (Jagadeesan 1977: 42–3, 47,
51, 113–14).

The Kōyil Ol
¯
uku (probably eighteenth-century in its present form) attributes

Rāmānuja with the assignment of religious functions to Śūdra groups, not a
revolutionary step, given the role already played by Śūdras as patrons in Vais.n.ava
temples. Among them, Sāttādas (also named Sātānis), identified as Vel.l.āl

¯
as (that

is ranked among Śūdras) but also sometimes as Brāhman.as, officiated as admini-
strators of feeding houses for pilgrims at Shrirangam, Tirupati, and Kanchipu-
ram during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. They also were in charge of
providing flowers and other ingredients for temple worship and participated in
the recitation of the Divyaprabandham. Even today Sāttādas have the religious
privilege of performing similar services in temples in Tamil Nadu, Karnataka,
and Andhra Pradesh. Some of them also officiate as priests in small temples
(Hari Rao 1961: 50, 90; Lester 1994).

The late fourteenth century saw the rise and development of Śrı̄vais.n.ava
monasteries (mat.has, mutts). It is not known with certainty which part
Yāmunācārya and Rāmānuja (also named yatirāja, “king of renouncers”) played
in the origin of Śrı̄vais.n.ava ascetic orders, though both of them are said to have
embraced an ascetic life. Viśis.t.ādvaitin renouncers (sam. nyāsins) are usually
called “three-staffed” (tridan.d.in) by contrast with the “single-staffed” (ekadan.d.in)
Advaitins who considered that the triple-staff custom is meant for lower 
classes of renouncers (Olivelle 1986: 53). Apart from Brahmin sam. nyāsins,
Śrı̄vais.n.avism also comprised of non-Brahmin renouncers called ekākı̄/ekān

.
gı̄
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and known from fifteenth-century inscriptions. Heads of Śrı̄vais.n.ava monaster-
ies generally were (and still are) Brahmins and bore the title of cı̄yar (Jeer, Jiyar),
though there are historical instances of non-Brahmin Ekān.gı̄ cı̄yars. These
monasteries were instrumental in the conversion to Śrı̄vais.n.avism of lower
castes and even of non-Hindu tribes, according to some sources. Several monas-
teries like the Ahobilam Mat.ha and the Parakāla Mat.ha (which initiated the
seventeenth-century rulers of Mysore into Śrı̄vais.n.avism) belong to the
Vat.akalai division or were later affiliated to it. Among the well-known Ten

¯
kalai

monasteries, mention should be made of the Vānamamalai Mat.ha (which had
a special importance for the Rāmānandasampradāya, a Vais.n.ava tradition of
north India), the Tirukkurungudi Mat.ha and the Śrı̄ran.ganārāyan.a-cı̄yar Mat.ha
which were probably founded about the fourteenth century (Appadurai 1977;
Jagadeesan 1977: 147–68; Lester 1992; Clémentin-Ojha 1999: 74).

The school of Dvaita

Madhva (probably 1238–1317), also named Ānandatı̄rtha, Ānandajñāna,
Ānandagiri, and Pūrn.aprajña, is the founder of the Dvaita, that is, dualistic
school of Vedānta later known as “Brahmasampradāya” in the north Indian
Vais.n.ava milieux. Information about his life comes mainly from the Madhvavi-
jaya, a hagiography by Nārāyan.apan.d.itācārya, the son of one of his direct disci-
ples. Born of Tul.u brahmin parents in the village of Pājakaks.etra near Udipi in
Karnataka, Madhva became a renouncer at the age of 16 as an unmarried
perpetual religious student (nais.t.hikabrahmacārin). He acknowledged no other
teacher than the mythical Vyāsa, but according to hagiography an Advaitin
ascetic, Acyutapreks.a (Purus.ottamatı̄rtha), was his master and initiated him.
Though Madhva refused his doctrine, he succeeded him as the head of his
monastery. The debates he had with scholars in the course of his tours all over
India strengthened his conviction against Advaitic doctrine and he converted his
master to his own views. He installed an image of Kr.s.n.a in Udipi and promoted
several ritual reforms like the substitution of a flour-made sacrifice animal
(pis.t.apaśu) in the place of a living one. The prestige of his school increased
notably after the conversion of Trivikrama, a then-famous Advaitin and proba-
bly the court-pandit of King Jayasim. ha, to Dvaita.

Thirty-seven works are attributed to Madhva. Several of them consist of
commentaries on basic texts of the Vedānta (Upanis.ads, Brahmasūtras, and
Bhagavadgı̄tā), on the Mahābhārata and the Bhāgavatapurān.a, a text to which,
unlike Rāmānuja, Madhva gave much importance. His tātparyas on Bha-
gavadgı̄tā, Mahābhārata, and Bhāgavatapurān.a, give the essential teachings of
these texts important to Dvaita school. Madhva summarizes his main doctrinal
principles in 10 very brief treatises called the Daśaprakaran.as. Several devo-
tional hymns are attributed to him. He also wrote several ritual treatises like the
Yatipran.avakalpa, which explains how to enter the renunciative way of life.
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Madhva’s works often quote from Pāñcarātra texts which he considers as author-
itative as the Veda because, according to him, these two originally formed one
tradition (Siauve 1968: 16). His Tantrasārasan.graha seems to follow the
Pāñcarātra mode of temple worship.

Madhva maintains that the Brahman is the only independent (svatantra)
entity; the world consisting of sentient beings (cit or jı̄va) and insentient 
(acit) objects does not have an existence independent of the Brahman (they 
are asvatantra). The five differences (pañcabheda) which exist between God and
matter, God and sentient beings, matter and sentient beings, between sentient
beings, and between material objects, prove the reality of multiplicity. While
Madhva insisted on the absolute superiority of Vis.n.u on Śiva and other deities,
his works and his hagiography do not show conflicting relations with Śaivas.
Several Mādhva followers composed hymns in honor of Śiva. Till today, some
Mādhva families maintain a Śaiva domestic temple. These facts seem to 
confirm ancient connections of the milieu of Madhva with Śaiva worship. 
His family may have belonged to a Smārta group (today known as the
Bhāgavatasampradāya) (Sharma 1960; Siauve 1968: 1–36). Other major
authors of Dvaita are Jayatı̄rtha (1365–88) and Vyāsarāya (Vyāsatı̄rtha,
1460–1539). The latter’s mastery of śāstras won him great fame. Called to the
Vijayanagar court, he may have been the preceptor (guru) of Krs.n.adevarāya
(Sharma 1961: 30).

According to the Madhvavijaya, Madhva ordained his brother and seven
other disciples as renouncers, directing them to perform the worship of Kr.s.n.a at
the Mat.ha founded by him in Udipi. These eight ascetics established their own
lines of succession by ordination which resulted in the foundation of eight
monasteries (mat.has) in Udipi. Until today the heads of these monasteries are in
charge of the worship in Kr.s.n.a Mat.ha in turn for two years each, an arrange-
ment known as paryāya. Other direct or later disciples are attributed with the
foundation of monasteries outside the Udipi region. The Mādhva tradition had
a following mostly in the Tul.u country (today a part of Karnataka), but in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries a rather significant number of people con-
verted to the Mādhva tradition in Tamil Nadu and in Kerala, including several
local rulers and members of the Nambudiri Brahmin community (Sharma
1960; 1961; Hari Rao 1964: 133).

The Haridāsakūt.a (to be distinguished from Haridāsasampradāya, a later
north Indian tradition) was closely associated with the Mādhva tradition. These
wandering devotees spread all over the Kannad.a region, held Vit.t.hala, the image
of the temple of Pandharpur (in the southern part of the present Maharashtra)
as their deity. They praised devotional, moral, and renunciative values in an easy
nonliterary Kannad.a language which appealed to the common man. While the
Haridāsakūt.a tradition is said to have started with Acalānanda Vit.t.hala (ca. 888
ad) and others before Madhva, the earliest known poet-saint connected with the
Haridāsakūt.a is Naraharitı̄rtha (fourteenth century), perhaps a direct disciple of
Madhva. Like him, many prominent figures of the Haridāsakūt.a were distin-
guished Sanskrit scholars and held high positions in Mādhva monasteries.
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Purandaradāsa (sixteenth century), who contributed greatly to Carnatic music,
was a follower of the Haridāsakūt.a (Sharma 1961: 314–26).

The school of Dvaitādvaita

Nimbārka (Nimbāditya, Niyamānanda), the founder of the Dvaitādvaita
(“Dualism-cum-nondualism”) or (Svābhāvika-)Bhedābheda (“(natural) identity
in difference”) school (later referred to as Sanakādisampradāya in north 
India), probably flourished in the thirteenth century. His date and life still 
remain a subject of discussion among scholars. The earliest hagiography, the
Ācāryacarita, probably does not predate the sixteenth century. Hagiographical
accounts locate Nimbārka’s birth in various places in the Telugu country, in
Vrindavan or a nearby village, in a Brahmin family. His school traces Nimbārka’s
spiritual lineage to Vis.n.u’s incarnation as a swan, through the four spiritual 
sons of Brahmā (Sanaka, Sananda, Sanātana, and Sanatkumāra) who in turn
taught Nārada, whom Nimbārka acknowledges as his guru. Nimbārka, like
Madhva, is said not to have received his doctrine from any historical teacher. Like
Madhva again, he is said to have remained an unmarried perpetual religious
student.

Nimbārka’s main work is the Vedāntapārijātasaurabha, a brief commentary
on the Brahmasūtras. Except this and probably the Daśaślokı̄, 10 verses which
summarize his doctrine, the authorship of most of the works attributed to him
like the Rahasyamı̄mām. sā of which we know two sections only (the Man-
trarahasyas.od.aśı̄ and the Prapannakalpavallı̄), several hymns and several
unpublished works (R. Bose 1943: 8–12, 16) still need to be confirmed. In the
Vedāntapārijātasaurabha, Nimbārka recognizes three principles: the sentient
(cit), the nonsentient (acit), and the Brahman. Their relation which is natural
(svābhāvika) and not caused by any condition (anaupādhika) is neither of absolute
nondifference (abheda), since they are distinct by nature, nor absolute differ-
ence (bheda), because cit and acit are inseparable from the Brahman. The
Vedāntapārijātasaurabha does not mention the notion of prapatti which the post-
Rāmānuja Viśis.t.ādvaita emphasized, but the Prapannakalpavallı̄ describes it in
terms similar to those of later Viśis.t.ādvaita. The path of prapatti or total surren-
der to the Lord is open to all including Śūdras, but does not imply absence of any
effort on the part of the surrendering devotee, for he is required to lead a life of
devotion and service. The Mantrarahasyas.od.aśı̄ advocates complete self-
surrender not directly to the Lord, but to the preceptor (gurūpasatti) and the
abandonment of all other practices (R. Bose 1943: 54–7). These two attitudes
are reminiscent respectively of the Vat.akalai and Ten

¯
kalai views on prapatti.

There is no historical proof that Nimbārka and the first 28 preceptors of this
tradition settled in Braj in and around Mathura before the end of the fifteenth
century. Keśava Kāśmirı̄ Bhat.t.a (born in 1479), the 29th ācārya, is the first
whose historical association with the Braj area is certain. His direction is marked
by the revival of the Nimbārka tradition and the propagation of its teachings all
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over India. He composed doctrinal texts, devotional hymns, and an elaborate
ritual treatise the Kramadı̄pikā, which influenced Caitanyaite authors. His suc-
cessor, Śrı̄ Bhat.t.a, is the first ācārya of the Nimbārka school known to have
written in Braj bhās.ā, the vernacular of the Braj region. His Yugalaśataka
describes the divine loving couple of Kr.s.n.a and Rādhā, a theme which became
increasingly popular also among several other Vais.n.ava traditions from the six-
teenth century onwards (Clémentin-Ojha 1990: 333–8, 374).

Śrı̄ Bhat.t.a’s disciple, Harivyāsadevācārya (probably sixteenth century), who
wrote in Braj bhās.ā as well as in Sanskrit, had a strong influence on the organ-
ization and theology of Nimbārka’s tradition. This tradition developed into 12
branches based in 12 monasteries. A number of subdivisions later arose, pro-
gressively weakening its cohesiveness. While in its early stages, the Nimbārka
tradition stressed the ascetic values, however initiating lay members into its fold.
Under Harivyāsadevācārya, lay members received the right of initiating others
and transmitting this right to their male descendants. These householder
preceptors were later called gosvāmı̄s and the wealth which they accumulated
significantly contributed to the developement of the tradition (Clémentin-
Ojha 1990: 346–8).

The school of Vis.n. usvāmin

Information on Vis.n.usvāmin and on his school, later referred to as Rudrasam-
pradāya by north Indian Vais.n.ava traditions, is very scanty. Vis.n.usvāmin pre-
dates Vallabha (sixteenth century) and is often said to have lived in the thirteenth
century. Vallabhite hagiography describes him as the son of a south Indian
priest. None of his works including commentaries on Bhāgavatapurān.a and
Brahmasūtras have survived. According to Mādhava’s Sarvadarśanasam. graha
(fourteenth century) the followers of Vis.n.usvāmin’s school maintained that the
body of Nr.sim. ha (Vis.n.u’s incarnation as man–lion) is eternal. It cites a verse
from the Sākārasiddhi of a Śrı̄kāntamiśra which pays hommage to Nr.sim. ha
whose body is made up of existence, consciousness, and continual inconceivable
bliss, and who is esteemed by Vis.n.usvāmin. Some scholars mention that accord-
ing to the Sarvajñasūtra attributed to Vis.n.usvāmin, God, whose principal incar-
nation is Narasim. ha, takes a form consisting of existence, consciousness, and
bliss, is accompanied by his knowledge which is named hlādinı̄ and has māyā at
his disposition (Shukla 1971: 12). Śrı̄dhara (fourteenth to fifteenth centuries)
refers to Vis.n.usvāmin in his commentary on Bhāgavatapurān.a. In his commen-
tary on the same text Vallabha differentiates Vis.n.usvāmin’s views from his 
own. Vis.n.usvāmin’s followers are said to have om. rāmakr.s.n. āya namah. and om.
rāmakr.s.n.ahari as mantras, the Gopālatāpanı̄ya-upanis.ad and the Gopālasahas-
ranāman as manuals. Farquhar claims to have met several ascetic followers of
this school in Allahabad in 1918 (Farquhar 1967: 239, 304; Dasgupta 1975:
382).
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North Indian Traditions from Thirteenth Century

While the four Vais.n.ava schools of Vedānta were building or achieving their
systems, other traditions of Vais.n.avism developed from the thirteenth century
onwards in the Deccan and northern India. They crystallized around the pious
personalities, and sometimes around the devotional works of poet-saints. Their
origin and chronology often remains uncertain. Our knowledge of these tradi-
tions depends on mostly biased and anachronistic documentation. Several of
these movements were closely associated with the then developing literature in
New Indo-Aryan (NIA) languages. Two other traditions, those of Vallabha and
Caitanya, which began in the late fifteenth century, expressed their doctrinal
views and their devotion both in Sanskrit and in NIA languages.

Traditions associated with New Indo-Aryan literatures

The devotional fervor which nourished the traditions of NIA expression was 
in fact not so much Vais.n.avite properly speaking as Rāmaite and Kr.s.n.aite, that
is, directed to Rāma and Kr.s.n.a which are however aspects of Vis.n.u. The prac-
tices and concepts which they valued and which since have long existed in
Hinduism and Buddhism converged to some extent with several similar mystic
techniques and notions of Islam and Sufism: ecstatic forms of worship, collec-
tive singing (bhajan and kı̄rtan), repetition of holy names (and devotion to them),
notion of divine love, etc. Other means of release were devotion to the “Good
preceptor” (satguru) who is God in human form, and the “company of the good”
(satsan

.
g), that is, of the poet-saints, but more generally of pious devotees. The

social ideology of these traditions is difficult to circumscribe. They initially
rejected caste barriers and were indifferent or even hostile to Brahmanic learn-
ing and to ritualism. They have sometimes been presented as revolutionary cur-
rents but they did not specifically denounce social structures (except perhaps
Mahānubhāvas, who isolated themselves from mainstream Hinduism), nor did
they seem to have raised strong opposition from the Brahmanical side. The
figures around whom these traditions developed were often of a humble social
origin, yet their following belonged to all strata of society including Brahmins.
Though not professing formal renunciation, they often insisted on nonviolence
(ahim. sā), strict vegetarianism, and sexual restraint. Similar tendencies arose in
south Indian Śaiva milieux, as illustrated by Basava (thirteenth century) who
wrote in Kannad.a and Vēmana (fifteenth century) who wrote in Telugu. Some
North Indian Vais.n.ava traditions which developed from the late fifteenth century
frequently around a guru and left a literature in NIA languages, remain rather
obscure. for example, the Caranadāsı̄s (whose tradition Caranadāsa founded at
Delhi around 1730) who worshipped god in the form of Rādhā and Kr.s.n.a, and
the Rāmasnehı̄s, a tradition founded in the eighteenth century which spread
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mostly in Rajasthan (Farquhar 1967: 344–6; Renou 1985a: 660). Only those
that are relatively better documented will be mentioned here. Vais.n.avism from
Gujarat, of which Narasim. ha Mehatā (fifteenth century) is a main personality,
is the subject of another chapter in the present volume.

Of the two Vais.n.ava traditions of Maharashtra, the Mahānubhāvas (or
Manbhaus), literally “those who have a great experience” and the Vārakārı̄s,
“those who perform the tour,” that is, the pilgrimage to Pandharpur, the first is
probably older. Cakradhara (thirteenth century) is said to be its founder, and he
was succeeded by Nāgadeva. During the leadership of Paraśarāmabāsa (which
began in the late fourteenth century), the tradition isolated itself from the
common fold of Hinduism and divided into 13 currents (āmnāya), each with its
own line of initiating preceptors and particularities of doctrine and practices.
Reduced to two āmnāyas in the twentieth century, it reopened itself to the
surrounding Hinduism and revealed its scriptures which until then had been
encoded and kept secret. The Sūtrapāt.ha and the Lı̄l.ācaritra, which record
Cakradhara’s life and sayings, as well as the Smr.tisthal.a, which describes the
activities of Cakradhara’s followers during the time of Nāgadeva, all in 
Old Marathi and of uncertain date, are among well-known texts of the
Mahānubhāvas. The Mahānubhāvas direct their devotion to Parameśvara, 
the sole source of release who is said to have incarnated in five avatāras called
“the Five Kr.s.n.as,” who are Cakradhara, his teacher, his teacher’s teacher, the
god Dattātreya, and the god Kr.s.n.a. Their books prescribe mental exercises rather
than external and ritual forms of worship (sevā). The main religious practice is
the “recollection” (smaran.a) of the names, deeds (lı̄l.ās), and manifestations of
the above five incarnations, a recollection stimulated by pilgrimages to places
which they are said to have visited and veneration of the relics of these incar-
nations, including objects used or touched by them. The Mahānubhāvas rejected
social categorization in terms of varn.as and castes and several pollution rules.
This institution is divided between lay disciples and wandering renouncers
(sam. nyāsı̄s) initiated into ascetic life through a ceremony called bhiks.ā (a term
which also conveys the ordinary meaning of begging in the Mahānubhāva
texts). In the early period of this tradition women were eligible for this initiation
as well as for instructing and initiating others (Feldhaus 1983: 3–68; Feldhaus
and Tulpule 1992: 3–53).

The Vārakarı̄pantha is more a devotional current associated with the god
Vit.t.hala (or Vit.hobā, also called Pān.d.uran.ga) of Pandharpur (Maharashtra) than
a homogenous and organized tradition. In the eighteenth century its followers
claimed a spiritual lineage of 50 Sants (holy men) (Schomer 1987: 4). They
believe that Jñāneśvara (a Marathi author and saint of the end of the thirteenth
century) established the Vārakarı̄pantha, but Nāmadeva was probably the
founder of their movement (Vaudeville 1987b: 218, n. 9). A tailor by profes-
sion, Nāmadeva (1270 to 1350 according to tradition) could be assigned to the
beginning of the fifteenth century from the linguistic analysis of his songs. Two
other major Maharashtrian Sants, Ekanātha (a Brahmin, second half of the six-
teenth century) and Tukārāma (a Śūdra, 1607–49) belonged to this movement.
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Rāmadāsa (1608–81), an ascetic follower of the Vārakarı̄pantha, founded his
own tradition (the Rāmadāsasampradāya) and became the preceptor of king
Śivājı̄. Vārakarı̄ Sants consider the god Vit.t.hala of Pandharpur as “father and
mother” and often address him as a loving mother. According to the followers
of the Vārakarı̄pantha this image of Vit.t.hala is the very form (svarūpa) of Vis.n.u-
Kr.s.n.a (Vaudeville 1987a: 28–9; see chapter 9).

By contrast with the above Marathi poet-saints who were Vais.n.ava devotees,
the “Northern Sants,” from the northwestern states of Panjab and Rajasthan
and the Hindi-speaking area, are generally associated with devotion to a form-
less God conceived as being beyond the three gun.as of sattva, tamas, and rajas
(nirgun.abhakti) and with the notion of nonduality of the individual soul with
God. But at least three of these “Northern Sants,” Rāmānanda, Dādū, and
Haridāsa, are considered by traditions distinctly Vais.n.ava as their founders.

The most basic details of Rāmānanda’s life remain unknown. Modern schol-
arship tends to assign him to the fifteenth century (Pollet 1980: 142). Hagio-
graphy records that he reconverted to Hinduism persons who had previously
been converted by force to Islam, and recruited women and intouchable castes
in the tradition which bears his name and which enjoins devotion to Rāma.
However, it is not even sure that he founded that tradition (Burghart 1978).
Rāmānanda is attributed not only with a number of poems in the vernacular but
also with several texts in Sanskrit. Most of the often undatable texts of this tra-
dition are written in northern Indian languages, not in Sanskrit (Burghart
1978: 121, 124–5).

Special mention must be made in this context of the Bhaktamāla which
Nābhādāsa (or Nābhājı̄) of the Rāmānanda tradition composed in the late
sixteenth or early seventeenth centuries (Burghart 1978: 129; Pollet 1980:
142). This important text, very rich in hagiographical stories, declares that
Rāmānanda was the disciple of Rāghavānanda, himself an indirect disciple 
of Rāmānuja (stanza 35), a statement which remains unproven.1 It also de-
clares that Hari (Vis.n.u) manifested himself as four vyūhas in this Kaliyuga:
Śrı̄rāmānuja, Vis.n.usvāmin, Madhvācāraja (=Madhva=Madhukara in stanza 29),
and Nimbāditya (=Nimbārka), each having established a “sampradāya” (28),
named respectively Janma, Karma, Bhāgavata, and Dharma. The paddhatis
(“paths”) – Ramā-, Tripurāri-, Mukhacāri-, and Sanakādikā- – belong respec-
tively to these four sampradāyas (29). Sindhujā (another name of Śrı̄) is called
the sampradāyaśiroman. i, the “summit of the sampradāya” to which Rāmānuja and
others belonged (30). Nāma (=Nāmadeva of the Vārakarı̄pantha?) and Vallabha
are said to belong to the Vis.n.usvāmisampradāya (48).

The nineteenth-century followers of Rāmānanda were called Rāmānujı̄s and
claimed to be under the authority of the head of the Śrı̄vais.n.ava Ten

¯
kalai

monastery of Vanamamalai. But in the early twentieth century, the Rāmānanda
tradition no longer traced its historical origin to Śrı̄sampradāya which corre-
sponds to the tradition of Rāmānuja, but designated itself as Rāmānanda-
sampradāya (Burghart 1978: 133; Clémentin-Ojha 1999: 74). In about the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the tradition combined a devotional and a
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Tantric heritage and its following consisted of twice-born Hindus as well as
untouchables, women, and converted Muslims (Burghart 1978: 124, 133). At
the end of eighteenth century the Rāmānandı̄ ascetics formed a militant order
(akhār. ā), gathering ascetic-warriors named nāgās in view of retaining or regain-
ing control over several pilgrimage centers against the concurrence of Daśanāmı̄
ascetics (Burghart 1978: 126). By the nineteenth century, the tradition com-
prised of several lineages (some of them consisting of ascetic-warriors like the
Bālānandı̄s) associated with different monasteries, of which the head bore the
title of Mahant. Each lineage owned its own temples, villages, and territories
(Clémentin-Ojha 1999: 73).

Several groups arose out of the Rāmānandı̄ tradition. Two of them originated
from Varanasi: the Rāidāsı̄ group, a religious corporation of tanners, organized
by Rāidāsa (or Ravidāsa) (fifteenth century) and the Sadhanapantha founded by
a butcher named Sadhana (seventeenth century). The Senāpantha which claims
the barber Senā (or Senānanda) (fifteenth century) as its founder and the
Malūkadāsı̄ group said to have been founded by Malūkadāsa in the seventeenth
century also belong to the Rāmānandı̄ fold (Farquhar 1967: 323–30; Renou
1985a: 655).

Dādū (Dādū Dayāla) (1544–1604) was born in Ahmedabad (Gujarat) accord-
ing to the hagiographical work of his direct disciple, Janagopāla. He probably
belonged to a family of humble origin. Having experienced several mystical
visions in his youth, he left home in around 1562 and became an itinerant
preaching ascetic. He is said to have married and become a cotton-carder. He died
in Narain. ā (near Jaipur) which continues to be the center of his tradition. The
Dādūpantha developed soon after his death. One of Dādū’s disciples, Rajjab, is said
to have compiled his sayings (bānı̄), which consist of religious didactic verses and
devotional songs in Braj bhās.ā. Another disciple, Sundaradāsa, composed many
devotional hymns and short religious poems in a highly Sanskritized Braj bhās.ā.
His Jñānasamudra integrated a yogic heritage from the system of Gorakhanātha
and from the Pātañjalayoga, and was perhaps influenced by Caitanyaite theol-
ogy. According to the Dādūpantha doctrine, devotion consisting of chanting
God’s name, etc., leads to a state of union with God who is the object of devotion.
In this state of nonduality, the devotee becomes fully conscious of his total depen-
dance on God (dāsatva). While Dādū himself converted members from all strata
of society, Hindus and Muslims alike, to his way, the Dādūpantha today only
accepts persons identified as twice-born. It is followed by laymen and by religious
ascetics, mostly men, who are designated as viraktas. The Dādūpantha is divided
into two main branches, Khālsā which is attached to the center of Narain. ā and
to Dādū’s immediate disciples and Uttarādhā which traces its lineage to those pre-
ceptors of the Dādūpantha who migrated to northern regions after Dādū’s death.
While the viraktas of the Uttarādhā branch sometimes exercise a profession in
society, the Khākhi (“ash-smeared”) viraktas, another group of Dādūpantha
ascetics, lead a life of complete renunciation. The Dādūpanthı̄ Nāgās were origi-
nally organized as a militant group perhaps around the mid-seventeenth century,
but today consist of laymen and ascetics (Thiel-Horstmann 1983).
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Haridāsa belongs to the sixteenth century according to modern research. His
hagiography seems generally unreliable. The canon of the Haridāsa tradition
contains the poems of its successive heads of the organization till around
1750–60, and two works which are attributed to Haridāsa: the Kelimāla, a
devotional poem which depicts the love sports of Rādhā and Kr.s.n.a, and the
As.t.ādaśasiddhānta, a brief didactic poem which warns against worldly life which
is an illusion, emphasizes the value of meditation on God (Kuñjabihāri) and
absolute devotion to him. The sādhu Bihārinidāsa (probably late sixteenth to early
seventeenth century), a prolific writer, produced the main code of worship of
this tradition. The two main subdivisions of the tradition could have originated
from two disciples of Haridāsa: the Gosvāmı̄s, who are in charge of the main
temple of this tradition, claim to have descended from Jagannātha, a married
Panjabi Brahman, while Sādhus, renouncers who practice worship in which
singing devotional hymns (sam. kı̄rtana) is of the utmost importance, trace their
spiritual lineage to Vı̄t.halavipula. In the early eighteenth century, in response to
the organization of Vais.n.ava groups into four main traditions (catuh.sampradāya)
by Savai Jaisin.gh, the Sādhu Pı̄tāmbaradāsa defended the thesis that the Haridāsa
tradition stemmed from the school of Nimbārka, while the Gosvāmı̄s claimed an
affiliation with Vis.n.usvāmin’s school. A schism occurred between these two sub-
divisions in the second quarter of the eighteenth century, after which Sādhus
lived secluded in monasteries, a disposition which continued till the end of the
nineteenth century. Apart from Sādhus and Gosvāmı̄s, the Haridāsa tradition
has a following of lay people who receive varied types of initiation with dif-
ferent mantras from a preceptor of either of the two groups (Haynes 1974;
Rosenstein 1997).

Sanskritizing traditions from the late fifteenth century

The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries which saw the growth of the traditions of
NIA expression also witnessed the rise of two Sanskritizing Vais.n.ava traditions,
those of Vallabha and Caitanya, both closely associated with a devotion to
images perceived as the very form (svarūpa) of Kr.s.n.a and with the mythology of
Kr.s.n.a’s life as described in the Bhāgavatapurān.a. These two teachers (who lived
around the same time) or their immediate disciples, identified several places 
in the Braj region as Gokula and as sacred sites of Vrindavan which mythol-
ogy associates with Kr.s.n.a’s life. The Vallabha tradition, from the time of
Vit.t.halanātha, glorified the role of Rādhā, Kr.s.n.a’s favorite cowherd girl (gopı̄),
and Caitanya tradition (and connected traditions) stressed the worship of the
divine couple (yugala) which they formed (Barz 1992: 90–1). This mode of
worship was not new but received a great impetus during the sixteenth century
in traditions of NIA expression (like the Haridāsa tradition) as well. This was also
associated with the revival of the Nimbārka tradition (Clémentin-Ojha 1990:
351–75). Both Vallabha’s and Caitanya’s traditions, like that of Madhva, gave
great importance to the Bhāgavatapurān.a. They held devotion superior to
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knowledge and built religious doctrines rather than scholastic philosophies on
the lines of the Vais.n.ava schools of Vedānta of the tenth to thirteenth centuries.
The importance which the Vais.n.ava schools of Vedānta gave to devotion which
could be practiced by all, irrespective of their social status, did not affect their
social conservatism. By contrast, Vallabha’s and Caitanya’s traditions which
held the same position with regard to access to devotion had to envisage
integrating backward classes, women, and other converts in a congregation of
devotees which implied social promiscuity.

Vallabha’s tradition, called Vallabhasampradāya, consists of a doctrine, the
Śuddhādvaita (“Nondualism of the pure,” that is, of Śrı̄kr.s.n.a-Parabrahman),
and a religious path guided by it, the Pus.t.imārga. According to hagiography,
Vallabha was born in 1479 in a family of Telugu Brahmans in a village on the
Godavari river. He passed his childhood in Varanasi, studied Vedas, Śāstras, and
Purān.as and spent 19 years debating with scholars and spreading his doctrine
during pilgrimage tours. In 1493–4 he is said to have identified at Kr.s.n.a’s
command, an image on the Govardhana Hill in Braj as Śrı̄govardhananāthajı̄,
the very form (svarūpa) of Śrı̄kr.s.n.a whose worship became an important feature
of his tradition. This image was later moved to Nāthadvāra in Rajasthan and 
is now known as Śrı̄nāthajı̄. In 1494 again, according to Vallabha himself,
Śrı̄kr.s.n.a revealed to him the brahmasambandha (direct relation with the Brahman
who is Śrı̄kr.s.n.a). This initiation is said to remove the impurities (dos.as) of the
soul, who then proceeds to worship Śrı̄kr.s.n.a by dedicating all actions and pos-
sessions to him. According to hagiography, Vallabha, who was celibate, married
in around 1502 under the order of the image of Vit.t.hala of Pandharpur. His
tradition does not consist of ascetics and all preceptors and laymen are
householders. In 1531 Vallabha became a renouncer and retired to Varanasi
where he died (Barz 1992: 16–55).

Eighty-four Sanskrit works are ascribed to Vallabha, among which Subodhinı̄
and An.ubhās.ya commentaries on the Bhāgavatapurān.a and Brahmasūtras, the
Tattvārthadı̄pa, based on the Bhāgavatapurān.a, the S. od.aśagrantha, 16 tracts
which discuss dedication to God and the three obstacles to it, are considered as
important. According to Vallabha, sentient beings and insentient world are the
real manifestations of Śrı̄kr.s.n.a-Parabrahman. Sentient beings are nondifferent
from Śrı̄kr.s.n.a in nature but do not realize it due to ignorance (avidyā) imparted
to them by Śrı̄kr.s.n.a himself. Their release (uddhāra) too is bestowed by the god
himself through his grace (anugraha) and out of his own free will (icchā). Śrı̄kr.s.n.a
appears in different incomplete divine “descents” (avatāras) in sport (lı̄lā) and out
of compassion for his devotees but his only complete avatāra is that of Śrı̄kr.s.n.a
who lived in Braj and whose deeds are described in the Bhāgavatapurān.a. The
institutional and doctrinal connections which hagiography ascribes between his
tradition and that of Vis.n.usvāmin remain uncertain (Barz 1992: 45).

Vallabha’s elder son Gopı̄nātha, and later his younger son Vit.t.halanātha, suc-
ceeded him at the head of the organization. Vit.t.halanātha (died in 1586)
received several grants from Emperor Akbar, one of which was used to found a
new village at Gokula near Mathura, where he settled with his family and his
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followers. He delegated the guidance of the Vallabha tradition among his seven
sons, each of them in charge of one or several divine images of temples in dif-
ferent places in the present Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Gujarat states. These
charges were transmitted to further generations through the eldest male descen-
dants of Vit.t.halanātha’s sons. Vallabha and Vit.t.halanātha initiated Muslims,
women, and untouchables (Barz 1992: 47).

The Vallabha tradition produced a vast literature in Sanskrit (Dasgupta 1975:
373–81) and also developed a devotional literature of high quality in Braj bhās.ā.
Four disciples of Vallabha, Sūradāsa (1483–1563, the author of the Sūrasāgara),
Kumbhanadāsa, Paramānandadāsa, and Kr.s.n.adāsa, and four disciples of
Vit.t.halanātha who wrote and sang the glory of the image of Śrı̄govard-
hananāthajı̄, are known as the as.t.achāpa. Their songs (kı̄rtanas) form part of the
disinterested service rendered to the god, called sevā. Sevā consists of collective
praise of the god before his image, donation of wealth to the temples of the tra-
dition, and finally constant contemplation of Śrı̄kr.s.n.a. This form of worship is
characteristic of Vallabha’s Pus.t.imārga, built around the notion of Śrı̄kr.s.n.a’s
grace. It is to be distinguished from the maryādāmārga, considered as inferior, that
is, the conventional mode of worship such as pūjā and observance of scriptural
injunctions. In Pus.t.imārga, where external and mundane actions represent
divine events, meditation on and physical enactment of Kr.s.n.a’s games (lı̄lās)
played an important role from the time of these poets (Barz 1992: 46 sqq., 52,
97–104).

Viśvambharamiśra, the future Caitanya, was probably a younger contem-
porary of Vallabha, but his exact dates (usually said to be 1486–1533) remain
uncertain. Sanskrit and Bengali hagiographies written soon after Caitanya’s
death provide a detailed though often unreliable picture of his life. It is said that
Viśvambharamiśra, born in a Vais.n.ava Brahmin family of Navadvı̄pa (Nadiā)
in Bengal, grew up in a milieu in which Kamalāks.a Bhat.t.ācārya (also named
Advaitācārya) was influential. Kamalāks.a Bhat.t.ācārya was the disciple of
Mādhavendra Purı̄ who seems to have taught a Śan.karite nondualism combined
with devotion. Viśvambharamiśra had a traditional śāstric education and was a
householder who remarried on the death of his first wife. At the age of 22 he is
said to have received in Gayā an initiation with Kr.s.n.amantra from Īśvara Purı̄
(perhaps another disciple of Mādhavendra Purı̄), which debuted his mystical life.
On his return to Navadvı̄pa, he organized the collective singing of kı̄rtanas with
music and ecstatic dancing. Singing processions in the city (nagarakı̄rtana)
were also organized with the agreement of the local Mohammedan authority.
Possibly in 1510, Viśvambharamiśra was initiated into renunciation by Keśava
Bhāratı̄ (perhaps an Advaitin renouncer, De 1961: 20) and received his name
Śrı̄kr.s.n.acaitanya, abbreviated to Caitanya. After many years of pilgrimage he
settled in Puri, but continued to visit holy places, especially Vrindavan where he
is said to have identified certain sites as places connected with Kr.s.n.a’s life.
Caitanya is said to have spent the rest of his life in ecstasy and in the worship 
of Jagannātha, the image of the main temple of Puri (De 1961: 17, 20, 30–2,
67–110; Hardy 1974: 37–40).
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Caitanya’s affiliation with the Mādhva tradition is a late construction. His fol-
lowers came to be known as Gaud.ı̄yavais.n.avas, that is, Vais.n.avas from the Gaud.a
region (situated in present South Bengal). After his death an important group
gathered around Nityānanda, an early companion of Caitanya (and perhaps pre-
viously an Avadhūta ascetic), who remained in Navadvı̄pa. Nityānanda seems
to have accepted members of all social classes more easily than Caitanya, who
allowed equal access to worship and to the role of preceptor but held a rather
conservative view with regard to social rules. He became a householder and had
two wives. Another group formed in Vrindavan around six of Caitanya’s disci-
ples, called Gosvāmins. Apart from these two main branches other smaller
groups arose around several personalities and sometimes against certain teach-
ers (De 1961: 13–15, 77–8, 107–9, 111 sqq., 84 n. 2; Majumdar 1969: 260–9).

Caitanya did not write any work except perhaps the Śiks.ās.t.aka, a collection
of eight verses describing his intense joy of devotion to Kr.s.n.a (De 1961: 113).
The Six Gosvāmins composed the basic scriptures of the tradition. Sanātana and
Rūpa, two brothers, and their nephew Jı̄va, the most prolific of the three, are the
authors of main literary as well as ritual and theological works. According to
them Bhagavant, that is, Śrı̄kr.s.n.a, is the ultimate reality who possesses infinite
powers and creates the universe which is real and ever dependent on him. He
has an undifferentiated aspect (Brahman) in which his powers lay in a latent
form and another aspect in which he is the inner controller of all creation
(Paramātman). The individual soul (jı̄va) is neither different from Bhagavant (it
forms a part of him) nor nondifferent from him (it retains its individuality in
release which can be obtained either during his lifetime or after death). Devotion
to Kr.s.n.a is the sole means of release. This devotion (bhāva) which is ever present
in all beings is aroused by practice (sādhana) which comprises rāgānugā (sponta-
neous attachment to God) and vaidhı̄ (practice of the injunctions of the Scrip-
tures). Constant practice of devotion in all its aspects or the grace of Kr.s.n.a lead
the soul to the experience of divine love (preman). An essential feature of the
doctrine is the explication of devotion through the notion of aesthetical emo-
tion (rasa) and its utilization of the terminology of Sanskrit poetics (De 1961:
166–244).

The other three Gosvāmins are Raghunātha Bhat.t.a, Raghunāthadāsa, and
Gopāla Bhat.t.a. No work of Raghunātha Bhat.t.a is extant. Raghunāthadāsa com-
posed devotional hymns imbued with mysticism expressed in an erotic fashion
and centered on the worship of the couple Rādhā-Kr.s.n.a. The well-known
Haribhaktivilāsa is attributed (though with some uncertainty) to Gopāla Bhat.t.a
(Joshi 1959). It codifies the behavioral and ritual rules of the Caitanya tradition,
is influenced by Purān. ic, Pāñcarātra, and Tantric texts. Its prescriptions include
the possibility of also initiating Can.d.ālas, but with Tantric mantras (De 1961:
454). Besides doctrinal and ritual texts, the Caitanya tradition produced a large
quantity of Sanskrit poems, dramas, and biographical works. Its early literature
also comprised devotional songs in Bengali. Caitanya directly or indirectly
inspired a number of traditions, the most important being the Rādhāvallabhı̄s
and the Sahajiyās.
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Little is known about Hitaharivam. śa (1502–52) and the tradition of the
Rādhāvallabhı̄s (mentioned in Nābhādāsa’s Bhaktamāla) which claims him as its
founder. Hagiography describes him as born in a rich family near Mathura. He
is said to have settled in Vrindavan at the age of 32 where he founded the
Rādhāvallabha tradition. The Rādhāsudhānidhi in Sanskrit and two Hindi works
are attributed to him. On his death, his son Kr.s.n.adāsa (probably born in 1531)
became the head of the organization. He constructed a temple for the image of
Rādhāvallabha which had been discovered by Hitaharivam. śa, and the worship
of this image formed one of the features of this tradition. This temple was
destroyed by Aurangzeb (Shukla 1971: 21–2). Works attributed to Kr.s.n.adāsa
reveal a strong influence of the Caitanya tradition, especially of Rūpa Gosvāmin.
They consist of a Padāvali in Braj bhās.ā and 13 Sanskrit texts, several of which
were commented upon in Braj bhās.ā by later authors. His Karn. ānanda, a poem
on the sports of Rādhā and Kr.s.n.a, with his own commentary is his main work
(Shukla 1971: 22–3, 68–91). The works of Hitaharivam. śa and Kr.s.n.adāsa show
no interest in religious practices or philosophical discussions. Their main theme
is the constant and eternal union of Rādhā and Kr.s.n.a. The contemplation of this
union by the individual soul who is said to be the female friend (sakhı̄) of Rādhā,
gives rise to an emotion of joy (hita) which forms the aim of devotion to Rādhā
and Krs.n.a and is considered as release (Shukla 1971: 24 sqq.). The Sakhı̄bhāva
group, where men dressed and behaved like Rādhā’s female friends, may have
been a branch of the Rādhāvallabha tradition (Renou 1985a: 647).

The links of the Bengali Vais.n.ava Sahajiyā (from sahaja, “innate,” “natural”)
tradition with the Buddhist Sahajiyā tradition (which flourished in Bengal at
least three centuries before Caitanya) are uncertain. Though modern scholar-
ship does not rule out a Sahajiyā influence on Caitanya himself (through his
direct disciples Rāmānanda Rāya, Nityānanda, and Jahnavı̄, Nityānanda’s wife,
who are said to have been Sahajiyās) (Dimock 1966: 46–55), it seems more prob-
able that the Caitanya tradition influenced Sahajiyās.

Sahajiyā followers had no regard for Vedic texts, but accepted texts written by
Vais.n.ava authors (Dimock 1966: 185–6). The Vais.n.ava Sahajiyā tradition pro-
duced a vast amount of literature often kept secret by its followers (M. M. Bose
1930: 261–302). It contains a great number of lyric songs, the date of which
modern scholarship has not yet fixed. Its Tantras (of which 79 titles are known)
were written in Bengali, in an obscure and coded language (sandhā-bhās.ā),
between the early seventeenth and nineteenth centuries (Dimock 1966: 38,
124; Gupta 1981: 177, 201). They adopted the Caitanya theology besides their
own views. Sahajiyās considered Caitanya as the teacher of their doctrine and
believed he was incarnated as both Rādhā and Kr.s.n.a in a single body. Besides the
conventional mode of devotion, they prescribed mystic worship in order to
realize the divine presence of Rādhā and Kr.s.n.a and their union in one’s own self
(Dimock 1966: 228). Their mystical physiology, influenced by Tantric traditions,
insisted on the role of chastity and the control of rasa (semen) (Dimock 1966:
157) in a spiritual progress which is said to be divided into three stages. During
the first stage the adept learns certain mantras from an initiating preceptor and
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conducts such practices as the repetition of Kr.s.n.a’s names. The second stage
involves ritualized copulation with meditation on the divine couple. In the third
stage the adept, transcending all physical desires, experiences the eternal divine
union of Rādhā and Krs.n.a which is pure bliss (M. M. Bose 1930, passim; Dimock
1966: 124–248). Though it had no consideration for orthodox social concep-
tions and believed in the personal evaluation of moral principles, the Sahajiyā
tradition with its esoteric rituals conducted in secrecy did not enter into conflict
with society (Dimock 1966: 105, 121). The Sahajiyā tradition is said to no
longer exist, but the possibility of its continuation in contemporary India is
evoked (Dimock 1966: 249).

Other minor movements inspired by the Caitanya tradition remain less well
known due to a lack of documentation. Kartābhājās recognized Kartābābā
(end of the eighteenth century) of Navadvı̄pa and his descendants as their only
deity. The Spas.t.adāyakas, followers of Rūparāma Kabirāja, lived in celibacy in
monasteries which gathered men and women (Renou 1985a: 646–7). A group
of Vais.n.avas of Orissa, called the pañcasakhās, “the five friends,” who worshipped
the formless Kr.s.n.a, are also said to have been followers of Caitanya (Majumdar
1969: 240; Mukherjee 1978: 313–14).

Except Vallabha’s, Caitanya’s, and related traditions, mention must also be
made of Śan.karadeva (1449–1548). The tradition which claims him as its
founder was independent from the Caitanya tradition though seventeenth-
century hagiography mentions a meeting of both the religious leaders. It
remained confined mostly to Assam. Twenty-seven works, written in Sanskrit
and Assamese, are attributed to Śan.karadeva. Among them six plays (called
nāt.as, nāt.akas, and yātrās) still extant show that the extensive use of dramatic
performances was from the beginning a main feature of his tradition. His teach-
ings were based on devotion as explained in the Bhāgavatapurān.a. He and his 
first disciple, Mādhava, a main propagandist of the tradition, were kāyasthas.
Śan.karadeva’s granddaughters and great-granddaughters played an important
role in the creation of its monasteries, called sattras, where monks and married
devotees lived in separate quarters. Soon after Śan.karadeva’s death the tradi-
tion subdivided into several currents; the four main ones are usually counted
Brahma-, Nikā-, Purus.a-, and Kāla-sam. hatis. The ceremony of conversion to this
tradition is called śaran.a. The main object of worship is a book (normally the
Bhāgavatapurān.a) while the use of images is not strictly forbidden. Objects used
by the gurus of the tradition are also worshipped (Neog 1965).

Late Vais.n. ava Tantras

Apart from Pāñcarātra texts, several Tantric works were of special importance
for the different Vais.n.ava traditions. The Rāmānanda tradition favored the use of
several texts, like an Agastyasam. hitā (different from the Pāñcarātra text of the
same title and probably from the twelfth century) for their worship of Rāma. The
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sixteenth-century Caitanya texts quote the Gautamı̄yatantra as their authority.
Later tantras like the Īśānasam. hitā and the Ūrdhvāmnāyasam. hitā either 
mention Gaurān.ga, that is, Caitanya, or promote him as the main object of
worship (Goudriaan 1981: 105 sqq.). Several ritual Tantric texts, tentatively
called “Kālı̄-Vis.n.u Tantras,” like the Kālı̄vilāsatantra, the Utpattitantra, the
Kāmadhenutantra, tried integrating Vais.n.avism into Śāktism by claiming Kr.s.n.a
to be a son of Kālı̄. They seem to be associated with the Vais.n.ava revival which
arose in northeastern India from the sixteenth century onwards (Goudriaan
1981: 82–4).

Late Modern and Contemporary Vais.n. ava Traditions 
and Groups

New Vais.n.ava movements developed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
The Svāminārāyan.a tradition (nineteenth century) from Gujarat promoted both
social and religious reforms. The Assamese reformist movements that arose in
the 1930s, like the Haridhaniyas (or Nama Kirtaniyas), the Mahākı̄yas, etc., may
also be mentioned in this context (Cantlie 1985). At the end of the nineteenth
century, Bengal saw a revival of Vais.n.avism inspired by the Caitanya devotional
current. While reformist movements like Brāhmo Samāj and Ārya Samāj scorned
this tradition, several historical personalities illustrate the opposite tendency. For
instance, Bijoy Krishna Goswami (born in 1841), previously an ardent and influ-
ential missionary of the Brāhmo Samāj, left it in 1889 and became a follower of
Caitanya. He had several disciples like Bipincandra Pāl whom he initiated, but
did not found any organized movement (Jones 1989: 39–41; Lipski 1971). By
constrast, Kedārnāth Datt (1838–1914) founded a branch of the Caitanya tra-
dition, the International Society for Kr.s.n.a Consciousness, which spread outside
India and is popularly known as Hare Kr.s.n.a movement. Serving as a magistrate
in the British Government, in 1868 he discovered the Caitanya tradition into
which he had been born and subsequently wrote and edited around a hundred
books on the subject. He took the Vais.n.ava sam. nyāsin Jagannātha Dāsa Bābājı̄ as
his master and received the name of Bhaktivinoda T. hākura from the Gaud.ı̄ya
Gosvāmı̄s in 1887. In the same year he established a printing press in Calcutta
to help circulate Vais.n.ava texts. He was initiated as a renunciate in 1908. His
son Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatı̄ succeeded him at his death in 1914. He reestab-
lished the use of the sacred thread in the tradition (which his father had abol-
ished) as a symbol of “real brahminhood” for every initiate irrespective of his
caste or origin. A. C. Bhaktivedānta Svāmı̄, who succeeded Bhaktisiddhānta in
1937, aimed at spreading the message of Caitanya among English-speaking
people and undertook a translation of the Bhāgavatapurān.a. Having become a
renouncer in 1959, he visited New York in 1965 at the age of 70 and died in
1977 (Hopkins 1984, passim).
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Conclusion

Vais.n.ava traditions did not develop in themselves and by themselves. They were
under constant pressure from political and socioeconomic powers which con-
siderably influenced them as protectors, as in the case of the early Bhāgavata
tradition, but sometimes also as controllers. For instance, the fortunes of rival
Śrı̄vais.n.ava tendencies may have varied according to the support of Vijayanagar
kings (Appadurai 1977). Another illustration is the political instrumentalization
of the notion of catuh.sampradāya (“fourfold tradition” of Vais.n.avism which refers
to the traditions of Rāmānuja, Vis.n.usvāmin, Nimbārka, and Madhva) by the
rulers of Rajasthan in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Clémentin-Ojha
1999).

The perception of Vais.n.avism as a single religion with an homogenous devel-
opment can only be an ideal view. The notion of Vais.n.avism partly corroborated
by comparatively late Indian doxographies and adopted by modern scholarship,
corresponds in fact to the aggregation of a multitude of varied traditions. The
above overview shows the successive rise of Vais.n.ava traditions (and sometimes,
their reappearance in another form) and their multiple aspects. This is because
these traditions had to cater for a variety of human needs in terms of devotion,
rituals, doctrine, and these furthermore towards a chosen divine aspect. Again,
our comprehension of Vais.n.avism according to its successive tendencies depends
on extant historical evidence which project to forefront merely fragmented and
crystallized images of Vais.n.ava traditions. This should not hide the fact that such
trends as asceticism, devotion, image worship probably coexisted at the same
time in Vais.n.avism, though the texts do not give them equal importance.

Only critical research can disentangle a historical perspective from textual
views. A comprehensive study of the multifarious and often biaised descriptions
and classifications of Vais.n.ava traditions in Vais.n.ava Sanskrit and vernacular
texts, as well as a complete historical study of such vital themes as the notion of
guru or of initiation in the different Vais.n.ava traditions, are required. A method-
ical evaluation of the influence of these traditions on each other and on other
traditions, as well as that of the non-Vais.n.ava traditions on Vais.n.ava traditions,
would help to locate them more precisely in Indian religions.

More or less institutionalized traditions form only a part of religious culture.
These structures which we tried to circumscribe are, so to say, superficial. Larger
socioreligious realities in fact nourish them: patrons and devotees form the core
of historical Vais.n.avism. This continuously changing social substance facilitated
influences and conversions and partly explains the growth and decay of these
traditions.
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Note

1 Another text, the Rāmārcanapaddhati, sometimes dated to the fifteenth century
(Burghart 1978: 127), also contains this declaration, but more recently it has been
assigned to the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries (Bakker 1986: 120).
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Pañcarātra. Sanskrit text and English trans. Madras.
Burghart, R. 1978. “The Founding of the Ramanandi Sect,” Ethnohistory 25: 121–39.
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Lipski, A. 1971. “Bipincandra Pāl and Reformed Hinduism,” History of Religions 11:

220–35.
Majumdar, A. K. 1969. Caitanya. His Life and Doctrine. A Study in Vais.n.avism. Bombay.
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.
karadeva and His Times. Gauhati.
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Stietencron, H. von. 1978. “The advent of Vis.n.uism in Orissa: An Outline of its History

according to Archaeological and Epigraphical Sources from the Gupta period up to
1135 ad,” in Eschmann, Kulke, and Tripathi 1978, pp. 1–30.

Thiel-Horstmann, M. 1983. Crossing the Ocean of Existence: Braj Bhās.ā Religious Poetry
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CHAPTER 12

The Renouncer Tradition

Patrick Olivelle

Shaven-headed and clad in yellow-orange robes – whether they are Buddhist
monks in Thailand, Sadhus in the Indian countryside, or Hare Krishnas in
American airports – that is the enduring image of Indian religion that many
westerners carry in their minds. The cultural institution behind these modern
manifestations, an institution which we have chosen to call the “renouncer tra-
dition,” is very old. It goes back to about the middle of the first millennium bce
and took shape along the mid-Gangetic plane in roughly what is today the state
of Bihar.

The image of Indian religion as essentially world-renouncing and ascetic
(Dumont 1960), however, is grossly inaccurate. Yet, behind that image lies a
kernel of truth: the renouncer tradition has been a central and important ingre-
dient in the sociocultural mix that contributed to the formation of the historical
religions in India. As any human institution, nevertheless, that kernel and the
Indian religions themselves changed over time and space.

The earliest historical information about the renouncer tradition comes from
the Upanis.ads and other vedic writings, as well as from Buddhist literary sources.
Given the uncertainly of their dates, however, it is impossible to give a precise or
certain date to the origin of that tradition: hence, my vague reference to “the
middle of the first millennium bce.” The earliest datable source that attests to the
existence of the renouncer tradition is the Aśokan inscriptions of the middle of
the third century bce. Around this time, if I may be permitted to generalize, two
competing ascetic traditions appear to have crystallized: anchorites living settled
lives in forest hermitages cut off from social intercourse, and renouncers living
itinerant lives in the wilderness but in interaction with towns and villages from
which they begged their food.

An ancient Brahmanical law book describes the normative lifestyle of
anchorites:



An anchorite shall live in the forest, living on roots and fruits and given to
austerities. He kindles the sacred fire according to the procedure for recluses 
and refrains from eating what is grown in a village. He may also avail himself of
the flesh of animals killed by predators. He should not step on plowed land or enter
a village. He shall wear matted hair and clothes of bark or skin and never 
eat anything that has been stored for more than a year. (Gautama Dharmasūtra,
3.26–35)

The anchorite’s life is marked by his refusal to avail himself of any product medi-
ated by human culture. His clothing and food come from the wild; he is not per-
mitted to step on plowed land, the symbol of human culture and society. The
anchorite has physically withdrawn from society, even though he continues to
participate in some of the central religious activities of society, such as main-
taining a ritual fire and performing rituals. At least some of the anchorites may
have lived in family units; we hear often of wives and children living in forest
hermitages.

The renouncer, on the other hand, lives in proximity to civilized society and
in close interaction with it.

A mendicant shall live without any possessions, be chaste, and remain in one place
during the rainy season. Let him enter a village only to obtain almsfood and go on
his begging round late in the evening, without visiting the same house twice and
without pronouncing blessings. He shall control his speech, sight, and actions; and
wear a garment to cover his private parts, using, according to some, a discarded
piece of cloth after washing it. Outside the rainy season, he should not spend two
nights in the same village. He shall be shaven-headed or wear a topknot; refrain
from injuring seeds; treat all creatures alike, whether they cause him harm or treat
him with kindness; and not undertake ritual activities. (Gautama Dharmasūtra,
3.11–25)

The renouncer’s withdrawal from society is not physical but ideological. He does
not participate in the most central of socioreligious institutions: family and sex,
ritual fire and ritual activities, a permanent residence, and wealth and economic
activities. He is a religious beggar, depending on social charity for his most basic
needs.

Of these two ascetic institutions, the one that became central to the develop-
ment of Indian religions and cultures was the renouncer tradition. The hermit
culture became obsolete at least by the beginning of the common era and lived
on only in poetic imagination; some of the most beloved of Indian poetry and
drama, including the two great epics, Rāmāyan.a and Māhābhārata, center around
hermit life in the forest. Śakuntalā, the famous Indian heroine immortalized by
the Sanskrit playwright Kālidāsa, was a girl living in a forest hermitage. But it
had little historical influence on Indian religion.
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The Origins

There is a longstanding and ongoing scholarly debate regarding the origin of the
renouncer tradition. To simplify a somewhat intricate issue, some contend that
the origins of Indian asceticism in general and of the renouncer tradition in par-
ticular go back to the indigenous non-Aryan population (Bronkhorst 1993,
Pande 1978, Singh 1972). Others, on the contrary, see it as an organic and
logical development of ideas found in the vedic religious culture (Heesterman
1964).

It is time, I think, to move beyond this sterile debate and artificial dichotomy.
They are based, on the one hand, on the false premise that the extant vedic texts
provide us with an adequate picture of the religious and cultural life of that
period spanning over half a millennium. These texts, on the contrary, provide
only a tiny window into this period, and that too only throws light on what their
priestly authors thought it important to record. It is based, on the other hand,
on the untenable conviction that we can isolate Aryan and non-Aryan strands
in the Indian culture a millennium or more removed from the original and puta-
tive Aryan migrations. It is obvious that the ancient Indian society comprised
numerous racial, ethnic, and linguistic groups and that their beliefs and prac-
tices must have influenced the development of Indian religions. It is quite a dif-
ferent matter, however, to attempt to isolate these different strands at any given
point in Indian history (Olivelle 1993, 1995b).

It is a much more profitable exercise to study the social, economic, political,
and geographical factors along the Gangetic valley during the middle of the first
millennium bce that may have contributed to the growth of ascetic institutions
and ideologies (Olivelle 1993, Gombrich 1988). This was a time of radical social
and economic change, a period that saw the second urbanization in India – after
the initial one over a millennium earlier in the Indus Valley – with large king-
doms, state formation, a surplus economy, and long-distance trade. Ambition,
strategy, drive, and risk-taking all played a role in both a king’s quest for power
and a merchant’s pursuit of wealth. A similar spirit of individual enterprise is
evident in a person’s decision to leave home and family and to become a wan-
dering mendicant. The new social and economic realities of this period surely
permitted and even fostered the rise of rival religious ideologies and modes of life.

The Formative Period of Indian Religions

The second half of the first millennium bce was the period that created many of
the ideological and institutional elements that characterize later Indian reli-
gions. The renouncer tradition played a central role during this formative period
of Indian religious history.
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Renouncers often formed groups around prominent and charismatic ascetic
leaders, groups that often developed into major religious organizations. Some of
them, such as Buddhism and Jainism, survived as major religions; others, such
as the Ājı̄vakas, existed for many centuries before disappearing. Renunciation
was at the heart of these religions.

Even though the ideal of homeless wandering is often maintained as a
theological fiction, many of these renouncer groups, such as the Buddhist and
the Jain, organized themselves into monastic communities with at least a semi-
permanent residence. These communities vied with each other to attract lay
members, donors and benefactors, and for political patronage.

A significant feature of these celibate communities is that they were
voluntary organizations, the first such religious organizations perhaps in the
entire world, and their continued existence depended on attracting new
members. Another was the admission, at least in some traditions such as 
the Buddhist and the Jain, of women and the creation of female monastic
communities. If voluntary celibate communities that rejected marriage were
remarkable even for men, they must certainly have been revolutionary in the
case of women.

The influence of renouncer practices and ideologies was not limited to what
we have come to regard as non-Hindu or “heterodox” traditions; their influence
can be seen within the Brahmanical tradition itself. Indeed, during this early
period of Indian history the very division into “orthodox” and “heterodox” is
anachronistic and presents a distorted historical picture. Scholars in the past
have argued that some of the changes within the Brahmanical tradition, such
as the creation of the āśrama (orders of life) system, was instituted as a defense
mechanism against the onslaught of renunciation. Evidence does not support
such claims. The Brahmanical tradition was not a monolithic entity. The
debates, controversies, and struggles between the new ideologies and lifestyles
of renunciation and the older ritualistic religion took place as much within the
Brahmanical tradition as between it and the new religions (Olivelle 1993). This
struggle created new institutions and ideas within that tradition, the āśrama
system being one of the more remarkable and enduring.

Some of the fundamental values and beliefs that we generally associate with
Indian religions in general and Hinduism in particular were at least in part the
creation of the renouncer tradition. These include the two pillars of Indian
theologies: sam. sāra – the belief that life in this world is one of suffering and
subject to repeated deaths and births (rebirth); moks.a/nirvān.a – the goal of
human existence and, therefore, of the religious quest is the search for liberation
from that life of suffering. All later Indian religious traditions and sects are
fundamentally ideologies that map the processes of Sam. sāra and Moks.a and
technologies that provide humans the tools for escaping sam. sāric existence. Such
technologies include different forms of yoga and meditation. An offshoot of
these ideologies and technologies is the profound antiritualism evident in most
later traditions. In the areas of ethics and values, moreover, renunciation was
principally responsible for the ideals of non-injury (ahim. sā) and vegetarianism.
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Several of the renouncer movements that turned into major religions were
founded by people who had renounced the world, Gautama Buddha and the Jina
Mahāvı̄ra in the case of Buddhism and Jainism. Within these religions the
monastic communities are at the center of both theology and ecclesiastical
structure.

Within the Brahmanical tradition, on the other hand, the situation was more
complex. In the old vedic religion, the Brahmin was the ritual specialist and
religious leader, but these very functions required that he get married and father
children, activities diametrically opposed to renunciation. We will examine
diverse attempts to integrate the ideals of these two poles of the tradition at both
the institutional and the theological levels. The tension between the two ideals
of religious living, however, continued to exist throughout the history of the
Brahmanical and Hindu traditions.

Values in Conflict

The debate on the conflicting value systems of renunciation and the society-
oriental vedic religion is recorded in many early texts and revolved especially
around the male obligation to marry, father offspring, and carry out ritual
duties. These obligations were given theological expression in a novel doctrine,
probably the result of that very debate on values. The “doctrine of debts” posited
that a man is born with three debts – to gods, ancestors, and vedic seers – debts
from which one can be freed only by offering sacrifices, begetting offspring, 
and studying the Vedas. An ancient text waxes eloquent on the importance of a
son, who is viewed as the continuation of the father and the guarantor of his
immortality:

A debt he pays in him,
And immortality he gains,
The father who sees the face
Of his son born and alive.

Greater than the delights
That earth, fire, and water
Bring to living beings,
Is a father’s delight in his son.

(Aitareya Brāhman.a, 7.13)

And in what appears to be a dig at ascetic claims, the same text continues:

What is the use of dirt and deer skin?
What profit in beard and austerity?
Seek a son, O Brahmin,
He is the world free of blame.
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The proponents of ascetic and renunciatory values, on the other hand,
dismiss these claims for sons and rituals. Their view of immortality and libera-
tion is centered not on outward activities but on inward self-cultivation. Sons,
sacrifices, and riches only guarantee the return to a new life of suffering within
the wheel of sam. sāra. An Upanis.ad comments on the futility of sacrifices:

Surely, they are floating unanchored,
these eighteen forms of the sacrifice,
the rites within which are called inferior;

The fools who hail that as the best,
return once more to old age and death.

(Mun.d.aka Upanis.ad, 1.2)

The Upanis.ads also devalue the importance of marriage and progeny:

This immense, unborn self is none other than the one consisting of perception here
among the vital functions. It is when they desire him as their world that wander-
ing ascetics undertake the ascetic life of wandering. It was when they knew this
that men of old did not desire offspring, reasoning “Ours is this self, and it is our
world. What then is the use of offspring for us?” (Br.hadāran.yaka Upanis.ad, 4.4.22)

This conflict in values and ideologies is often presented as a contrast between
village and wilderness, the normative geographical spaces of society and renun-
ciation. People inhabiting these spaces are destined to vastly different paths after
death, the villagers returning back to the misery of earthly existence and
ascetics proceeding to immortality:

Now, the people who know this, and the people here in the wilderness who ven-
erate thus: “Austerity is faith” – they pass into the flame, from the flame into the
day, from the day into the fortnight of the waxing moon, from the fortnight of the
waxing moon into the six months when the sun moves north, from these months
into the year, from the year into the sun, from the sun into the moon, and from the
moon into lightning. Then a person who is not human – he leads them to brahman.
This is the path leading to the gods.

The people here in villages, on the other hand, who venerate thus: “Gift-giving
is offerings to gods and to priests” – they pass into the smoke, from the smoke into
the night, from the night into the fortnight of the waning moon, and from the fort-
night of the waning moon into the six months when the sun moves south. These
do not reach the year but from these months pass into the world of the fathers,
and from the world of the fathers into space, and from space into the moon. This
is King Soma, the food of the gods, and the gods eat it. They remain there as long
as there is a residue, and then they return by the same path they went. (Chāndogya
Upanis.ad, 5.10.1–2)

The theological debates concerning the two value systems took place as much
within the Brahmanical circles as between the so-called orthodox Brahmanism
and the heterodox sects. The intense discussion between Kr.s.n.a and Arjun.a in
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the Bhagavad Gı̄tā on the issue of the relative value of renunciation and engage-
ment in one’s socially appointed duties is a classic example of such controversy
and debate.

The Āśrama System

The system of four āśramas (orders of life) was an early attempt to institutional-
ize renunciation within Brahmanical social structures. Created probably around
the fourth century bce, the system in its original form proposed four alternate
modes of religious living that young adults could pursue after they had com-
pleted their period of temporary studentship following vedic initiation. These
were: continuing to be a student until death, getting married and setting up a
household, withdrawing to the forest as a hermit, or becoming a renouncer
(Olivelle 1993). This system, first recorded in the early Dharmasūtras composed
between the second and third centuries bce, envisaged a free choice among the
āśramas, which were viewed as permanent and lifelong vocations. Here is one of
the oldest descriptions of the āśramas:

There are four orders of life: the householder’s life, living at the teacher’s house,
the life of a sage, and that of a forest hermit. If a man remains steadfast in any of
these, he attains bliss. A common prerequisite for all is to live at the teacher’s house
following one’s initiation, and all are required not to abandon vedic learning. After
he has learnt the rites, he may undertake the order that he prefers.

Following the rules of a novice student, a student should serve his teacher until
death, leaving his body in his teacher’s house.

Next, the wandering ascetic. From that very state, remaining chaste, he goes
forth. With regard to him they admonish: “He should live as a silent sage, without
fire or house, without shelter or protection.” Speaking only when he is engaged in
private vedic recitation and obtaining food from a village to sustain himself, he
should live without any concern for this world or the next. Discarded clothes are
prescribed for him. Some say that he should go completely naked. Abandoning
truth and falsehood, pleasure and pain, the Vedas, this world and the next, he
should seek the Self. When he gains insight, he attains bliss.

Next, the forest hermit. From that very state, remaining chaste, he goes forth.
With regard to him they admonish: “He should live as a silent sage with a single
fire, but without house, shelter, or protection.” Let him speak only when he is
engaged in private vedic recitation. Clothes made of materials from the wild are
prescribed for him. (Āpastamba Dharmasūtra, 2.21.1–22. 1)

The term āśrama is somewhat new in the Sanskrit vocabulary and was prob-
ably coined to express a new reality. Contrary to the common perception, the
term did not refer to ascetic habitats or modes of life, if by “ascetic” we under-
stand values and institutions that oppose Brahmanical values centered around
the householder. On the contrary, āśrama is a fundamentally Brahmanical
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concept and is absent outside Brahmanical discourse. It referred originally to
habitats and life styles of exceptional Brahmins living apart from society and
devoted solely to austerities and rituals.

The creators of the āśrama system took this term and concept and extended
it to all the legitimate modes of life, especially to celibate asceticism. Evidence
does not support the common assumption that the system was created by con-
servative Brahmins with the intention of resisting the new religious movements
and of safeguarding Brahmanical religion by incorporating the renunciatory
lifestyle into a scheme that would lessen its impact and reduce or eliminate the
conflict between it and the life of the householder. Elements of such a motive
may be detected in the later “classical” form of the system I will discuss below.
But the original system gives equal weight to all āśramas and, quite contrary 
to the normal Brahmanical attitude, gives the candidates total freedom of
choice among the competing modes of life. Permitting choice, indeed, placed
renunciation and celibacy on an equal footing with household life. The authors
of the system in all likelihood came from the antiritualistic tradition within
Brahmanism, a tradition that finds expression in some of the Upanis.ads. In light
of the socioeconomic conditions of northern India during this time with possi-
bly the beginning of the Maurya empire, I am inclined to believe that the āśrama
system was an urban invention, or at least reflects the openness of an urban
mentality. This is reflected in the very nature of the original āśrama system. It
envisaged the āśramas as voluntary institutions. People are free to choose what
they want to be as adults. The same principle was the basis of other voluntary
organizations of the time, such as Buddhist and Jain monastic orders.

This novel proposal did not go unchallenged. Indeed, some of the earliest
sources that record the āśrama system present it as an opponent’s view that is to
be rejected. One important argument used against the āśrama system was the
theology of the three debts. The obligation to father offspring is clearly stated in
the authoritative texts of the Veda. This injunction contradicts the central pro-
vision of the āśrama system permitting a man to become a celibate renouncer
prior to marriage.

By the beginning of the common era, however, the āśrama system underwent
drastic changes that culminated in its classical formulation. The āśramas are now
envisaged not as alternate modes of life but as stages an individual goes through
as he grows old. The first āśrama in the new scheme is identified with the
temporary period of study following vedic initiation. After completing this stage,
a young adult got married and raised a family; this is the second āśrama. When
the householder had settled his children, he withdrew into the forest as a hermit.
After a period of time in this stage, the man became a renouncer during the final
years of his life. Here āśramas are temporary modes of life corresponding to dif-
ferent age groups, and choice is eliminated. This formulation reasserts the cen-
trality of the householder; the productive years of an adult’s life are spent as an
economically productive head of a household. The classical formulation also
avoided the problems posed by the theology of debts. In the new system a man
only took to renunciation and celibacy after he had fulfilled his obligations to get
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married, beget offspring, and offer sacrifices. In effect, the classical āśrama
system transformed renunciation from a life’s calling into an institution of old
age, a form of retirement.

Both these formulations of the system contained aspects of artificiality. They
answered to the requirements of theological and legal minds demanding order;
they did not reflect the usually chaotic reality of social or religious institutions.
In the original system the choice of āśramas was limited to a single moment of
a young adult’s life; in reality, as we know from numerous contemporary
sources, married people did leave their families and became renouncers. The
classical system limited renunciation to old age; in reality people of all ages
became renouncers. In time riders were attached to the classical system permit-
ting individuals with extraordinary zeal and detachment to become renouncers
early in life.

Attempts to blunt the opposition between domesticity and celibate asceticism
were at best only partially successful. Proponents of asceticism objected espe-
cially to the fact that the grand compromise of the āśrama system relegated
asceticism to old age, equating it thereby with retirement. The urgency of per-
sonal salvation could not brook such postponement. An example comes from a
Life of the Buddha written in the first century ce by Aśvaghos.a, a Brahmin who
converted to Buddhism and became a Buddhist monk. Although the setting is
formally Buddhist, the dialogue between the future Buddha and his father,
Suddhodana, captures the controversy both within and outside the Brahmanical
mainstream regarding the proper age for becoming an ascetic. When the future
Buddha informs his father of his intention to leave the world, Suddhodana tells
him:

Give up this plan, dear child; the time is not right for you to devote yourself to
religion (dharma). For in the first period of life, when the mind is unsteady, the
practice of religion, they say, can cause great harm.

His senses easily excited by sensual pleasures, a young man is incapable of
remaining steadfast when confronted with the hardships of ascetic vows. So his
mind recoils from the wilderness, especially because he is unaccustomed to
solitude.

The future Buddha replies:

I will not enter the penance grove, O king, if you will be the surety for me in
four things. My life shall not be subject to death. Sickness shall not rob me of my
health. Old age shall not strike down my youth. And misfortune shall never
plunder my wealth.

Given that separation is certain in this world, is it not better to separate oneself
voluntarily for the sake of religion? Or should I wait for death to separate me
forcibly even before I have reached my goal and attained satisfaction. (Aśvaghos.a,
Buddhacarita, tr. E. H. Johnston, 5.30–8; selections)

The rejection of the compromise proposed in the classical āśrama śsystem is
presented vividly also in a conversation recorded in the Mahābhārata (12.169:
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selections) between a father, the guardian of the old order, and his son, repre-
senting the troubled and anguished spirit of the new religious world. This story,
appearing as it does in Jain (Uttarādhyayana, 14) and Buddhist (Jātaka, 509), and
later Brahmanical (Markan.d.eya Purān.a, ch. 10) texts as well, probably belonged
to the generic ascetic folklore before it was incorporated into the Mahābhārata.
This text, just like the story of the Buddha, points to the ascetic rejection of
societal attempts to convert asceticism into an institution of old age. To the son’s
question regarding how a person should lead a virtuous life, the father replies:

First, learn the Vedas, son, by living as a Vedic student. Then you should desire
sons to purify your forefathers, establish the sacred fires, and offer sacrifices. There-
after, you may enter the forest and seek to become an ascetic.

The son retorts:

When the world is thus afflicted and surrounded on all sides, when spears rain
down, why do you pretend to speak like a wise man?

The world is afflicted by death. It is surrounded by old age. These days and nights
rain down. Why can’t you understand?

When I know that death never rests, how can I wait, when I am caught in a net.
This very day do what’s good. Let not this moment pass you by, for surely death

may strike you even before your duties are done.
Tomorrow’s task today perform. Evening’s work finish before noon, for death

does not wait to ask whether your duties are done.
For who knows whom death’s legions may seize today. Practice good from your

youth, for uncertain is life’s erratic path.
The delight one finds in living in a village is truly the house of death, while the

wilderness is the dwelling place of the gods – so the Vedas teach.
The delight one finds in living in a village is the rope that binds. The virtuous

cut it and depart, while evil-doers are unable to cut it.
In the self alone and by the self I am born, on the self I stand, and, though child-

less, in the self alone I shall come into being; I will not be saved by a child of mine.

The text concludes:

Of what use is wealth to you, 0 Brahmin, you who must soon die. Of what use
are even wife and relatives. Seek the self that has entered the cave. Where have
your father and grandfather gone? (Translation from Winternitz 1923)

Textual Traditions

Renouncer groups both within and outside the Brahmanical tradition developed
their own literature, especially texts that dealt with their modes of life and rules
of conduct. The Buddhist and Jain textual traditions are well known. Within
Brahmanism itself we have evidence of renouncer texts. The fourth century bce
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grammarian Pān. ini (4.3.110–11), for example, mentions the Bhiks.usūtras com-
posed by Pārāśarya and Karmandin. The Baudhāyana Dharmasūtra (2.11.14;
3.3.16) mentions a treatise on forest hermits.

None of these early texts has survived. One of the reasons may have been that
discussions of ascetic life became incorporated in the Dharmaśāstras within the
context of the āśrama system. Some of their sections dealing with renouncers
and forest hermits may, indeed, be fragments from early handbooks for these
ascetics. The epic Mahābhārata, likewise, contains similar fragments of ascetic
literature (Winternitz 1923). Sections of some of the early Upanis.ads may reflect
renouncer influence or literature.

Within the Brahmanical tradition, nevertheless, the only surviving literature
dealing with renunciation is embedded within the Dharmaśāstras. It was not
until the early middle ages that independent compositions dealing with the life
of renouncers were composed. These fall into the category called Nibandha, that
is, scholarly texts dealing with one or several elements of Dharma with copious
quotations from earlier Dharmaśāstric treatises. One of the earliest surviving
texts of this class is the Yatidharmasamuccaya by Yādava Prakāśa (twelfth century
ce; Olivelle 1995a). Numerous other texts dealing with the rite for becoming a
renouncer, his daily life and activities, rules governing his life, and his funeral
were composed during medieval times. Most of these have not been edited or
printed and only exist in manuscript (Olivelle 1976–7, 1987).

Sam. nyāsa: Abandoning Fire and Ritual

I have already alluded to an important aspect of renunciation that cuts across
sectarian divides: the refusal to use fire and the rejection of ritual activities
centered on the sacred fire. This led to another central feature of renunciation:
mendicancy. Renouncers begged cooked food and not dry rations; without a fire
they were not able to cook. At least in some traditions, likewise, renouncers did
not follow the normal social custom of cremating their dead but instead buried
them. One of the reasons given for this practice is again their refusal to use fire.

Although present also in Buddhist and Jain traditions, the abandoning of the
fire became a central feature especially in the Brahmanical understanding of
renunciation. The sacred fire and the rituals connected with it are a central
feature in the vedic and Brahmanical religion. The very first word of the very
first hymn of the very first text of the Veda, namely the R.gveda, is “Agni,” Fire –
a celebration of the fire god as the priest who conveys oblations to the gods, who
is the mouth of the gods in which all oblations are deposited. Abandoning this
paramount symbol of vedic religion, therefore, received special attention in this
tradition.

Sometime toward the end of the first millennium bce a new word was 
coined to express this significant element of Brahmanical renunciation. The
word was sam. nyāsa, which in later times became the most common term in the
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Brahmanical/Hindu vocabulary for the institution of renunciation. In the early
years, however, the term had a more restricted meaning, referring primarily to
the abandonment of the fire and ritual during the rite of renunciation. This
ritual is often referred to simply as sam. nyāsa.

A medieval definition of renunciation captures the central meaning of this
term: “Sam. nyāsa is the abandonment of daily, occasional, and optional rites
found in the Veda and in the texts of tradition, rites known though injunctions,
an abandonment carried out by reciting the Prais.a formula” (Olivelle 1975).

The Prais.a formula is the central act in the ritual by which a person becomes
a renouncer. It consists of saying three times the words “I have renounced”
(sam. nyastam. mayā), first softly, second in a moderate voice, and the third time
aloud. The ceremonies leading up to this climax begins the day before with a
series of offerings to ancestors and the shaving of the head and beard of the can-
didate followed by a bath. On the day of renunciation, the candidate offers a final
sacrifice in his sacred fire and extinguishes the fire. The abandonment of the fire
is interpreted within the tradition as an internalization. The fire is deposited in
the renouncer, who carries it within himself in the form of his breaths. There
are five types of sacred fires in the vedic ritual, and there are five types of breaths
within the human body. Thus, the two sets dovetailed nicely; after his renunci-
ation the five breaths are his five fires, and whenever a renouncer eats he offers
an internal sacrifice in the fires of his breaths.

The final act of the renunciatory ritual is the taking possession of the
emblems of his new state: ochre robe, water pot, begging bowl, pot hanger, and
staff. The new renouncer places himself under the tutelage of an experienced
teacher.

The medieval theological tradition of Advaita Vedānta made renunciation
central in its understanding of the path to liberation. Advaita was a monistic
system of philosophy that looked upon the world of multiplicity as in some way
illusory. Taking this illusion that constitutes one’s own individual existence and
the external world as reality is ignorance, the cause of our suffering and of our
bondage to repeated births and deaths. The first step in the direction of true
knowledge is to give up all activities (karma) that are the driving force of the
universe, and the most potent of such acts are the ritual acts, which are also
called karma. Thus, the giving up of the ritual and the ritual paraphernalia,
especially the ritual fire, was considered in Advaita Vedānta as a prerequisite for
spiritual progress.

Renunciation as Penance

The Dharmaśāstra of Manu (first to third centuries ce) contains a significant
verse, which was probably a proverb current during that period: “What needs
cleansing is cleansed by using earth and water; a river is cleansed by its current,
a woman with a defiled mind by her menstrual flow, and a Brahmin by means
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of renunciation” (5.108). Here we find renunciation compared to other methods
of purification; renouncing is an act of purification from sin and defilement.

Now, the normal method for getting rid of sin in the Hindu tradition is by per-
forming an appropriate penance, which is called prāyaścitta. The most common
form of penance is fasting. Sometimes penitential acts are carried out as a vow,
which is called vrata. Beginning about the fifth century ce and with increasing
frequency, the literature on Dharma subsumes renunciation under these two
categories of religious acts. The early texts of Dharma generally discuss renun-
ciation and ascetic modes of life under the āśrama system. Later texts, for
example the Dharmaśāstra of Yājñavalkya and medieval legal digests (nibandha),
on the other hand, place them within the section dealing with penances
(prāyaścittakān.d.a). According to this understanding, the difference between
normal penitential acts and renunciation is that the former are undertaken for
a limited, often brief, period of time, whereas the latter is undertaken for life.

This connection between penance and renunciation influenced both the reli-
gious practices of ordinary people and the behavior of renouncers, a process that
I have referred to as the domestication of renunciation (Olivelle 1995a). This
process is most evident in the handbook on renunciation written by Yādava
Prakāśa. He integrates ascetic life into the normal ritual life of Brahmanism. In
dealing with the daily practices of a renouncer, for example, he concludes that
any practice not mentioned in connection with ascetics should be gathered from
corresponding practices of householders and vedic students. Penances for
renouncers, likewise, are the same as those for householders, except that 
they are sometimes more intense. So, for example, the common lunar fast
(cāndrāyan.a), which consists in reducing and increasing by one mouthful the
intake of food according to the waning and the waxing of the moon, has a more
severe ascetic counterpart called yaticāndrāyan.a which not only ascetics but also
ordinary people can perform. Reading Yādava’s work closely, one gets the dis-
tinct impression that the Brahmanical renouncer is a very exalted type of house-
holder rather than a figure who contradicts the value system represented by
domestic life.

Renunciation in Later Religions

The leadership provided by renouncers in founding and propagating sects,
already evident in the case of Buddhism and Jainism, continued well into the
middle ages and modern times. The French social anthropologist, Louis Dumont,
has drawn attention to the close connection between sects and renunciation
(Dumont 1960). Many of the founders of both Śaiva and Vais.n.ava sects were
renouncers, and the organization of sects often accorded renouncers a central
position.

Most of the medieval Indian sects, however, had devotional theologies and
liturgies that asserted the centrality of love and devotion to its particular god as
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the sole means of attaining liberation. These theological and religious traditions
are collectively referred to as “bhakti.” Most bhakti sects accepted the institution
of renunciation, often redefining its meaning as withdrawal from worldly con-
cerns so as to focus solely on devotion to god. Nevertheless, the internal logic of
bhakti contradicted the elitism inherent in the institution of renunciation.
Renouncers were religious virtuosi; and in theologies where mystical quests and
ascetic discipline were central, the claim could be made that only renouncers
were able to achieve the highest goal of religion, namely liberation. Love, on the
other hand, is egalitarian; anyone can love. Indeed, bhakti literature is filled with
examples of poor and ignorant men and women who gain divine favor by the
intensity of their love.

Bhakti contained the potential for radicalism both in religion and in society,
even though not all bhakti tradition espoused radical social or religious change.
Most were, in fact, rather conservative, acknowledging caste and gender differ-
ences within religion. There were some, however, that did draw radical conclu-
sions from the premise that all humans are alike in the eyes of god, and the only
thing god requires from humans is complete and unconditional love and sur-
render. It was not necessary to go to Benares to see god; he is present in one’s
heart. For a person who loves god, his or her front yard is Benares. There is no
need to leave home and family and to become a world renouncer in order to love
god; a poor farmer can love god more intensely while pursuing his lowly tasks
than an arrogant renouncer surrounded by a throng of disciples.

The seeds of this challenge was already sown in the Bhagavad Gı̄tā. Standing
in his chariot with Kr.s.n.a, the incarnation of Vis.n.u, in the middle of the two
armies ready for battle in the great Bhārata war, Arjuna is struck with remorse
at the imminent destruction of kith and kin. There they stood, fathers and sons,
uncles and nephews, grandfathers and grandsons, teachers and pupils, ready to
kill each other for the petty comforts of royal power. In disgust and dejection,
Arjuna throws down his bow and says, “I will not fight!” Kr.s.n.a, god and
upholder of social order, uses every argument possible to convince Arjuna that
it is his duty as a warrior to fight, to kill and to be killed. The author of the Gı̄tā,
subtly but effectively transforms Arjuna’s refusal to fight into the broader
theological dispute over engagement in and withdrawal from activity, living in
society and renouncing it. What is better? To act or not to act?

Kr.s.n.a’s response amounts to a redefinition of renunciation, which is called
sam. nyāsa in the Gı̄tā. Renunciation, Kr.s.n.a points out, is not simply the running
away from society, the refusal to act – for whether we like it or not, our very nature
forces us to act. “True” renunciation is not the mere withdrawal from action,
which is impossible in any case, but the abandonment of any desire for the fruits,
the results, of one’s actions. This true renunciation is an internal attitude and
habit; not an external institution with specific rules and emblems. Kr.s.n.a calls it
“continuous or perpetual renunciation”; unlike institutional renunciation which
is carried out on the day that one performs the ritual of renunciation, here one
has to continuously fight inner longings and give up desire for fruits every time
one engages in any activity. Finally, this inner and true renunciation is not a
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simple negativity, a giving up of desire; desire is given up so that one can offer to
god one’s actions as an offering, as a token of one’s love.

This new understanding of renunciation pervades later bhakti discourse. Most
often, it only supplements the more traditional understanding of renunciation.
Debates raged between competing traditions in medieval India about re-
nouncers and renunciation – from lofty theological arguments about the nature
and the function of renunciation in the path to liberation to what appears to 
the outside observer as petty squabbles about the dress, food, and emblems of a
renouncer, even whether they should carry a single bamboo staff or three
bamboos tied together (Olivelle 1986–7).

In some of the more radical sects and traditions, however, we find the explicit
rejection of renunciation. The Sikh religion that emerged in north India in the
sixteenth century rejecting both Muslim and Hindu identities – “There is neither
Hindu nor Muslim” – does not have a place for renouncers within its institu-
tional structures. The fifteenth-century bhakti saint Kabir is at his sarcastic best
when he rails against the holier-than-thou ascetics:

Go naked if you want, put on animal skins; what does it matter till you see the
inward Ram? If the union yogis seek came from roaming about in the buff, every
deer in the forest would be saved. If shaving your head spelled spiritual success,
heaven would be filled with sheep. And brother, if holding back your seed earned
you a place in paradise, eunuchs would be the first to arrive. (Hawley and
Juergensmeyer 1988)

Down the centuries the Hindu traditions have been caught in an internal and
unresolved conflict not just between two institutions – married household life
and celibate renunciation – but also between the two value systems represented
by these two institutions. We have seen many and repeated attempts to bring
these two poles of the tradition together, always with limited success. This long
debate, with echoes in the ancient Upanis.ads, epics, Dharmaśāstras, and
medieval theological tracts, continues in India today, as exemplified in this 1978
speech by the then Vice-President of India, whose view of householder as “true
renouncer” goes back to the Bhagavad Gı̄tā:

Who is better – the householder or the sanyasi? Of course, the householder, accord-
ing to Vice-President B. B. Jatti. While the householder willingly renounces all that
he earns to his wife and children for their love and affection, the sanyasi depends
on others for his milk and fruits. Parasites, who are a mere burden on society, are
sinners. If man has to progress, everybody must work. (Indian Express, May 8,
1978)
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CHAPTER 13

The Householder Tradition in
Hindu Society

T. N. Madan

Defining the Terms

To write about the householder tradition in Hindu society, it seems desirable that
we begin with a brief clarification of the key terms “householder,” “tradition,”
and “Hindu society” as employed in this chapter.

A household is a group of persons who own or “hold” a house: they are the
householders. They may as well be seen as a group that is held together, as it
were, in or by a house. The idea of ownership is mutual and dynamic: it is a
durable relationship made of many strands. A house is of course a building of
some kind intended for human habitation, but in many cultural settings, includ-
ing the Hindu, it is more than that. Besides a material (architectural, allodial)
aspect, it has ritual, symbolic, and emotional significance, establishing richer
bonds between the house and the householders, and among the householders,
than those of mere co-residence in a dwelling.

Co-residence is, however, a crucial aspect of the life of the householders. It
arises from the ties of kinship, which may be biological or fictive but modeled on
the biological, and of marriage. To elaborate, the household comprises at least a
married couple and their naturally born or adoptive children. In preindustrial
societies the household is usually more ramified structurally and may even
include distantly related or unrelated helpers and dependants. In such societies,
the family and the household usually are, unlike in contemporary western
society, differentiated. A family usually comprises many households which live
in separate sections of a house or in separate houses. The houses may be built
around a compound or may be scattered. The failure to recognize the embedded
character of the household within the family has given rise to the somewhat mis-
leading notion of the Hindu “joint” family (Madan 1962). Some perceptive
scholars have rightly observed that from the Hindu perspective the western



household, which is also the immediate family, may well be characterized as
being “restricted.”

Apart from having a structural or formal aspect, the household also has func-
tional and cultural aspects. Householders do many things together. Most notably
they produce and socialize children. They act as an economic group engaged in
productive and distributive activities, and marked by a division of labor on the
basis of (among other considerations) age and sex. They participate in domestic
rituals focused on particular household members (e.g. birth, marriage, and
death rites) or on other religious concerns (e.g. propitiation of supernatural
“beings”). They gossip, tell tales, sing and dance together. All these and other
related activities comprise a significant part of the way of life of the household-
ers – their culture. What they do not only fulfills certain practical needs, but also
bestows meaning and significance on their lives. The practical and the symbolic
aspects of the householders’ lives, their interests and values, are closely inter-
twined. They are a legacy that is ever being reaffirmed and reformulated.

This brings us to the second term, “tradition,” which is used here to denote
the established ways of living in a society, and their underlying principles and
values, accumulated over time. Traditions may be written or they may be oral.
All that is remembered may not, however, be currently alive, nor may it be dead,
for it may be revived and in the process reinvented. The householder tradition in
Hindu society today had its beginnings in the so-called vedic age about 3,000
years ago, and has inevitably undergone many significant changes. Given such
a length of time, what is remarkable is perhaps not the extent of change, but the
measure of continuity.

This continuity, however, is often questioned because the very idea of Hindu
society is said to be relatively recent. What, then, do we mean when we write of
Hindu society in this chapter? Existentially, Hindu society comprises all those
Indians who consider themselves Hindus and make public acknowledgment 
of this identity, for example when the decennial census is taken. It accounts 
for four-fifths of the population of India of nearly one billion. If the so-called
Scheduled Castes of officialese, or Dalits (the oppressed) of popular discourse,
formerly known as the “Untouchables,” are excluded – as some vocal Dalit
intellectuals demand (see Ilaiah 1996) – Hindus still account for over two-thirds
of the population.

The word “Hindu” is of course not new: even as term of self-ascription it 
has been employed at least since the fifteenth century (Thapar 1989: 224). The
idea of a large, multimillion-strong, community of subcontinental distribution,
however, emerged only in the nineteenth century in response to the western
colonial and Christian missionary challenges, and as a result of improved means
of transport and communication. Such an encompassing idea brought together,
but did not merge into one, a multitude of communities identified by regional
culture and language, religious belief and practice, hereditary occupation and
caste, and other criteria.

Thus, Bengali Brahmans, Tamil Śaivas or Vais.n.vas, Gujarati Patidars, north
Indian Kayasthas, and numerous other communities acquired an additional
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shared identity as Hindus. The immediate significance of this development was
primarily political. It also highlighted a sense of cultural togetherness in terms
of the recognition of a common textual tradition of long duration, beginning
with the Vedic corpus and including the later Purān.as and Epics. The extent and
nature of the knowledge of this tradition was (and is) variable, being derived
from the texts themselves or their exegeses among the literate elites, or received
through verbal exposition by professional story tellers and family elders among
the nonliterate, largely rural populace.

It has been suggested that acknowledgment of the ultimate authority of the
Veda may well be the minimum definition of Hinduism and Hindu identity today
(Smith 1989: 13–14), irrespective of how much or how little is known about it.
But Hinduism is not identical with Vedism or Brahmanism (Flood 1996). In its
growth other sources too, notably the folk traditions – some of them predating
the Vedic period – have contributed significantly. In fact, a two-way flow has been
at work. Elements of the textual (“Great”) tradition have been restated and reen-
acted in the idiom of the folk (“Little”) traditions (the process has been called,
somewhat infelicitously, “parochialization”). Likewise local beliefs and practices
have been built into the textual tradition through “universalization” (Marriott
1955). Other process of communication or combination have also been at work,
such as the identification of critical resemblance between different traditions
(Hiltebeitel 1999).

In short, both existentially and historically one can speak and write of Hindu
society meaningfully. Its boundaries are flexible, however, and even at its center
“an inner conflict of tradition” (Heesterman 1985) has been manifest. One of the
most significant of such antagonisms is between householdership (gārhasthya,
firmly embedded in society, and renunciatory withdrawal from social obligations
(sam. nyāsa). And this dichotomy is as old as the Vedic tradition itself.

“Gārhasthya”: Way of Life or Stage of Life?

Domestic groups of one kind or another are a cultural universal. Even food-
gathering and nomadic tribes periodically settle down to rest and residence in
open camps or covered huts before they set out again in search of food for them-
selves and their domesticated animals. Relatively permanent households are
generally but not always associated with cultivation of the soil. They are char-
acterized by rites and symbols that, among other things, valorize domesticity.

Among the Vedic Aryans the domestic fire was more than a hearth for
cooking food: it was also the locus of rites of various kinds and thereby acquired
a symbolic character. The Aryan householder (śālı̄na, from sālā, “hall”) did not,
however, immediately qualify for the performance of the prescribed śrauta sacri-
fices that occupied a central place in his and his household’s life. For this purpose
he had to establish several fire altars. The first of these (agnyādheya) was lit with
fire taken from the domestic hearth but, after some ceremonial cooking of grain,
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it was extinguished. One then set out from home to relight it elsewhere with a
fire drill after a lapse of time, say a year. More altars (two or four) were set up
subsequently. The process completed, the śālı̄na became the āhitāgni, that is, one
who has made the transition from the world in which he was born to one that
is transcendent. Two options were apparently available.

The householder could choose to settle down in the second abode, after
leaving the first, and establish the sacrificial fires there, and acquire the various
accoutrements of a householder, namely a fixed residence, grain, cattle, and
other kinds of wealth including servants. Alternatively, the householder could
opt for the life of a wanderer (yāyāvara). Although he might not have settled
down long anywhere, his wandering had a clear purpose, namely the perfor-
mance of the very same śrauta sacrifices to which the householder devoted
himself. Indeed, the wanderer traveled to acquire the means, by force if neces-
sary, to do so. Those from whom he took included the settled householders,
whose antagonist he would have seemed to be. But his ultimate aim, after the
years of wandering and violence, apparently was to settle down to the life of a
peaceful householder. Although less glamorous it was regarded as a welcome
way of life.

In the event, the śālı̄na and the yāyāvara were really not opposed to each other
in their aims but only in their methods. The householder does leave home once
to become the āhitāgni householder, and the wanderer eventually settles down
to domesticity. Both are united in the role of the śrauta sacrificer, who is a house-
holder although, paradoxically, he also performs rituals that are extrasocial.
Making their appearance in the vedic texts, the householder and the wanderer
are present in the Dharma literature also as two types of householders.

Jan Heesterman, on whose discussion of the original Sanskrit sources the
foregoing account is based (see Heesterman 1982 and 1985), points out that
while all Dharma texts prescribe the departure of the śālı̄na from home before
he may establish the sacrificial fires, the yāyāvara emerges as the renouncer
(sam. nyāsa) in some of them. Like the śrauta sacrifice, renunciation is an act that
transcends society. But while the sacrificer periodically reverts to the life of the
householder (after each sacrificial performance), or even does so for good, the
renouncer turns his back on both the domestic and the sacrificial fires. Accord-
ing to Heesterman, the renouncer better fulfills “the inner logic” of the vedic tra-
dition, wherein the desire for breaking away from society is first articulated. The
wish for transcendence, however, never wholly repudiates the human world but
rather encompasses it. “The householder adds an extra-social dimension to his
quality by becoming a śrauta sacrificer and finally withdraws from society into a
renunciatory mode of life. But even then he retains the quality of gr.hastha and
[of] āhitāgmi” (Heesterman 1982: 268).

Patrick Olivelle, another authority on the subject, is even more emphatic in
presenting the early primacy of the householder’s way of life. He writes: “The
ideal and typical religious life within the vedic ideology is that of a married
householder. The normative character of that life is related to the two theologi-
cally central religious activities: offering sacrifices and procreating children”

the householder tradition in hindu society 291



(Olivelle 1993: 36). The scope of sacrifice was vast with cosmo-moral signifi-
cance and included the three (or five) daily obligations of the householder in
redemption of the “debts” mentioned in vedic literature. These number three in
some texts and five in others: the debts to goods, seers, and fathers, and addi-
tionally to all men and nonhuman creatures. To discharge the debt to the ances-
tors, adult men of the “twice-born” (dvija) classes (varn.a) were expected to marry
and beget sons. Implicit in the notion of the discharge of debts was an enlarged
conception of the moral agent, comprising not only the male sacrificer but also
his wife (“one half of the husband”) and their offspring. From the R. gveda down
(in time) to the Manusmr.ti this idea of the man–wife–son triad holds ground and
idealizes the life of the householder. Through the performance of sacrifices and
by begetting a son, a householder achieves the prized goal of immortality.

The foregoing view of life underwent a radical transformation as a result of
both an inner dynamism and significant socioeconomic changes between the
sixth and fourth centuries bce. The latter included the introduction of wetland
rice cultivation in the lower regions of the Ganges valley resulting in the genera-
tion of an agricultural surplus that facilitated an increase in population and the
emergence of urban settlements. With the latter came the merchant class, the
notion of kingship, and an individualistic spirit. “The freedom to choose” that
one would associate with individualism was, according to Olivelle, “at the heart”
of the challenge to “the vedic religious ideal,” which led to the formulation of
“the original āśrama system that permitted a choice among several modes of reli-
gious life” (Olivelle 1993: 58).

The alternatives to the life of the married man and the householder that now
became available comprised the life of the celibate and the ascetic respectively.
For the ascetic and the renouncer the ultimate aim of moral striving was libera-
tion from the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth in place of the Vedic house-
holder’s quest for immortality. Comparing the ideology of the early āśrama
system to that of the varn.a and caste systems, Olivelle observes: “The creators of
the āśrama system intended to do to the diversity of religious life styles what the
creators of the varn.a system did to the diversity of social and ethnic groups”:
instead of “eliminating” it, they accommodated “the diversities within an over-
arching system” (Olivelle 1993: 101).

The āśrama system as originally conceived was, however, transformed by the
beginning of the common era into what Olivelle calls the classical āśrama system.
Whatever the reasons for this transformation, which can only be speculative and
do not directly concern us here, it comprised two significant elements. The alter-
native modes of life of the worldly householder and the ascetic renouncer now
became stages in the life of the moral agent. Of the four stages of studentship
(brahmacarya), householdership (gr.hastha), retreat (vānaprastha), and renuncia-
tion (sam. nyāsa), the first three were by the very nature of the scheme temporary
(each stage leading to the next), and the last one permanent as long as one lived.
Moreover, a sense of obligation in the pursuit of ideals, which had been over-
taken by the notion of choice, was revived.
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To quote Olivelle again, “the four āśramas came to be regarded as constitut-
ing four ideals of the Brahmanical ethic” that were, “as far as possible,” to be
“realized by each individual” (Olivelle 1993: 129–30). And each stage was inau-
gurated by the rites of passage appropriate to it. The Brahmans were less toler-
ant of choice than their ancestors and provided an ideological back-up to the
scheme of stages through the notion of svadharma, that is, dharma appropriate
to each stage of life and, concomitantly, each varn.a. It was thus that the com-
pound notion of varn. āśrama-dharma came to be the definition of the religiomoral
life of the Brahmans and derivatively of the other twice-born varn.as.

While the notion of the life of the householder as a choice for life is present
in the Dharmasūtras, the later notion of āśramas as stages of life is elaborated in
the Dharmaśāstras, belonging to the first five centuries of the common era. Of
these the most frequently cited, perhaps, is the Mānava Dharmaśāstra, also known
as the Manusmr.ti and believed to have been in existence already in the second
century (see Bühler 1964: xiv). The householder’s stage in the life of the indi-
vidual is prescriptively introduced early in the text: “When, unswerving in his
chastity, [the student] has learned the Vedas, or two Vedas, or even one Veda, in
the proper order, he should enter the householder stage of life” (Manu 3.2 in
Doniger and Smith 1991: 43).

One notices a certain urgency here, a desire not to postpone too long the inau-
guration of the householder’s life. Appropriately, the making of a proper mar-
riage is taken up first (Manu 3.4–66). The qualities of a woman that make her
a good wife are listed. Eight forms of marriage and their varn.a-wise appro-
priateness are described. Exhortations on the duties of spouses and the respect
due to women follows. The men of the household are advised to “revere” and
“adorn” women if they wish for “good fortune”: “The deities delight in places
where women are revered . . . and [the family] thrives where women are not
miserable” (Manu 3.55–8).

The law book then proceeds to prescribe the establishment of the domestic
fires for cooking food and performing “five great sacrifices” as well as other
domestic rituals. These sacrifices, it is explained, enable the householder to
expiate the sins that are daily committed as a matter of necessity at the five
slaughterhouses of the home, namely the fireplace, the grindstone, the broom,
the mortar and pestle, and the water jar (Manu 3.68). The expiatory rites are:
“The study (of the Veda) is sacrifice to ultimate reality, and the refreshing liba-
tion is the sacrifice to the ancestors; the offering into the fire is for the gods, the
propitiatory offering of portions of food is for the disembodied spirits, and 
the revering of guests is the sacrifice to men” (Manu 3.70). The continuity of
the tradition from the vedic sacrifices (mentioned earlier in this chapter) down
(in time) to Śāstric rituals is noteworthy.

The argument is enlarged to bring in the other three orders (corresponding
to the other stages of life): “since people in the other three stages of life are sup-
ported every day by the knowledge and food of the householder, therefore the
householder stage of life is the best” (Manu 3.78).1 In the giving of offerings and

the householder tradition in hindu society 293



alms nobody is left out, not even dogs, those who have fallen, “Dog-cookers,”
those whose evil deeds have made them ill, birds, and worms (Manu 3.92).

Guests come in for detailed mention, and even a deserving Vaiśya or Śūdra,
approaching a Brahman’s house in the proper manner, must be given food,
although only alongside the servants (Manu 3.112). Not everyone qualifies to
be a guest, however; certainly not Brahman householders in their own village,
who can only be called foolish, for they run the risk of being reborn as “the live-
stock of those who have given them food” (Manu 3.104). It is only after one and
all have been fed that the pious householder shall himself eat. “The householder
should eat the leftovers only after he has revered the goods, the sages, humans,
ancestors, and the household deities. The person who cooks only for himself eats
nothing but error [sin], for the food left over from the sacrifice is the food
intended for good men” (Manu 3.117–18).

A large part of the third book of Mānava Dharmaśāstra (122–286) has śrāddha,
the sacrifice to the ancestors, for its theme. The central rites consist of offering
rice balls (pin.d.a) to specified deceased ancestors and feeding invited Brahmans
who represent them.

The fourth book attends to the issue of the means of subsistence of the house-
holders. An interesting classification is presented. Subsistence by gleaning corn
and gathering grains is “lawful”; unsolicited gifts are “immortal” and acceptable;
farming, although the “deadly” mode of life, is legitimate; trade is “simultane-
ously good and unlawful” and yet permissible. But servility must be avoided for
it is “the dog’s way of life” (Manu 4.5–6). Detailed rules of behavior not only in
respect of diet but the whole range of natural and legitimate activities are listed.

Altogether, a view of the householder’s life is presented in which a great deal
is permitted including profit and pleasure, so long as it is lawful, prudent, gen-
erally acceptable to good people, and in conformity with tradition (see e.g.
175–80). What is more, the conception of the householder’s life presented in
the Manusmr.ti is inclusive and incorporates through subtle devices “the values
of other āśramas without abandoning home and family” (Olivelle 1993:140).

The conflict between the two views of gārhasthya – as a permanent alterna-
tive to other ways of life, notably that of the renouncer, or as a temporary stage
in the life of a twice-born man – was apparently never completely resolved in
the textual tradition of the Dharmaśāstras and subsequently. What is clear,
however, is that, even when the idea of āśramas as stages of life prevailed, the
virtues of the householder’s way of life were uniformly eulogized. Thus the
Mahābhārata, which is a truly oceanic source of the precepts and practice 
of dharma, endorses “the superiority of the householder” and promotes the 
idea that renunciation of the householder’s life is appropriate only in old age
(Olivelle 1993: 148–51).

Although Olivelle argues persuasively that the notion of choice in the origin-
al āśrama did not completely disappear from subsequent formulations, contem-
porary Indological literature has generally favored the idea of an ordered
sequence of stages. This is true of both earlier works and the more recent ones,
but Olivelle’s seminal work is bound to generate rethinking on the subject. The
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prevailing consensus regarding āśramas as stages of life may be illustrated by
referring to two widely read studies of Hinduism by Zaehner (1962: 146–50)
and Flood (1996: 61–5, 87–90). In considering the householder’s state the very
foundation on which the other states rest, contemporary scholarly opinion
follows the standard reading of Mānava Dharmaśāstra.

The influence of Indology on social-anthropological studies of the family and
household in Hindu society has been negligible. Indeed many anthropologists
and sociologists writing in the 1950s and 1960s emphasized the desirability of
freeing ethnographic inquiry from Indological assumptions about the character
of the Hindu family and the household (see e.g. Shah 1973). The one major dis-
senter was Louis Dumont, who maintained that the sociology of India should lie
at the confluence of the findings of Indology and the sociological vantage-point
(1957: 7). Following this methodological perspective, he produced a seminal
essay on world renunciation in Indian religions in which he suggested that “the
secret” (or core principle) of Hinduism (and the structure of Hindu society) may
be found in “the dialogue between the renouncer and the man-in-the-world”
(Dumont 1960: 37–8).

As Heesterman has pointed out, “In the classical Brahmanic view the pivotal
actor on whom the dharma turns is the typical man-in-the-world, the substan-
tial ‘twice-born’ householder, the gr.hastha” (Heesterman 1982: 251). He dis-
agrees with Dumont regarding the notion of the dialogue because, according to
him, the renouncer and the householder lack a common ground, and stand for
genuinely dichotomous, mutually antagonistic – rather than complementary –
lifestyle choices. What interests us here is that both recognize the traditionally
central position of the householder in Hindu society.

Taking that agreement as the point of departure, we now turn to an exami-
nation of the ethnographic evidence accumulated in the recent past.2

The Householder in Ethnography

In the clarification of the definitional conventions (in the first section of this
chapter), the attention paid to the house may have seemed somewhat excessive.
In the classical textual tradition, the building of temples, royal palaces, and cities
expectedly received much more attention than ordinary houses (Rowland
1953), but some of the basic principles (concerning, for example, the choice of
the site and the size and orientation of the building) were the same. The applic-
ability of these principles to house building varied according to the varn.a of the
household, more choices being open to the Brahmans and Ks.atriyas than to the
others. The abundance or meagerness of the material resources of the house-
hold also was a significant factor influencing if not determining the choices that
were made. Some of the traditional considerations have survived until today;
indeed there is today a resurgence of interest in urban India in vedic architec-
tural principles of house-making.
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The folk traditions are not lacking in this respect. Indeed, there are not only
explicit guidelines about house-making, which combine ritual and practical con-
siderations, but a vast lore about the character of the houses, and its significance
for the well-being of the household also exists.

Thus, among the Brahmans of the Kashmir Valley, widely known as the
Pandits (Madan 1989),3 the house is the abode of gods as well as human beings.
It has a guardian deity (gr.hadevā) who is identified (through the rituals associ-
ated with him) with Vāstupati, the vedic lord of the earth. The bonds between
the house, the deity, and the household are intimate. It is noteworthy that, tra-
ditionally, a Kashmiri Pandit household never sold or bought a house. On build-
ing a new house, the protective deities would be ritually reinstalled there before
entering it, and the old house would then be demolished or, rarely, abandoned.

The sentiments of love, sharing, and solidarity that characterize interpersonal
relations in a well integrated household are, in the Pandits’ estimation, the
highest ideals of human conduct, the acme of morality. The house is loved and
valued because of the sanctity and the sentiments associated with it and 
not merely because of its material value. It is regarded as a moral space par
excellence. The home is said to be neither the place for the indulgence of one’s
physical appetites (bhogaśālā), nor for the performance of austerities (yogaśālā,
Madan 1989: 256–7). In other words, it is the narrow middle ground, the
“razor’s edge” of the Upanisads.

An even richer conception of the house in relation to the householders than
among the Pandits is found in Tamil Nadu. Here houses are material structures
like they are everywhere, but they also partake of the properties of personhood.
Valentine Daniel writes:

Not only are houses, as are [village] and persons, [made of] substance that can be
contaminated and changed by mixing with other substances (hence the concern
with what kind of substance crosses the vulnerable thresholds – windows and
doors – of the house and affects its own substance and that of its inhabitants) but
houses are also “aware” of their vulnerability. They have personlike needs for
companionship, and experience loneliness and fear when isolated. (Daniel 1984:
114)

Houses here are believed to have a life cycle: they are conceived and born, they
grow, and may eventually die. Houses like human offspring have astrological
significance and may bring good or bad fortune to the household. They have
feelings and attitudes. It is not therefore without trepidation that the decision 
to build a house is taken. To minimize the risks and uncertainty strict rules are
followed in the selection of the site. It must be judged to be auspicious, and ap-
propriate rituals (e.g. Vāstu Purus.a pūjā, although everybody is not sure who
Vāstu is) may be performed.

Conception is said to occur when a corner post or cornerstone is installed by
a member of the artisan caste who is traditionally entrusted this work. While at
work, he must observe rules pertaining to himself. For example: he must eat only
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vegetarian food or else ghosts and evil spirits will take possession of the house
under construction; he must avoid bodily contact with members of lower jātis
or goods in the house will disappear; he must abstain from sexual intercourse or
else the house will be eaten by white ants. Another set of rules concerns the con-
struction. Scarecrows must be planted in the four cardinal directions to ward off
the evil eye. When the roof is laid, only an odd number of beams must be used,
as a result of which it is deemed to be incomplete. Incompleteness is a blemish
and helps in warding off the evil eye. Moreover, incomplete houses may be
expected to grow further.

When a house is ready for occupation, it is said to have been born. A horo-
scope is cast for it to figure out what the future holds for it. In addition to the
nine planets of horoscopes for human beings, the influence of the qualities of
the first occupants also are crucial for a house. Houses acquire the same jāti
status as the householders and must observe the same rules of intercaste
conduct as is applicable to them. In short, there is a structural homology
between the human body and the house which is culturally constructed.

That the house–householder relationship is an intrinsic one is well illustrated
by the distinction that Bengali Hindus make between the bāsā (“nest,” abode) of
a man, his wife and children, and the bār. ı̄ (also called gr.ha, house) in which his
parents (and other family members) live. Until his father’s death he and his
immediate family are deemed to be part of the larger family and he may not
claim to have his own separate bār. ı̄. Needless to add, not all sons may live away
from the parental home (Inden and Nicholas 1977: 7).

The Bengalis think of a house as shared space, and this makes room for unre-
lated dependents (for example, servants) to live in it along with those who con-
stitute the family and who share bodily substance. The Kashmiri Pandits make
a similar distinction between one’s gara (house, home) and d.era (place of tem-
porary residence), but the latter may be gara to someone else. Moreover, a son
may establish his own household even during the life time of his mother, but this
normally does not happen while the father is alive.

The issue here is the manner in which a household is constituted. Among the
Pandits the family (kutumb) usually comprises a number of households, each
living in a house or a part of a house, and known as chulahs (hearth, hearth
group). They make a clear distinction between those members who are born into
the family/hearth group (zamat), and those who are married into it (āmati,
“incomers”). Consanguinity and affinity are mutually exclusive principles.
Besides birth and marriage, fictive kinship in the form of adoption also is a rec-
ognized mode of recruitment to the family. At the household level unrelated
persons may also be present, in some cases on a permanent or quasi-permanent
basis (Madan 1989: chs. 5 and 6). Moreover, families are not thought and
spoken of in terms of a beginning and an end, but the household is subject to a
developmental cycle. Births and marriages are the incremental events; deaths
and partitions result in the loss of members. A household may even die as when
the surviving spouse of a childless couple, or a couple that have only daughters
who have moved out on marriage (Madan: ch. 4).
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Although parental love, filial piety, and fraternal solidarity are said to be the
foundation of the householder’s life, abandonment of joint living as one chulah,
and complete or partial partition of the jointly owned estate, are commonly
expected to occur among the Pandits (see ibid.: ch. 8). In terms of the ideology
of the householder, fraternal strife is considered morally reprehensive, but prac-
tical considerations are allowed to override morality. Moreover, the blame for
intrahousehold bickering is cleverly placed on the shoulders of the wives who
are, of course, the āmati and not the zāmati. And the decline of morality in the
dark age of kaliyug is always cited as a cause of things that should not happen.

In this context it is noteworthy that the domestic scene two thousand years
ago was essentially the same as it is today in most Hindu homes. Thus, we read
in the Mānava Dharmaśāstra): “After the father and mother (are dead), the broth-
ers [may] assemble and divide the paternal estate equally, for they have no power
over two of them while they are alive” (Manu 9.104 and 111). More signifi-
cantly, apropos the contention of the decline of morality: “They [the brothers]
may live together in [mutual respectfulness], or they may live separately if they
wish for religious merit; for religious merit increases in separation, and so sepa-
rate rituals are conducive to religious merit” (Doniger and Smith 1991: 209,
210). It is, of course, questionable how much considerations of religious merit
count in contemporary times, but division of jointly owned estates does often
occur with a view to reducing the income tax burden.4

The question of religious merit apart, performance of rituals is indeed a major
concern of Brahman and other upper caste households even if only as a matter
of convention. There are two main types of domestic rituals. Firstly, those asso-
ciated with life-cycle events (notably birth, initiation, marriage and death),
known as sam. skāra, and those that affirm the bonds between ancestors and
descendents, called the śrāddha. Secondly, there are the rituals that seek to estab-
lish purposive and meaningful communication between householders and
supernatural “beings.” These may be supplicatory in character as is the daily
worship to one’s chosen deities, or contractual, or even coercive. The rituals per-
formed by lower caste Hindu households may not be an exact replica of upper
caste rituals, and may not involve the specialist services of a Brahman priest, but
they too fall into the two categories mentioned above. Work-related rituals also
take place in artisan and peasant households.

Sustained by economic activity, reinforced by religious observances, the life of
the Hindu householder is nourished and legitimized by the values of love,
sharing, and solidarity. It has been explicated that, while “authority, rights and
duties, land, inheritance, the distribution of resources within the joint family,
prestations, reproduction, and so forth” are critical factors in the construction
of interpersonal relations in Bengali households, often providing the basis for
conflict, love (prı̄ti, prema) holds them together. “If kinsmen have the proper kind
of love for one another then they will enjoy well-being and they will not be
divided by greed, selfishness, or envy” (Inden and Nicholas 1977: 87–8).

A variety of loves is said to be discernible, namely conjugal, filial, fraternal,
parental, and the love between brothers and sisters. Love may be egalitarian or
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hierarchical. In all cases, it is expressed through spontaneous and selfless feel-
ings of caring (pālana), nourishing (pos.an.a), and supporting (bharan.a) for one
another. Delight (ananda), gratification (tr.pti), and contentment (santos.a) are the
fruit of such feelings (Inden and Nicholas 1977: 21).

An elaborate ideology of love in Tamil Nadu comprises the ideas of anpu (love),
pācam (attachment), ācai (desire), kāppu (bonding), pat.t.u (devotion), etc. These
are articulable, and sometimes articulated, in explication of how the members
of a household relate to one another (Trawick 1996: ch. 3). Anpu is a complex
notion that connotes a multitude of emotions and moral judgments. Thus, love
must be contained (ad.akkam, containment), for excess is harmful; moreover “love
grows in hiding.” Even a mother’s love for the child must be “kept within limits,”
for “letting love overflow its bounds could be harmful not only to the recipient,
but to the giver as well” (Trawick 1996: 94). While the legitimacy and power of
sexual love and pleasure inpam, “sweetness”) may not be denied, the love of
spouses is also best contained to the point of concealment. Such concealment
takes diverse forms including, particularly among the lower castes, the deroga-
tion of the husband by the wife.

Love is a force, but its essence is tenderness. It grows slowly by habituation;
indeed it becomes a habit (par.akkam) that even death does not destroy. The loved
person becomes a part of oneself. Par.akkam implies friendliness, easiness, and
grace (Trawick 1996: 100). But it has its emotional costs. Love and attachment
have a cruel aspect, for they produce restlessness. Moreover, being parted from
the loved person is painful; it is like having a part of oneself severed. Love makes
one do strange and even improper things, such as defiance of the rules of purity:
picking up the leaf from which someone has eaten, and which is therefore
impure, is an act of love and meritorious. It conveys a message of union and
equality. Love teaches humility (pani). “In acts of love, the humble became 
proud, the servant became master, the renouncer became possessed” (Trawick
1996: 106). Love normally produces servitude (adima), a sense of being con-
trolled by another person, but then this feeling itself is “a powerful expression of
love” (111). Ultimately, love means that the members of the household “are all
one” within the “four walls of the house.” As a Tamil householder (a woman)
has put it, “In order for you to understand my heart, you must see through my
eyes. In order me to understand your heart, I must see through yours” (115,
116).

There is a gentle and authentic simplicity about the manner in which the
Tamil villager articulates the place of love in the ideology of the householder.
There are other values too that are generally affirmed elsewhere by other Hindu
communities, but raised above them all is the ideal of domesticity itself. The
Kashmiri Pandits are the self-aware ideologues of gārhasthya within the value
framework of Hinduism, expressed, for example, in the notion of purus.ārtha
comprising the goals and orientations of dharma, artha, and kāma. The Pandit
ideology of the householder is lukewarm about the fourth purus.ārtha of moks.a,
and explicitly negative about renunciation as a way of life or as the last stage of
life. As a householder, a Pandit may legitimately seek joy and plenitude, but
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ideally this endeavor should be subordinated to dharma and combined with
detachment (virakti) and the love of one’s chosen personal deity (is.tadeva,
is.tadevı̄). As a well-known Pandit poet, Krishna Razdan (1850–1925), who was
a devout Vais.n.va, put it: “Why should we renounce the lovely world?/ Our love
of Him is our austerity . . .” (Cook 1958).

The Pandit’s ideology of the householder is, in fact, more than just that: it is
their ideology of humanity. While all sentient beings are born (and die), human
beings are made and matured through the sam. skāras and achieve different
degrees of moral perfection by their conduct. A boy attains the ritual status of
an adult when he receives the girdle (mekhalā) and the holy neck threads
(yajñopavı̄ta). In the case of girls, it is marriage that bestows similar status on
them. Marriage is crucial for men as well as women for it is only through it that
they become householders. Bachelors, childless widowers, and widows are nor-
mally members of households but not themselves gr.hastha, and are therefore
considered unfortunate. The greatest desire of a Pandit, whether man or
woman, is to be a full-fledged householder.

The Pandit ideology of the householder is constructed around men. Women
and children are spoken of in relation to them. But the men themselves recog-
nize that in the reality of everyday life women are significant role players. They
are referred to as gr.hasthadhārinı̄, the upholders and the bearers of the burden
of gārhasthya. A man works out his destiny as a Pandit and a human being in
the company of women: without them his ritual, personal and social life is
incomplete. Among the most coveted meritorious acts that a Pandit may
perform, the giving away of his daughter in marriage (kanyādāna) ranks very
high. Men are hierarchically superior to women, but it is together with them that
they constitute the core of the life of the householder.

Being a Pandit is as much a concern of women as it is of men. In the domain
of domestic activity, however, women’s roles are different, and their work in the
kitchen as well as their participation in religious rites is severely but discretely
restricted during the periods of menstruation. Moreover. women do not offer
water and food to ancestors; they do not have the ritual status and authority to
initiate their sons into adulthood or give their daughters in marriage. And yet
the wife is always present by the husband’s side on all major ceremonial occa-
sions. She is one-half of his self (ardhān.ginı̄).

The ideology of the householder clearly establishes the Pandit as the man-in-
the-world. Such a person’s prime concern in the midst of worldly activities is
with the maturation of his self. This is ensured if he organizes his domestic life
in strict conformity with traditional purposes (purus.ārtha), employing appropri-
ate procedures for their achievement. Release from the chain of transmigration
(sam. skāra) is a high but frankly distant goal – so distant indeed as to be virtually
beyond reach. A prudent person concentrates on the slow but steady accumu-
lation of merit by the conscious effort to lead a disciplined life.

Renouncers are conspicuous by their absence in Pandit society. Self-styled
renouncers are distrusted as men who, with a failed domestic life behind them,
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make a virtue of necessity. At a deeper level, however, one might detect a fear of
the renouncer, for he poses a threat to the ideology of the gārhasthya. The
sam. nyāsı̄ is too powerful an adversary to be contemplated with equanimity.
Individual renouncers, if judged to be genuine, will be accorded respect. But
renouncers as a category are caricatured: that the caricature is only too often
an accurate enough portrait of the “holy men” one actually meets is another
matter through not totally irrelevant. The real point seems to be that only when
the renouncer is thus portrayed may he be convincingly employed as a foil to
highlight the virtues of the life of the householder. These are said to flow from
“detachment in enjoyment,” which is the essence of renunciation. Gārhasthya
is not to end in renunciation, but it should be guided by the values of sam. nyāsa.
For the rest, everything is dependent upon divine grace (anugraha).5

The foregoing summary of the Pandit ideology of the householder is based on
my fieldwork in the village of Utrassu-Urnanagri (southeast Kashmir) carried
out mainly in 1957–8. It is noteworthy that, despite over 500 years of life lived
as a small minority (about 4 percent of the population in the 1950s) amongst
Muslims – who are mainly descendants of Hindus converted to Islam en masse
in the fourteenth century – and under Muslim rule between the early fourteenth
and mid-nineteenth centuries, the Pandits have managed to preserve many core
ideas and values of the Brahmanical tradition via oral transmission. In an essay
based on Sanskrit texts of the medieval period (ninth to thirteenth centuries)
unknown to the rural Pandits among whom I engaged in fieldwork, Alexis
Sanderson observes:

The Brahmanism of the middle ground . . . offered the Brahman householder a
monism for the ritual agent which admitted renunciation but tended to confine it
to the last quarter of a man’s life (after the payment of the three debts), and at the
same time made it an unnecessary by propagating a doctrine of gnostic liberation
within the pursuit of conformity to the householder’s dharma. . . . [Moreover, the
householder] was to protect himself through disinterested conformity to God’s will
manifest as his dharma. (Sanderson 1985: 197–8)

Needless to emphasize, it is the continuities between the ideas of the two
periods (pre-Muslim and Muslim) that are remarkable rather than the differ-
ences, which are essentially those of emphasis. It follows that in the study of the
householder tradition in Hindu society, the bringing together of the perspectives
of Indology and sociology is not only justifiable but indeed imperative.

Concluding Observations

The two most characteristic institutions of Hindu society are caste and the
family/household. Kane in his monumental survey of the Dharmaśāstras 
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concludes that the overall tendency “is to glorify the status of an householder
and push into the background the two āśramas of vānaprashtha and sam. nyāsa, so
much so that certain works say that these are forbidden in the Kali age” (Kane
1941: 424). Ethnographic evidence also underscores the importance of the life
of the householder in contemporary Hindu society.

Looking back over time, it is noteworthy that various developments in the
history of Hinduism have reinforced the householder tradition. Thus, many of
the major protestant sectarian movements of medieval times, which today have
millions of followers, emphasized the virtues of disciplined domesticity as
against renunciation. Basava (ca. 1106–67), the founder of the Vı̄raśaiva (or
Lingayat) sect in Karnataka (in the south), himself moved to and fro between
withdrawal from and participation in worldly activities, but his followers have
remained wedded to the householder’s life. In Punjab (in the north) all but one
of the ten Sikh Gurus were married men with families, and explicitly opposed
the renunciation of the householder’s life. (The eighth guru died during his
boyhood.) Similarly, Vallabha (ca. 1479–1531), promulgator of pus.t.i marga
(“the way of abundance”), whose followers are found mainly in western 
India, was a householder, and so are his followers. Although Caitanya (ca.
1485–1533), founder of the Gaudiya movement in the east, devoted to Rādhā-
Kr.s.n.a worship, did himself abandon family life in his exultation of divine, con-
jugal love, his followers include householders as well as ascetics, All these sects
extoll domesticity as the preferred state so long as it is an affirmation of the bliss
of the union of the devotee and the deity.

In popular imagination, however, particularly outside India, the renouncer
looms large. This may be so because he is a magnificent, even theatrical figure,
who gives away all his possessions, performs his own mortuary rites to proclaim
the severance of all social bonds, and lives a highly disciplined life of austerities
(see Madan 1987: 1–16 et passim). Although he may be impressive, the
renouncer is not the only actor on the Hindu stage of life; in fact, he is not on
the stage at all, but looks at it from the outside. That his gaze is powerful may
not be, however, denied. The figure in the center of the stage is the homely house-
holder. If not exactly cast in a heroic mould, he is not a shadowy figure either.
And, in his own manner, he is a fighter.

The everyday life of the householder is marked by temptations that he must
resist. On the one hand, he hears on his front door the knock of the sam. nyāsı̄,
who stands there in the guise of the mendicant asking for alms, but also sug-
gests the possibility of an alternative way of life. On the other hand, the bhogı̄
(“enjoyer”) knocks on his back door, as it were, inviting him to a life of pleasures.
The values of gārhasthya are challenged and threatened by both the visitors. The
householder’s success lies in his ability to resist the extremist alternatives and to
tread the middle ground, combining the values of domesticity and detachment.
For the Hindu, of whatever caste or sect, domesticity is marked by the feelings
of well-being and happiness.”6 It embodies the values of righteousness and
action, purity and auspiciousness, and purposefulness and contentment. It is the
good life.7
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Notes

1 In the original: yasmāt trayo ’pvāśramin.o jnãnenānnena mānhavam/gr.hasthenaiva
dhāryante tasmājjyes.t.hāśramo gr.hi.

2 We may briefly note here the reading of the tradition by the scholars of what is
known as “Hindu law” (a product of British colonial administration). Thus, it is stated
that, “the joint and undivided family is the normal condition of Hindu society. An
undivided Hindu family is ordinarily joint not only in estate, but also in food and
worship” (Desai 1998: 314). From the sociological point of view this statement
suffers from the conflation of two analytically and often empirically distinct groups,
namely the family and the household. The law qualifies the foregoing characteriza-
tion by maintaining that, “the existence of joint estate is not an essential requisite to
constitute a joint family and a family, which does not own any property, may never-
theless be joint” (Desai 1998: 314). It is obvious that it is a larger grouping than the
household to which the law refers; it is equally clear that without constituent house-
holds, there would be no joint families. The foundational nature of the household in
relation to Hindu society is thus implicitly recognized in Hindu law.

3 Virtually all but 5,000 to 10,000 persons of this community of about 300,000
persons have been driven out of Kashmir following the eruption of a Muslim mili-
tant, secessionist movement in 1989. The refugees live in temporary camps in Jammu
and Delhi, or have taken up residence in various towns and cities of India, mainly in
the north. The hope that they will be able to return to their homes are not bright. In
describing aspects of their domestic life, the present tense has been retained here.

4 The Hindu undivided family has tax-saving privileges that may be availed by indi-
vidual members. These are not available to non-Hindu households (see Gulati and
Gulati 1962).

5 A negative attitude towards renouncers is widespread, and may go so far as to ascribe
a malignant influence to them, responsible for misfortune among householders, as
do the residents of the village Ghatiyali in Rajasthan. For them the sam. nyāsı̄ is the
threatening outsider (see Gold 1988: 53). But there are exceptions. In Rajasthan
itself, the pastoral Raikas consider renouncers auspicious, even like gods, and their
blessings are valued by householders. The householder–renouncer relationship is not
antagonistic here but “intertwined” (Srivastava 1997: 266).

6 For vignettes of domestic life among four castes of north India (Brahman, farmer,
carpenter, and oil-presser), which show interesting similarities and differences, see
Wiser 1978.

7 That would be a neat way to conclude this chapter, but we must note (at least in a
note) that the values by which many secularized, Hindu, urban households live today
come from sources other than traditional culture. The process of change had already
become manifest in the late nineteenth century in cities such as Calcutta and
Bombay. Individualism was on the rise and large households were being viewed neg-
atively by social reformers. The process of social transformation has deepened and
become more widespread, particularly since independence. More and more people of
means in urban India today live in rented apartments, have small “households,”
affirm the values of individual choice and achievement, and gender equality, and
generally participate in a global culture of western origin. But, as the ethnographic
content of this chapter shows, the old household tradition is by no means dead, par-
ticularly in the rural areas, where three-quarters of the people of India live.
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Olivelle, Patrick. 1993. The āśrama System: The History and Hermeneutics of a Religious

Institution. New York: Oxford University Press.
Rowland, Benjamin. 1953. The Art and Architecture of India: Buddhist, Hindu, Jain.

London: Penguin Books.
Sanderson, Alexis. 1985. “Purity and Power among the Brahmans of Kashmir,” in

Michael Carrithers et al., eds., The Category of the Person. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

Shah, A. M. 1973. The Household Dimension of the Family in India. New Delhi: Orient
Longman.

Smith, Brian K. 1989. Reflections on Resemblance, Ritual and Religion. New York: Oxford
University Press.

304 t. n. madan



Srivastava, Vinay Kumar. 1977. Religious Renunciation of a Pastoral People. Delhi: Oxford
University Press.

Thapar, Romila. 1989. “Imagined Religious Communities? Ancient History and the
Modern Search for Identity,” Modern Asian Studies 23 (2): 209–31.

Trawick, Margaret. 1996. Notes on Love in a Tamil Family. Delhi: Oxford University Press.
Wiser, Charlotte V. 1978. Four Families of Karimpur. Syracuse: Syracuse University.
Zaehner, R. C. 1962. Hinduism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

the householder tradition in hindu society 305



Regional Traditions



CHAPTER 14

The Teyyam Tradition of Kerala

Rich Freeman

The tradition of worshipping teyyams, the local deities of northern Kerala,
through costumed spirit possession and dance, is surely one of the most perform-
atively engaging and sociohistorically profound of those Hinduisms we call
“folk” found anywhere in India. Performatively, these hundreds of gods each
have their unique costuming, make-up, and insignia, and they are danced as
part of annual festivals in public rituals of worship by spirit-possessed profes-
sionals who incarnate them in thousands of family, caste, and community
shrines across this region. Historically, teyyams literally enshrine the legacy of
the way local deities, often themselves the apotheoses of human ancestors, have
alternately contested or come to terms with caste-Hinduism, as their lives are
liturgically recounted and ritually enacted from a largely subaltern religious 
perspective.

The teyyam tradition illumines a number of interesting issues for the student
of Hinduism, whether from the perspective of the history of religions or from
that of the social sciences. Regionally speaking, teyyam worship is demonstra-
bly part of those ancient and cognate patterns of institutionalized spirit posses-
sion that were shared as a religious paradigm across the cultural zone of south
India that we identify in kinship and linguistic terms as “Dravidian” (Trautmann
1981). In its ritual and institutional stability, teyyam exemplifies how south
Indian cults of possession and ancestor worship may have articulated with, and
synthetically given rise to, the local cultural form of temples and enshrined
images associated with high Hinduism. It further suggests how those beliefs 
and practices labeled “tantric,” which are generally recognized to underlie the
Āgamic ideology of temple-installation and worship, served historically and in
the present to mediate between high Hindu practice and possession-worship
(Freeman 1998).

From the vantage point of social science, teyyam affords an equally fascinat-
ing perspective on the caste-dynamics of this process, both ethnohistorically,



through teyyam narratives and recitations, and ritually, through the organiza-
tion of worship, the various constituents and modes of the rites themselves, and
the spatial and social arrays they configure and map. Finally, all of this is 
centrally brought to bear on the transformations of personhood that form the
phenomenological core of spirit possession, with all the implications of mimesis
and deification enacted by lower-caste practitioners in a rigorously hierarchical
system. The chapter that follows will attempt a broad and descriptive overview
of teyyam worship, in a way that such aspects of widest scholarly interest are
contextualized and brought to the fore.1

Possession Worship in its Sociohistorical Context

In the Malayalam language of Kerala, teyyam most literally refers simply to the
“god” or “deity” (cognate with the Sanskrit deva or daiva) whose elaborately cos-
tumed form is donned for the rites of its possessed worship. These rites them-
selves, and the festivals built around them, are called teyyāt.t.am, or “god-dance.”
The ambiguity of this compound itself, however, points to the central ideology
of possession, for the usual interpretation is not that the performers are dancing
the gods, but rather that the gods themselves are dancing, through the bodies of
the mediums that they have possessed for the occasion. This is borne out most
dramatically at the close of the dance-sequence, where the teyyam (the costumed
performer, we would say), walks among the gathered devotees, interacting with
them, hearing various complaints, receiving offerings, and granting blessings in
the direct voice and behavior and person of the god.

This kind of institutionalized possession as a central paradigm of worship is
anciently attested in south India from the Tamil Can. kam literature of the first
few centuries ce, the earliest literature of any surviving Indian vernacular lan-
guage (Zvelebil 1974). Ancient Kerala was culturally and linguistically a part of
this early Tamil country, and it is clear from the structural and ritual features 
of worship described in the Can. kam corpus, that there are clear continuities
with teyyāt.t.am and similar Dravidian modes of worship. The ancient Tamils
worshipped apotheosized ancestors and fallen martial heroes whose spirits they
installed into stone monuments (nat.ukal). These spirits were then periodically
invoked into costumed dancer-mediums who spoke as oracular embodiments of
the deity, and received the same offerings of liquor and blood before similarly
described altars that one finds in teyyam worship today (Kurup 1982). The prin-
cipal title of the ancient oracle, Vēlan, even survives as the caste-name of one
those communities who perform teyyams today in Kerala, as does the caste of
Pān.ar exorcist-musicians, whose title was anciently used of Can. kam bards (Hart
1975).

As stated earlier, similar cults of possession abound in south India, where they
are almost always confined to those castes that were traditionally of Śūdra or
lower status in the Brahmanical, Sanskritic reckoning. Throughout south India,
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however, the Śūdra category has always included many of those dominant,
martial, and landed castes that would elsewhere in India have been reckoned in
the royal or Ks.atriya varn.a. This seems consonant with the fact that possession
worship received royal patronage in Can. kam times (Hart 1975), and that many
socioeconomically and politically dominant castes in south India have contin-
ued to patronize such practices into recent times, often in worship of their own
family, clan, and caste deities (kula-dēvatā). This, I believe, is historically linked
with a qualitatively different ethnographic patterning one finds in possession
cults across south India as compared with the north. There are often greater
institutional investment, social organizational stability, and caste-based heredi-
tary lines of possession-priesthoods across south India, whereas such cults tend
to be more idiosyncratically personalistic, popularly contingent, and institu-
tionally marginal across much of north India. At any rate we find that while
many (especially urban) sections of the dominant and upper castes have 
Brahmanized in terms of embracing temple culture and Sanskritic norms of
worship, many landed, village-based dominants have also continued their ances-
tral investment in local temple and shrine establishments that give prominence
to possessed worship. This is all the more the case for the bulk of those lower
castes who were traditionally excluded from temple entry, with the combined
result that possession often retains a level of ritual formalization and socially
structured entitlement one would associate with higher-caste priestly office in
the north. Teyyam worship exemplifies these points with great clarity, and
further suggests how tantric doctrine and practice mediated between the
Brahmanical and more localized religious complexes in the south.

We have little by way of hard historical documentation for teyyam from the
premodern, but the internal references, traditions, and subject-matter of the
teyyam liturgies as oral literature, conjoined with the areal spread of its ritual
forms, particular gods, shrine networks, and social entitlements, would all indi-
cate that it existed in substantially its contemporary form from at least the period
of the late medieval kingdoms of northern Kerala, from perhaps the fifteenth
century. The deities and their shrines distribute with clear ritual and social
cleavages in conformity with boundaries of the old kingdoms of Kōlattunāt.u,
Nı̄ lēśvaram, and Kumbal.am (covering today’s Kannur and Kasargode Districts).
Major events recounted in the liturgies go back to probably the thirteenth
century, and the distribution of cognate dance and possession forms, both
further south, throughout Kerala, and further north, in the bhūta worship of the
Tul.u country in Karnataka (Claus 1978, Nambiar 1996), suggest the much
older distribution of possession worship, as clearly fundamental to the religious
organization of medieval society.

The dominant kingly line in the teyyam region of Kerala, that of the Kōlattiri
Rāja, still celebrates its own lineage goddess in the form of a teyyam, in concert
with an amalgam of other local teyyam deities at its royal, family temple in a
popular regional festival. This is despite the fact that, of course, the Kōlattiris
also worshipped at and extended their patronage to a variety of exclusively
higher-caste, Brahmanical temples and establishments throughout their
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domain. Moreover, all of their subordinate chiefs similarly had their own
teyyāt.t.am shrines, with similar amalgams of family and local teyyam gods, and
the festivals of these regional and sub-regional pantheons were calendrically
coordinated in conformity with political precedence and boundaries of religious-
political jurisdiction throughout northern Kerala. Further south of old
Kōlattunāt.u, in the territory of the more powerful Sāmūtiri or “Zamorin” of
Calicut, that king presided over a similar network of deities called tir

¯
as, which

most people do not distinguish from teyyams, and whose forms have regularly
migrated into the teyyam region, where they have intermingled with the
teyyāt.t.am pantheons.

Despite royal patronage of a number of local gods represented in teyyam form,
some of whom are apotheosized chiefly warriors, one of the centrally organiz-
ing social facts of teyyāt.t.am is that all of the actual performers are from castes
traditionally considered polluting, the avarn.ar, or Kerala’s former “Untouch-
ables.” This means that much in the teyyam deities’ liturgies, costuming, and
ritual forms was authored by and is in the custody of communities that Indian
researchers today might label subaltern or Dalit, in other contexts. Indeed, since
the substantial numbers of avarn.a castes in Kerala (perhaps a numeric majority
in some locales) were all excluded from entry into Brahmanically regulated
temples, teyyam shrines and temples were the principal institutional form of reli-
gion for all these peoples. Teyyams were their only manifest gods, and teyyāt.t.am
was their form of “Hindu” worship.

Since the caste constituency of teyyam worshippers covers a far wider spec-
trum of society than that of the actual performers, however, it means that the
social provenance of teyyam deities is similarly wide. While we have thus seen
that some deities are of higher caste origins, representing socially powerful war-
riors or their tutelaries, others find their origins among the lower castes, being
the apotheoses of local avarn.a culture-heroes and heroines, as well as their ver-
sions of more sui generis supernatural spirits and powers. The result of this is
that the associations of teyyam gods to caste, both as to their particular origins
and worshipping communities, weave complexly across the whole of Kerala
Hindu society, drawing sharp social distinctions in some cases, while articulat-
ing a larger ritual order across the lines of pollution-status in others.

The legend of how the current form and distribution of teyyāt.t.am was estab-
lished in the Kōlattiri’s domains illustrates something of the caste and status
mediations and the challenges these posed in Kerala’s late medieval social order.
The creation and establishment of the 39 chiefly teyyams of this realm is attrib-
uted to one Man.akkāt.an Gurukkal., a powerful sorcerer-magician of the then
Untouchable Washerman caste, the Van.n. āns. His fame was such that his chief
disciple and attendant, against the norms of caste-pollution, was even a member
of the chiefly Nāyar caste.

Eventually the notoriety of the Gurukkal.’s supernatural accomplishments
brought him to the attention of the Kōlattiri Rāja, who summoned him to his
palace. While en route and at court, Man.akkāt.an was subjected to a number of
natural and supernatural tests by the king and his agents, in all of which he
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handily triumphed. His final trial was to single-handedly perform the teyyāt.t.ams
of 39 different gods in the span of a single night. He not only succeeded in this,
but the king was so impressed that he commanded these teyyams to be estab-
lished throughout his territories. These 39 comprise some of the most promi-
nent teyyams connected with notable lineages and their territorial centers,
including that of the king’s family, though they also include more rustic and,
from a Brahmanical perspective, even quasi-demonic beings. Given the social
affinities, depth, and spread of teyyāt.t.am, there is little likelihood that this legend
relates to its actual origins; rather, it seems clear that this represents a move-
ment of consolidation, in which a core of the teyyam tutelaries of prominent 
lineages (many of which were upwardly mobile from humbler origins) were
organized into the ritual network of this king’s polity, with the royal cult at the
center.

The caste tensions inherent in such incorporations, however, are evident in
the conclusion to the legend. Having shamed the king and his nobles through
the course of his meteoric rise, Man.akkāt.an determined to pre-empt the
ignominy of their almost certain attempts at vengeance. Like the Can. kam heroes
of old, he therefore sat facing the north, in a rite of deliberately relinquishing
his mortal life (cf. Hart 1975). Though Man.akkāt.an Gurukkal. is not himself
celebrated as a teyyam (his empowering family goddess, however, is), his final
resting place is surmounted by a monument of laterite stone, dedicated by the
king, in which his living presence still resides. There he is regularly worshipped
through vows and periodically offered liquor and massive blood sacrifices in 
collective calendrical rites. While the formal aspects of teyyam worship are dif-
ferent, we can see in the social dynamics of Man.akkāt.an’s life-story, demise, and
subsequent worship a theme of subaltern defiance and elevation common to
many teyyam liturgies.

The Social Organization of Worship

Teyyāt.t.am festivals are commonly celebrated on a yearly basis in the grounds of
shrines and temples where a particular group of one or more deities are housed.
Festivals may be held less often at some shrines, though as with the annual 
celebrations, the dates are astrologically fixed by tradition. Shrines were, and
usually still are, owned or managed along specific family, lineage or clan, and
therefore caste lines, though generally during the festivals, all who wish may
come to worship in a regulated fashion, according to traditional precedence. The
castes sponsoring such shrines run all the way from the highest Brahmans, to
the lowest of the traditional avarn.a castes, though not surprisingly, there are 
differences in means, structural and ritual elaboration, and behavioral norms
associated with these levels of worship.

A specific cluster of named and individuated teyyam deities are hereditarily
installed in any given shrine, and designated lineages within specific castes of
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performers have exclusive, hereditary rites to perform each particular teyyam
deity in any given locale. Teyyam shrines are often still the prominent, and some-
times the only, community religious institution among the lower castes. For the
middle and upper castes, however, teyyam shrines may be attached as adjuncts
to a larger temple structure for Brahmanically worshipped deities, sometimes
structurally set apart, sometimes accommodated within the walls of the former.

In addition to the lower-caste teyyam performers who come to incarnate a
deity during a teyyāt.t.am, most of the lower and middle castes have additionally
members of their own particular caste who serve as priests to teyyam images in
the shrine, ministering to them several times a month, or even daily. A class of
these, called Vel.iccappāt.us or Kōmarams, are themselves possession mediums for
their teyyam deities, dedicated each to his particular deity, usually for life. They
undergo ritually induced possession when worshippers come to the shrine at set
times once or twice a month to consult the teyyam deities, though a few undergo
more spontaneous episodes of possession outside of the ritual context. They also
frequently perform their oracular rites in conjunction with the regular teyyam
forms during the annual festival. In contrast to the elaborate costuming and
make-up of teyyāt.t.am dancers during the annual festivals, these priests always
have only a light and standardized costume of a few ornaments, weapons, and
other ritual insignia. Depending on their caste traditions, they may have special
red waist-cloths for these occasions of possession. Others wear only the regular
bleached cloth (mun.d. u) of daily wear, but in most cases there are preparatory
baths and purification rites before the onset of possession.

A typical lower or middle-caste shrine complex generally consists of a laterite
walled compound, with one or more free-standing wooden shrine-rooms,
slatted, brightly painted, fronted with wooden carvings of supernaturals, and
roofed in tile. Each shrine room is generally dedicated to one, though sometimes
more, teyyam deities, whose spiritual power may be installed in a full image of
metal, a flat icon, a metal mirror, or simply a sword standing on a masonry plat-
form or a wooden stool. Except for the nightly lighting of lamps outside the
shrines, most teyyam images are activated in worship only during the teyyāt.t.am
festivals or bi-monthly priestly rites, and so at other times these shrine-rooms are
closed and locked. Subsidiary teyyams often have their own loci in simple stone
or laterite altars, placed at other points in the compound, before which per-
formers dedicated to those deities incarnate their gods.

Some of the traditionally lowest castes, and those presently or formerly of
“tribal” designation, may have only a small altar in a forest clearing, or only a
clearing itself, into which a ritual stool (pı̄t.ham) will be brought and set up for a
teyyam performance. Occasionally these clearings are adjuncts to fuller teyyam
shrines of higher castes, the lower teyyams being done in conjunction with
larger and higher caste teyyams nearby, with rites of interaction between the
deities. In other cases, such clearings are for communities with their own rela-
tively autonomous performances and deities.

For the more prominent, permanently structural shrines, the occasion of the
regular teyyam festival is conjoined with the caste or community that owns the
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shrine conducting its own pūja rites on the enshrined images. These are usually
carried out by its own shrine priests, including the ecstatic oracles dedicated to
each god, though for the higher castes, a Brahman or other priest of the temple-
servant castes may be brought in for special pūjas as well. In any case, only these
priests will be allowed inside the shrine-rooms to handle and minister to the
images, and these rites are closely modeled on the tantric or Āgamic worship
common to Kerala and south India generally (Davis 1991, Diehl 1956).

Often there are relations of traditional hierarchical subordination of the
castes sponsoring a teyyāt.t.am to one or more higher castes in the vicinity. In that
case the teyyam festival is inaugurated by lamps in the teyyam shrine being lit
with a flame brought by shrine priests from the temple that is associated with
these higher castes. Thus the social hierarchy is mirrored in the divine energy
of the gods flowing down the chain of authority, from the temple gods to the
teyyam shrine through the medium of the flame. In any case, however, it is 
the flame used in worship of the teyyam shrine’s images that will be passed out
by the priests, (and through insulating intermediaries in the case of higher caste
priests) to the teyyam performers. This represents the actual spiritual energy or
power (caitanyam or śakti) of the enshrined images being transferred to the
lower-caste dancers. As we shall see below, the ritual elaborations that this trans-
fer takes are significant.

The Rituals of Worship and Possession

Once the particular performers from the families entitled to perform a particu-
lar shrine’s gods have been appointed for that year’s festival, they will each
approach the shrine in a fixed order during their inaugural rites. Each separate
performing caste will have their own caste-segregated make-up rooms where
they will take up residence for the duration of the festival, which may run from
one or several days to an entire week. The gods are performed in a traditionally
stipulated order for each shrine, each in a preliminary and more simply cos-
tumed form on the first night, to be followed on the next or subsequent days with
the more highly elaborated and individuated full-teyyam costume.

There are actually two generic kinds of these preliminary forms, and every
teyyam god will have one or the other form exclusively associated with it. The
simpler of the two forms is called tōr

¯
r
¯

am, which is also the name for the teyyam
songs generally, and consists only of a special red waist-cloth, a vertically rising
frontlet tied across the brow, belled anklets and various other ornaments and
jewelry. The more complex form, the vel.l.āt.t.am, has warrior-style pleated waist-
cloths and leggings, a wooden waist-piece, a winged wooden crown, and a crude
but standardized pattern of facial and body make-up.

The various gods all have the same basic costume and appearance in the tōr
¯

r
¯

am
or vel.l.āt.t.am phase, whereas the fuller teyyam form, donned later by the same 
consecrated performer for that deity, is highly differentiated and individuated,
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with its particular configuration of elaborate costuming and crown, facial and
bodily make-up, and insignia that mark it as an immediately recognizable and 
distinct being. If we range the various forms of possessed dancer associated with
teyyam deities on a continuum we thus find a steady progression of increasing
ornamentation and complexity from the shrine oracle priests, through the tōr

¯
r
¯

am
to the vel.l.āt.t.am and into the iconographically elaborate teyyams proper. This 
suggests that historically either distinct earlier forms of costume merged into
teyyāt.t.am, or that earlier forms of possessed worship have undergone this 
iconographic elaboration in partial emulation of the fixed images of the high
temple (though influence in the opposite direction is clear as well).

Since the ritual transformation of the performer into the god is the most cen-
trally significant aspect of the teyyāt.t.am, I wish to dwell on a few of the most
important elements of these rites to mark some larger points. For the tōr

¯
r
¯

am cel-
ebration of a particular deity, each dancer comes individually before the opened
shrine in which the priests have been performing pūja to receive from them a
folded banana leaf containing sandalwood paste and a ritual vessel of water
(kin.d. i). The dancer uses these to sprinkle himself and daub the paste over speci-
fied parts of his body in a prescribed fashion, starting with his head and ending
at his feet. This sandalwood paste comes from the deity and being co-substantial
with it, helps to transubstantiate the body of the dancer into that of the god. The
places the paste is daubed are additionally said to correlate with the significant
nodes and portals of the body according to the physiological conceptions of
tantra, through which the performer absorbs, and is purified by, the divine
energy. Some compared this explicitly with the ritualized bodily purification, the
deha-śuddhi rites of tantric priests (cf. Flood 2000).

Following this, a second folded leaf is passed out which contains raw rice, five
burning wicks, five betel leaves, and pieces of areca nut. The performer rever-
ently tosses some grains of rice into his mouth, over his head and towards the
shrine, then wafts the flames thrice towards his brow, inhaling the vapors. This
leaf kit is then carried to a special masonry altar off to the north of the shrine,
called the kalaśa-tar

¯
a, or toddy-pot altar, and there the five leaves are laid out,

reverenced, and their essences ritually circulated through the dancer.
As informants said of these rites, “the conception behind this is not just that

when the teyyam performer gets this (leaf-packet) he is made worthy to put on
the costume; rather, through that lamp’s flame, he is actually being given the
divine power . . .” Aside from the evident continuation of the theme of absorb-
ing the god’s energy through consumption of the god’s rice and of the divine
flame’s energy, the rites at the toddy-pot altar have added significance. This
structure is a sacrificial altar, named for the pot of alcoholic toddy (kalaśam) that
sits atop it and that will later be carried with the teyyam in procession by a special
priest of the toddy-tapper caste whose presence is mandatory at all teyyams. It
is also the altar where blood sacrifices will later be offered, liquor and blood being
potent substances of empowerment in the non-Brahman worldview. In these
preliminary rites, the five wicks laid out are said to represent the five vital forces
or life’s breaths (prān.a) of the performer, with which he at once offers up his own
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substance as a sacrifice (areca nut being a regular substitute for a body in tantric
rites), and absorbs the life’s energies of the god in their stead. Some performers
indeed referred to the system of inner vessels or nād. is known to tantric physiol-
ogy, along which this energy is conducted through the body.

Completing these rites, and tying on a headband representing the tradition’s
gurus along with a frontlet, the dancer comes before the main shrine and begins
to sing the tōr

¯
r
¯

am songs of the deity. The first of these songs is significant, for it
is the invocation, the vara-vil.i (literally “call to come”), addressed to the deity.
Rather like the āvāhana or invocation of a standard temple pūja, it summons the
god into one’s presence, but like the tantric variety of ritual to which it is akin,
the site of that divine presence is one’s own body–mind complex. This becomes
clearer in the progression of the main tōr

¯
r
¯

am songs that are then sung by the
dancer and his support troupe.

In archaic or sometimes Sanskritized varieties of Malayalam, these tōr
¯

r
¯

am
songs variously recount in fixed compositions for each specific god its biograph-
ical life and deeds (often as a former human being), its origins and migrations in
terms of the various locales and shrines where it was established (culminating
with the place of current performance), and poetic descriptions of its costumed
appearance, or imaginative enhancements built on the same. All of these themes
converge in their common performative purpose, in that they work to recreate
the actual presence of the deity in the body and person of dancer, through ver-
bally repeating the highlights of its genesis and development as a person, and
then ritually indexing these to the current context and bodily site of possessed
enactment. This is the very force of the word, tōr

¯
r
¯

am, where the root meaning
is “to seem” or “appear,” but with a transitive force of agency and effective cre-
ativity that lacks any simple English equivalent (unless we perhaps conjoin the
separate physical and mental significations of our word, conceive).

This transformative trajectory culminates in a final song of actual possession
(ur

¯
accal tōr

¯
r
¯

am), which may narratively conclude with the death and apotheo-
sis of the now divine protagonist, whom the dancer now becomes. Ritually, this
culmination of the song is signified by the performer receiving a mirror into
which he peers (figure 14.1). The force of this act is universally acknowledged
by performers, as in the following explanation:

When he looks into the mirror, the conception will arise, “This is not my form –
this is the actual form of the goddess that I am seeing” . . . The act here is the seeing
of the sacred face by the sacred face, a divine occasion in which they are fused
through seeing each other.

The songs and rituals that bring on the possession state are basically the same
for the preliminary tōr

¯
r
¯

am or vel.l.āt.t.am of the god as for the full teyyam form.
The latter, more elaborate teyyam rituals are always done by the same dancer
consecrated for the preliminary rites, generally the next day. The costuming for
the full form, which takes place in the make-up room, is generally quite elabo-
rate and complex, the facial make-up alone taking sometimes several hours to

the teyyam tradition of kerala 315



apply. The costuming may include elaborate configurations of pleated cloth, and
lacquered and gilt wooden pieces, in addition to sometimes valuable ornaments
and items of jewelry. The make-up room itself (an. iyar

¯
a) accordingly becomes a

locus of the prolonged ritual transformation of the dancer, where empowering
liturgical verses may be sung (an. iyar

¯
a-tōr

¯
r
¯

ams), in addition to those performed
before the main shrine. When the costuming is nearly completed, save for the
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placement of the crown, the performer is led from the make-up room before the
shrine, where he usually sits on a ritual stool (pı̄t.ham – again a term and concept
of tantric significance), for the singing of the final tōr

¯
r
¯

am songs. As the verses
that bring on possession are sung, the crown is fitted and tied into place, the
teyyam is handed the weapons of the deity from within the shrine, and the god’s
power is brought out as before in the form of the shrine’s flame, and reflexively
fixed and acknowledged through the dancer gazing into the mirror. Shrine offi-
cials throw rice grains over the crowned deity from within the shrine, an act of
royal and divine consecration.

With the onset of possession, the dancer begins to tremble and shake, and
finally gives way to dance. The dances (āt.t.am) for which the teyyāt.t.am festival is
named interweave several phases of dance proper, interspersed with various
other rites in interaction with shrine officials and worshippers. There is a gen-
erally mandatory procession of the god from the toddy-pot altar, led by a priest
of the toddy-tapper (Tı̄yya) caste carrying the colorfully decked toddy-pot on his
head, accompanied by attendants with chowries, canopies, and tasseled orna-
mental umbrellas. At various points there are rites that, like the initial receipt of
the shrine’s weapons and flame, periodically recharge or reconfirm the flow of
divine power to the teyyam. Such transfers of symbolic media with the priests
inside the shrine-room include rice, burning lamps, the god’s own weapons, and
other sacred insignia such as woven umbrellas. In dances with the shrine’s own
oracle-priests, this divine śakti may be tangibly passed back and forth between
possessed priest and teyyam, making the recipients alternately reel or leap spas-
modically in place, or leading them into concertedly controlled joint dances of
wonderful precision and power.

At the close of the main dance phase personal interactions, first with shrine
officials, then with gathered devotees begin, the teyyam speaking in the first-
person voice of the deity itself. Blessings are given out, contributions are
received, and disputes may be presented before the god for settlement. Addi-
tionally, there may be an extended procession of the dancer out of the shrine
compound and on a journey through the neighboring settlement to visit 
worshippers’ families and other temple-sites, as the god itself. Finally, the deity
returns to its shrine and to the toddy-pot altar, where, depending on the nature
of the particular god, it may preside over a chicken sacrifice before a large caul-
dron of artificial blood (kuruti). This is alternately interpreted as a great blood
sacrifice either to the deity itself, or to the numerous ghostly hordes in its charge,
depending on the degree of Sanskritization at the shrine and among the per-
formers. After a final round of blessings before the main shrine, the dancer
removes his crown and retires to the make-up room. If this is his last dance as
the god during this festival, this final rite is accompanied with a ceremonial
return of the divine energy back out of the performer’s person and into the
custody of the shrine officials.

Where a shrine houses a number of such deities, they are sequenced over one
or more days, with repeat performances of the lesser deities on successive days,
culminating in the final and grandest performance by the principal deity of the
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shrine. Not surprisingly, this will generally be the leading family deity of the most
powerful lineage who founded or who presently controls the shrine.

The Social Place of Divine Beings and Powers

The range of types of teyyam deities is quite great, reflecting their origins at
various levels in the social hierarchy and under different sets of historical cir-
cumstances. All of the data as to their various origins, natures, and histories 
are preserved in the fixed liturgies which are sung to invoke their presence for
worship, and, to a lesser extent, in the ancillary legends that worshippers circu-
late about them. (There is, however, a fairly strict hierarchy of expert knowledge
operative here, where worshippers routinely refer one to, or cite, the liturgies and
professional performers or oracle-priests as the authentic sources of truth in
these matters.)

Many teyyams, those who represent the original prototype, I would argue,
derive from the apotheosis of formerly living human beings. In apparent 
contrast, others are represented, from their birth, as gods, usually as localized
incarnations of Puranic Hindu deities, created for some special purpose in local
circumstances. The “human” teyyams themselves, however, seem to undergo
apotheosis, often after miraculous deeds and violent death, only because of the
divine power already inherent within them. Relatedly, many of the originally
godly teyyams, likewise, are reported to have wandered about in human form,
interacting with other human characters as members of their social communi-
ties. The essential point suggested here is that there is no clear ontological break
between the human and the divine in this cultural context, but rather a contin-
uum of expressions of powers, always divine to the extent they manifest an 
awesomely heightened effectiveness, and always human, to the extent that they
emerge from social relations in a narratively historical context. This narrative
continuum of the human–divine power spectrum is fully consonant with, and
perhaps even necessary, as the discursive support for a performative mode of
worship whose whole rationale is the demonstrated transformation of low-caste
human beings into the tangible embodiments of living gods.

The worldview of teyyam clearly implies that the entirety of human life at its
various levels – physical, social, and political – is suffused with unseen powers.
The varying organizational scale and levels of teyyam rites indicate as much, for
they range from occasions of individually contingent vows, consummated with
teyyāt.t.ams performed in family homesteads, to prominent temple festivals, of
intricate social organization and calendrical coordination (sometimes planned
over decades), drawing on communities over an entire region. It is in the narra-
tive content of the liturgies themselves, however, that the varied levels of origin
and pertinence of divine powers are most clearly in evidence. Teyyams who orig-
inate in the political context of rule and warfare range from the tutelary goddess
of the Kōlattiri Rāja, who defeated an arch enemy-demon to secure the kingdom,
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down to the apotheoses of local chiefs, warriors, and military henchmen. Other
teyyams have a more caste-specific focus, representing milieus special to a par-
ticular lifestyle, and sometimes in conflict with other castes in terms of social
authority or status relations around ritual purity and pollution. Familial levels
of concern generate teyyam deities as well, around authority and social controls
within the family, around peculiarly marked ancestral figures, and, significantly,
in terms of the oppression and wrongful deaths of various women who become
goddesses subsequent to their deaths. Finally, there are various individuals who
set themselves apart in special achievements that entail the quest for and control
of divine powers: healers, scholars, sorcerers (mantravādis), martial arts experts,
hunters, and even traders who operate in dangerous territories, may all be
singled out as individuals whose surfeit of power marked them as divine.

This spectrum of human–divine powers, being arrayed in an inherently hier-
archical system of social dominance, frequently takes on an agonistic and con-
testatory character, lending teyyam its characteristic narrative and performative
violence. Among those teyyams of human derivation, as earlier noted, some
clearly have their origins in the vengeful ghosts of lower-caste victims of social
or political oppression, or of women, often murdered by their own male kinsmen
in the enforcement of gender hierarchy. Others arise from great hunters or
martial champions, whose low-caste origins and rise to power clearly harbored
elements of challenge to the sociopolitical status quo. Still others are powerful
warriors to begin with, who murder and conquer other peoples, establishing
their own new order of power relations at the cost of pre-existing polities (figure
14.2).

Similarly for those of even initial godly status, there are usually relations of
social hierarchy or conflict that lead to violence against their often demonized
Others, in which social elements of relative status, power, and imputations of
impurity drive supernatural struggles that inevitably draw human characters
into the fray, establishing charters for lasting institutions and relationships. A
typical example might be the case of Kun.d. ōr

¯
a Cāmun.d. i (figure 14.3). She is ini-

tially created by Śiva to kill the demon Dārikan in the Kerala-specific recasting
of a standard Puranic theme. Since this Cāmun.d. i, however, is polluted from 
the carnage of her successful battle, she is banished from Śiva’s presence and
ordered to travel to local holy bathing spots (tı̄rtha), where she must seek purifi-
cation. Instead of finding the enjoined purity, however, in visiting such places
she forms agonistic relations with Brahmans, whose rites she disrupts, and who
accordingly struggle, unsuccessfully, to banish and exorcise her. She similarly
afflicts a local king and his kingdom, committing cow-slaughter in his barns to
feed her appetite for blood, attacking the local temples in her demands for a place
as a deity, and finally killing the Brahman priests when this is refused. Through
such acts she eventually extorts acts of placation from the populace, is promoted
to the status of a goddess, and is enshrined by a Brahman chief of Kun.d. ōr

¯
a

(whence her name), under the patronage of the king. As I have demonstrated at
length in my larger work (Freeman 1991), such narratives frequently recall real
political and social struggles, in our historical sense, as well as forming divine
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charters, both locally and in extended regional networks, that sanction ongoing
relations of authority, community and worship. Kun.d. ōr

¯
a Cāmun.d. i is today a

popular teyyam, performed by the traditionally polluting Vēlan caste, in which
they offer liquor and blood sacrifice to placate this goddess, even as they perform
her in the compounds of Brahman sponsors. The narrative tension of the myth
around issues of caste, social control, and relations of pollution is thus preserved
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today in the rituals themselves, and chartered by continuing links to prominent
families and shrines, on the one hand, and to historically Untouchable and
impoverished dancer-priests, on the other, that keep the tensions alive in the
present relations of patronage and performance.

It should be clear from such cases and others I have alluded to, therefore, that
though the distribution of teyyams, as embodiments of divine power, runs the
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social institutional gamut of worship from the highest castes to the lowest,
teyyam narratives and performances may also harbor within them a contesta-
tory and symbolically violent set of claims against traditional authority struc-
tures. There is thus a major strain of resistant religion that informs teyyāt.t.am,
in keeping with its largely subaltern performative province and community
organization. Some intellectuals identifying themselves with the Dalit resur-
gence have even recently enlisted teyyam myths as representative of their strug-
gles (Ayrookuzhiel 1996).

Related Traditions in the World of Teyyam: Tantra 
and Mantravādam

In the wider culture of this region, however, two earlier mentioned religious
complexes that span and link the caste order, cannot be severed from the context
of teyyāt.t.am, or from each other. These are the traditions of Kerala’s tantric mode
of temple worship and that of mantravādam. Kerala’s prominent Brahman caste,
the Nambūtiris, are avowedly tantric in terms of the rites by which they conduct
the installation and worship of temple images throughout Kerala. By tantric, I
mean in this context, that the Kerala priest relies on classic tantric teachings of
the psychophysical powers immanent in the human body, to first invoke the deity
of worship into his own body, and only then to transfer its power, through his
own metabolic life’s energy or breath (prān.a) into the fixed image in the temple’s
sanctum. As I have written at length elsewhere (Freeman 1998), it is not a great
stretch to posit that a long and complex historical relation underlies the promi-
nence of tantric worship as official Hinduism in Kerala – essentially involving a
mini-possession each time the god is invoked in daily worship – and the eminence
that overt possession, epitomized in teyyāt.t.am, as a dominant popular mode 
of worship in south India has enjoyed over at least the past two millennia. The
paradigm of Brahmanical worship as essentially a muted form of possession thus
reflects, on the high end of the social scale, an historical mediation whose results
we also saw in the incorporation of a tantric rationale for the ritual acts of teyyam
possession reviewed earlier, at the lower end of the spectrum.

Similarly, the whole complex of mantravādam, problematically rendered as
“sorcery” or “magic,” runs the gamut of the social hierarchy. In the Brahmani-
cal register, rites of mantravādam are essentially contingent and private rites of
controlling, marshalling, or exorcising various gods and demons through rites
of tantric worship that are closely cognate to those used in the temple, but with
generally temporary sites of invocation and various props and effigies for manip-
ulating sacred powers (Freeman 1999). In the traditionally low-caste register,
those castes who perform teyyāt.t.am practice similar rites of mantravādam for
similarly personal purposes, in which they additionally take on the costumed
forms of special teyyams to invoke and control these same divine and demonic
powers. Again this suggests a long period of historical interaction and synthe-
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sis between the various castes, in which similar conceptions of divine and
demonic powers, and similar technologies of control through animate and 
inanimate mediums of “possession,” get differently realized according to con-
trastively more Sanskritic, versus more indigenous, linguistic and ritual idioms.
Here teyyāt.t.am grades into lower-caste mantravādam, just as surely as 
Brahmanical tantric practice informs the mantravādam of higher castes.

Thus the larger point to grasp in the relation of teyyāt.t.am to both tantric doc-
trines and to mantravādam is that popular religion and magic in south India 
are both predicated on immanent local powers whose worship entails ritually
intensifying that immanence through divine “possession,” whether of normally
animate humans or through their inanimate surrogates. The natural imma-
nence of these powers is revealed in the fluidity of boundaries between the divine
and human, the living and the dead. Since these powers are immanently human,
they are also social, and thus we can see how teyyāt.t.am, putatively “low-caste”
religion, is actually and pervasively “popular” Hinduism. It was of course inti-
mately and integrally part of the life-world of all the laboring castes, but it was
simultaneously a powerful index of martial prowess and authority for all those
involved in traditional polity, and it also epitomized the dreaded Other of low-
caste religious power against which Brahmanism defined itself, and which it
therefore came to assimilate in veiled, but unmistakable ways.

Premodern Gods in Postmodern Kerala

One of the most remarkable aspects of teyyam for the historian of religion is 
the extent to which belief-structures, ritual practices, and social forms from pre-
modern south Indian life-worlds seem to be stubbornly maintained, and even
celebrated, in the midst of modern, globalizing Kerala. Officially secular educa-
tional systems, where science and technology are at a premium, socially egali-
tarian institutions which deny, in principle, the relevance of caste, and a political
scene largely shaped, and frequently dominated, by a putatively Marxist party,
all sit cheek-by-jowl with teyyāt.t.am. We have reviewed the extent to which
divine and magical powers, their ritual harnessing and manipulation, the 
continued life and presence of the ancestral dead, and their channeling through
incarnate possession vehicles all point to sustaining a worldview very different
from the empirical scientism of high modernity.

While there have been some avowedly “progressive” attempts to administra-
tively integrate and re-organize some teyyam shrines at a wider “community”
level, in my experience, these are for the most part rhetorical and symbolic; the
majority of these institutions remain clearly associated with hereditary lineage
control within particular castes, with offices, titles, insignia, and powers that
devolve in ancestral lines and that link them to the very historical identity of the
gods enshrined there. And in any case, these managerial concerns are largely a
matter of administering the economic resource-base of the shrine during festival
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times. When it comes to the enduring ritual offices themselves, the shrine 
priests, officiants, and of course, the teyyam performers are all filling their titled
roles according to a highly regulated hereditary, caste protocol. Different caste
names and conventions of address according to caste status from the medieval
order all apply in the rites themselves, in and through the very voice of the god’s
possessed vehicle. Even the demarcations of ritual space still create zones of caste
inclusion and exclusion, keyed to accord with the traditional purity norms of the
controlling shrine members. Discriminations, supposedly extinct, that would
create revolt in other, more secular public forums, reappear and are embraced as
ancestrally charged and potent mandates for accessing divine powers in this reli-
gious context.

In a wider extension of these same kinds of relations, we find former political
organizing principles and institutions resurfacing as well. While the largely
Marxist movements have gone far in refiguring patterns of land control and
associated social inequalities at many levels we would consider “political,” the
earlier order in which religion and polity were intertwined in a more pervasively
felt set of institutional ritual “norms” (ācāram), is preserved in relations between
and across the network of teyyam shrines. Thus, hierarchical relations between
Brahmanical temples and lower-caste teyyam shrines still find overt ritual
expression, as with the earlier mentioned rite of transferring flames from
temples’ lamps to their subordinate shrines. Processional prestations (kāl

¯
ca) of

produce and goods are routinely made from former subjects and their shrine rep-
resentatives to their former overlords as part of the celebrations. Former tenants
seek ritual “permission” from their historical landlords and chiefs to conduct
their festivals and accord them special honors and dignities in the shrines. Re-
ciprocating ritual visits persist between former martial allies and dependants
during each others’ teyyam festivals. These and many other complex relations of
“traditions and rites” (ācārānus.t.hānan

.
n
.
al.) reenact, without apparent protest or

embarrassment, many of the so-called “feudal” sociopolitical hierarchies that
Kerala so prides itself on having eradicated in secular forums. Many of the shrine
ritual offices and the various dignities of the teyyam dancers themselves are still
ritually ratified and their “ritual names” (ācārappēr) conferred by the des-
cendants of kings, who become once again “rājas” for the occasion, at their
“palaces” (kōt.t.ārams). This culminates in the fact that the territorial norms that
regulate and define different sub-traditions within the practice of teyyam, still
largely conform to the territorial boundaries of the otherwise defunct medieval
kingdoms.

For the historian, humanist, and social scientist alike, the persistence of
this whole complex obviously raises perplexing problems for the construct of
“modernity” itself, and the place of religion and tradition within it. The peren-
nial vigor of traditions like teyyam suggest ways that secular modernity itself
may sometimes be relativized by a fundamentally religious reframing. It is clear,
in any case, that the Hindus of northern Kerala maintain the prominence of
teyyam in their social lives not as a mere curiosity or relic of tradition. In addi-
tion to the motives we may problematically recognize as religious, my sense is
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that for many teyyam also defines the space of an alternate worldview and hedge
against their continued colonization by Western epistemes that purport to be
global in their reach and penetration.

Note

1 The author’s dissertation (1991) would still seem to provide the most comprehensive
cultural and historical coverage of teyyam worship in English (there are numbers of
studies in Malayalam cited therein); other general treatments in English include
Kurup (1973), Ashley and Holloman (1990), Pallath (1995), Nambiar (1996), and
a nice pictorial selection in Shah and Sarabhai (1994). See also Menon (1994) for
the modern historical context, and the recent documentary film on one particular
deity (de Maaker 1998).
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CHAPTER 15

The Month of Kārtik And
Women’s Ritual Devotions to
Krishna in Benares

Tracy Pintchman

Oh Krishna, go to Benares
Bring a packet of bracelets for the bride
Bring them in either your pocket or your purse
Climb into bed and gently put the bracelets on the bride’s hand

Oh Krishna, go to Benares
Bring a packet of bindis for the bride
Bring them in either your pocket or your purse
Climb into bed and gently attach one to the forehead of the bride

Oh Krishna, go to Benares
Bring a packet of ankle bracelets for the bride
Bring them in either your pocket or your purse
Climb into bed and gently put the ankle bracelets on her

Oh Krishna, go to Benares
Bring a necklace for the bride
Bring it in either your pocket or your purse
Climb into bed and gently put the necklace on her

Oh Krishna, go to Benares
Bring a packet of toe rings for the bride
Bring them in either your pocket or your purse
Climb into bed and gently put the toe rings on her

Oh Krishna, go to Benares.1

Those familiar with Krishna devotional traditions might find some elements of
the song text quoted above rather surprising. Predominant Krishna traditions,
for example, tend to associate Krishna primarily with Braj, a region just south
of Delhi on the Gangetic plain of North India. According to Sanskritic textual
traditions, Krishna grows up in the Braj countryside living among cowherds and



frolicking on the banks of the Yamuna river. In later life, he leaves Braj to take
up residence in Dvaraka, which lies on the coast in the contemporary state of
Gujarat. In this song, however, Krishna is enjoined to go to the city of Benares,
famously situated on the banks of the Ganges River well to the southeast of Braj,
a city that has been associated primarily not with Krishna, but with Shiva (Eck
1982: esp. 94–145). Krishna traditions also tend to associate Krishna with the
goddess Radha, widely understood to be not Krishna’s wife, but his lover: their
relationship is an illicit one, for Radha is married to another. But in this song,
Krishna is a new groom, enjoined to come join his bride in their nuptial bed and
to decorate her body “gently” (dhı̄re se) with the adornments that mark her new
status as a suhāgin, an auspiciously married woman. Furthermore, the bride in
question is not Radha: it is Tulsi, the basil plant widely associated with the
worship of Vishnu and his forms as the deities Krishna and Ram.

I recorded this song in the city of Benares in the autumn of 1998, during 
the lunar Hindu month known as Kārtik. I had returned to Benares for the third
time in the space of four years to complete research on the religious dimensions
of Kārtik, particularly focusing on women’s devotional traditions associated
with the month.2 During Kārtik, many Hindu women living in and around
Benares gather together in groups along the banks of the Ganges River and
perform ritual devotions that they refer to collectively as Kārtik pūjā (Kārtik
worship). It is in the context of these devotions that I heard female devotees sing
this song, beseeching Krishna to come to Benares and join his new bride, Tulsi,
in their marital chamber. The image of Krishna as Tulsi’s gentle groom and the
nature of women’s religious practices concerning this sacred marriage are
deeply embedded in broader devotional traditions pertaining to Kārtik.

Kārtik as a Sacred Month

When measured against the solar calendar commonly used in the West, the 
first day of Kārtik in Benares usually falls sometime in mid-October, although
this varies from year to year.3 Kārtik is considered the second month of the 
two-month autumn season and the last month before the onset of winter. 
Sandwiched between the hot and humid rainy season and the chilling cold that
often comes in late December and January, Kārtik is widely associated in Benares
with pleasant and hospitable weather. From the perspective of traditional Indian
medicine, the change of season that occurs at this time of year is unhealthful,
leaving the body vulnerable to illnesses, and in Benares I heard people attribute
all kinds of medical problems to the change in the weather. Yet many people 
also declare that autumn is the best season and that during Kārtik the climate
is more pleasant than at any other time of year.

In addition to being welcomed for the change of season that it marks, Kārtik
is also one of the most religiously important months in the Hindu calendar. It is
associated primarily with the worship of Vishnu and hence is most meaningful
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to Vais.n.avas (those whose devotional life centers on Vishnu). At least in Benares,
however, some Śaivas (devotees of Shiva) and Śāktas (devotees of the Goddess)
also participate in month-long devotional observances associated with Kārtik,
although they appear to be outnumbered by Vais.n.avas. Distinctive narratives,
practices of text recitation, and month-long ritual observances bring the month
to life in Benares in people’s homes, in temples, and along the ghāt.s, the stone
steps that line the banks of the Ganges river at the edge of the city.

The merits of Kārtik are especially lauded in sections of the Skanda and
Padma Purān.as that both go by the name “Kārtik Māhātmya” (Glorification of
Kārtik).4 The two Kārtik Māhātmyas are not exactly the same, but they do share
a good deal of content. Significant portions of material appear in both texts in
identical or nearly identical form, and some narrative sections that are elabo-
rated at length in the Padma Purān.a’s version of the text are recounted in abbre-
viated form in the Skanda Purān.a’s version. Some portions of the Kārtik
Māhātmya of the Skanda Purān.a that are not reproduced in the Padma Purān.a’s
version of the text are found elsewhere in the Padma Purān.a in similar or iden-
tical form, and vice versa. During the month of Kārtik the Kārtik Māhātmyas
are recited aloud in homes and temples all over Benares, and it is considered to
be highly meritorious to recite daily a portion the Kārtik Māhātmya in the orig-
inal Sanskrit, have it recited by a Brahmin priest, or at least listen to it. Of the
two versions, that of the Padma Purān.a is by far the one most popularly recited
in Benares, and it is also the one most familiar to the women with whom I per-
formed pūjā throughout the month. Both versions of the Kārtik Māhātmya
include passages glorifying Kārtik, explanations of its religious importance,
descriptions of ritual practices that should be undertaken during Kārtik, narra-
tive material related to the month and its observances, and passages lauding
those who recite the text or listen to its recitation.

The month of Kārtik is also associated with a month-long votive observance
known as the Kārtik vrat (Skt. vrata). Mary McGee describes the term vrat as it
is generally used in contemporary Hindu culture as referring to “a religiously
sanctioned votive observance, that is, a rite performed at a particular time with
a particular desire in mind” (McGee 1987: 17). McGee also notes that central to
the practice of vrats in contemporary India is the notion of niyam (Skt. niyama),
“rule” or “restriction,” which underscores an emphasis in the vrat tradition on
practices that inculcate self-discipline and restraint of the senses (50, 93–5). In
keeping with this emphasis, the month-long Kārtik vrat includes a number of
injunctions for actions and behaviors that are to be upheld throughout the entire
month and that focus on disciplines and restraints pertaining to the mind, body,
and personal conduct.

Food restrictions figure prominently in votive observances, and the Kārtik
vrat, too, entails abstention from certain types of food for the entire month,
including eggplant, white radish, and certain types of pulses. The key obser-
vance of the Kārtik vrat, however, is Kārtik snān (Skt. snāna), daily ritual bathing
before sunrise in a river or other publicly accessible body of water. In Benares
the goal for most Kārtik bathers is the Ganges River. The Ganges is considered a
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goddess in liquid form and is held to be a holy river, eternally pure and purify-
ing. While bathing in the Ganges at any time of year is thought to be meritori-
ous, in Benares the months of Kārtik, Māgh, and Vais. ākh are all recognized as
especially meritorious months for daily Ganges bathing.

The Benarsis with whom I spoke about Kārtik and its merits tended to describe
Kārtik as a highly auspicious month. Generally speaking, auspiciousness is a
desired value in the Hindu tradition associated with well-being and happiness.
Ronald Inden lists several Sanskrit terms often translated to mean “auspicious”
and describes them as including that which is “pleasant, agreeable, propitious,
favorable, salutary, better, fortunate, prosperous, desirable, beautiful, handsome,
good, charming, radiant, beneficial – and, yes, auspicious” (Inden 1986: 30).
Frederique Marglin’s work on auspiciousness in Hindu culture has emphasized
its connection to fertility, prosperity, happiness, and worldly well-being, values
generally associated with householdership (Marglin 1985). While Inden and
Marglin focus on auspiciousness largely as it pertains to worldly pursuits,
Vasudha Narayanan further ramifies the discussion by calling for a clear recog-
nition of two levels of auspiciousness. In her work on Śrı̄ Vais.n.avism, she 
identifies one level of auspiciousness that has to do with everyday life and 
householder values and pertains to things like prosperity, happiness, or the
longevity of a husband – values that are encompassed under the general rubric
of auspiciousness as Marglin describes it. But Narayanan also emphasizes
another level of auspiciousness that encompasses the pursuit of spiritual liber-
ation or moks.a and is associated with the life of renunciation (Narayanan1985:
62). This second level pertains to the achievement of spiritual advancement,
renunciation of the world, and pursuit of the divine.

Kārtik exemplifies and promotes auspiciousness on both of the levels that
Narayanan describes. Much of the symbolism that pervades the month can be
interpreted as conducive to either spiritual or worldly boons, or both, depending
on the devotee, and the line between the two is quite fluid. Many auspiciousness-
related images, themes, and practices that permeate the month are not unique
to Kārtik, but during the month they assume distinctive forms that uniquely con-
textualize auspiciousness while embodying more general themes of auspicious-
ness in Hindu culture.5

Kārtik’s auspiciousness is exemplified by the month’s strong association with
Lakshmi, quintessential goddess of auspiciousness. The full-moon night with
which Kārtik begins, Śarat Pūrn. imā or “Autumn Full Moon,” marks a festival
dedicated to Lakshmi. This celebration is known as Kojāgarı̄ , and in Benares, as
elsewhere, celebrants perform a special form of worship to Lakshmi and ask for
her blessings. The goddess is said to roam the earth on this night asking, “Ko
jāgarti?” (“Who is awake?”), and those who remain awake are considered most
likely to win her blessings. Lakshmi roams the earth again, of course, on Divālı̄ ,
an important and well-known festival that takes place at the junction between
Kārtik’s dark and light fortnights in the middle of the month. Lamps are lit in
great abundance during Divālı̄ to show Lakshmi the path to people’s homes,
filling the city with light. Light is popularly associated with Lakshmi: it is a form
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of the goddess, and as such it embodies auspiciousness. The lighting of lamps is
actually important throughout the entire month of Kārtik, however, not just on
Divālı̄ . Every evening throughout the month, small lamps called “sky-lamps” are
placed in baskets and then hoisted to the top of bamboo poles. These sky-lamps
are displayed mainly on the ghāt.s constructed along the banks of the Ganges.
The Kārtik Māhātmya of the Skanda Purān.a claims that Lakshmi herself comes
to view these lamps throughout the month (7.118–20), and the Dharmasindhu
proclaims that by offering sky-lamps during Kārtik, one obtains Lakshmi, i.e.,
auspicious boons associated with Lakshmi, such as wealth, good health, and
abundance (205).

Light also has esoteric connotations and can be interpreted as symbolic 
of spiritual processes. One finds such an interpretation of the sky lamps, 
for example, in a 1995 volume of the booklet, Rāmānand Prakāsh, “The 
Light of Rāmānand,” published at Śrı̄ Mat.h, a Vais.n.ava monastery located at
the Pañcagan. gā Ghāt. in Benares. Śrı̄ Mat.h is home to a number of monks 
of the Rāmānanda tradition, a celibate Vais.n.ava order. Śrı̄ Mat.h is very active
during Kārtik and is a major organizational and financial power behind 
many of Benares’s public Kārtik celebrations. Here the sky lamps are attributed
a spiritual meaning:

These lamps hidden inside wicker baskets hanging from bamboo have probably
been lit for gods. They have become a mediator between people “down below” and
“people” “up there.” . . . But heaven is nowhere up there, nor do the gods reside
somewhere “up there.” . . . Hanging the lamp in the sky means awakening con-
sciousness in one’s mind. . . . These sky lamps are nothing but an effort to elevate
this consciousness. The gods reside only inside us, and whatever good there is in
the outside world is nothing but an expansion of this inner divinity. (32)

The lighting of lamps each evening during Kārtik also occurs in conjunction
with the worship of Tulsi, the basil plant. Tulsi is specifically associated with
Vishnu, and Vais.n.avas are bid to maintain a Tulsi plant in their homes during 
this month in particular, honoring it every evening by burning a small lamp 
at its base. Tulsi is considered to be an auspicious, purifying, life- and health-
enhancing herb, and many informants in Benares advised me to consume 
it for all manner of ills, from upper respiratory problems to an upset stomach.
Tulsi is also considered a goddess, and during Kārtik she comes to be elevated 
to the status of God’s bride. In Benares Tulsi’s wedding is performed at the appro-
priate time in homes and temples all over the city.

Tulsi is wed to her divine groom on the eleventh of Kārtik’s light fortnight.
This day also marks the end of the cāturmāsa, a four-month period that is con-
sidered to be inauspicious. The cāturmāsa begins right after eleventh of the bright
fortnight of s.ād. h, a day known as Śayanı̄ Ekādaśı̄ , “sleeping eleventh.” It is
believed that on this day Vishnu retires to sleep, floating in a vast ocean on the
back of his serpent Ananta. For the duration of his slumber, which lasts for 
four months, auspicious life-cycle rituals, like marriages, are suspended. 
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Vishnu awakens on the eleventh of Kārtik’s bright fortnight, a date known as 
Prabodhanı̄ Ekādaśı̄ , “waking eleventh.”6 Tulsi’s wedding takes place on this
very day, not only marking the end of the inauspicious cāturmāsa, but also 
establishing the opening of the marriage season for Hindus in North India. 
From this day forward until the next Śayanı̄ Ekādaśı̄ , auspicious life-cycle
rituals, including marriages, are resumed.

The Kārtik Māhātmyas describe the eleventh of Kārtik’s light fortnight as the
day of Tulsi’s marriage to Vishnu, and they enjoin devotees to ritually reenact
the marriage. In this regard, Tulsi acts as a double of Lakshmi, Vishnu’s other
auspicious wife. For the women of Benares, however, Tulsi is wed not to Vishnu,
but to Krishna. Such a distinction might at first appear trivial – Krishna and
Vishnu are, after all, different forms of the same deity, and the female devotees
I interacted with often referred to Krishna, Vishnu, and Ram interchangeably as
“Bhagavān” (Lord). While the distinction between Krishna and Vishnu might
not be terribly important theologically in this instance, however, it is quite impor-
tant mythologically, for distinctive narrative traditions associated with Krishna
come into play in, and are shaped and transformed by, the particular context of
Benarsi women’s Kārtik celebrations.

Krishna and Kārtik

Like Vishnu, Krishna, too, figures prominently in the month of Kārtik. Not only
is daily pūjā to Krishna advocated in the Kārtik Māhātmyas, but various events
associated with Krishna’s life are also celebrated and commemorated throughout
the month. For example, some popular sources associate the day preceding Divālı̄
with Krishna’s victory over the demon Naraka (e.g., Vālā: 157; Gautam: 168).
The first day of Kārtik’s light fortnight marks the celebration of Govardhan pūjā,
worship of the lord of Mount Govardhan (Cow-Dung Wealth), a mountain
located in Braj that is associated with Krishna mythological traditions.7 And the
eighth of Kārtik’s light fortnight, Gopās. t.amı̄ (Cowherd Eighth), is cited in some
contemporary sources as the day that Krishna began not only to graze cattle in
the forest, but also to slay demons (Bharatı̄yā and Ran.vı̄ r: 161; Gautam: 185).

Several informants associated the month of Kārtik with the sum total of
Krishna’s life as a cowherd in Braj, from his birth until his eventual departure
for Dvaraka, even insisting that all the major events of this period of his life took
place during the month of Kārtik. This association is reinforced in Benares in a
series of performances occurring during this month that are known as “Krishna
Lı̄ lā.” These performances take place every evening on Tulsi Ghat beginning on
the twelfth of Kārtik’s dark fortnight and ending just after the month concludes.
The term lı̄lā means “play,” and it encompasses a number of meanings: it refers
not only to theatrical performance, but to Krishna’s “play” in Braj, that is, the
sum total of his life from birth until his departure to Dvaraka. Krishna Lı̄ lā reen-
acts all the major events of this period of Krishna’s life.8
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One of the most famous images associated with Krishna is that of the rāsa-
lı̄lā, the “circle dance,” where Krishna, surrounded by the circle of cowher-
desses, or gopı̄s, in the forest, not only dances with all of them, including Radha,
but also multiplies himself many times over so that he can take each one of them
into his intimate embrace. Some contemporary textual sources link Kārtik with
the rāsa-lı̄lā episode, citing in particular the night of Śarat Pūrn. imā, the full
moon night with which the month begins, as the night that the rāsa-lı̄lā took
place in ancient times, or locating it during the last day or days of the month
(e.g., Underhill 1921: 83; Mukherjee 1989: 210ff; Raghavan 1979: 172). 
The Devı̄-Bhāgavata Purān.a maintains that the Ganges herself first appeared 
in the rāsa-man.d. ala (the dance circle) on the last night of Kārtik, the night 
of Kārtik Pūrn. imā (full-moon), and remains in the rāsa circle on that night 
(851; 854–5). Popular traditions in Benares, however, tend to associate 
the entire month of Kārtik with the rāsā-lı̄lā episode.

Participants in Kārtik pūjā, the pūjā that Hindu women perform on the banks
of the Ganges River throughout the month, consider it to be a version of the
rāsa-lı̄lā transfigured into a form appropriate for human women and enacted
each year in celebration of the earthly rāsa-lı̄lā of ancient times. The songs sung
during the pūjā tend to invoke the term sakhı̄ or “female friend,” a term used to
refer to the gopı̄ companions who accompany and serve Radha and Krishna in
their love play, and in the pūjā circles women refer to themselves and each other
with the same term. In interviews, several informants compared their role in the
pūjā to that of the sakhı̄s and described themselves as repeating or imitating the
sakhı̄s’ devotions to Krishna.9 As one informant explained it,

Krishna-jı̄ did rās with the sakhı̄s, and that is why all we sakhı̄s get together and make
Bhagavān and put Him in the middle. . . . Whatever they did in the past, we are
doing the same thing in the pūjā. Without sakhı̄s, this pūjā cannot be done. . . . In
reality, we cannot get Lord Krishna himself, so we do this. It is the very same thing
(as rās-lı̄ lā). Bhagavān is in the middle of us, and we are doing rās all around him.
We say that we are Krishna’s sakhı̄s and that we are doing rās, we are doing his lı̄ lā.

This informant draws a clear link between the pūjā and the circle dance
episode. It was not uncommon, however, for informants to use the term “rāsa-
lı̄lā” to refer not only the specific episode of the rāsa-lı̄lā, but also to Krishna’s
entire lı̄lā, his entire playful life on earth, and they understand their role in the
pūjā as related to this more expansive sense of the term as well.10 Several infor-
mants likened their role in the pūjā to that of the gopı̄s who cared for and played
with Krishna throughout his many years in Vrindavan. Within Kārtik pūjā, this
role takes on a progressive character and concludes in the arrangement and cel-
ebration of Krishna’s wedding to Tulsi. Hence while the understanding of rāsa-
lı̄lā as the circle dance that facilitates the love-play between Krishna and Radha
in the forests of Vrindavan remains, it is here supplemented by a vision of the
rāsa-lı̄lā as the nurturing of Krishna from childhood to adulthood, a nurturing
that culminates in the fulfillment of parental responsibility through the arrange-
ment and execution of his marriage to a socially acceptable wife.
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Kārtik Pūjā and Krishna’s Wedding to Tulsi

Women who participate in Kārtik pūjā are Kārtik vratı̄s, those observing the
month-long Kārtik vrat by bathing in the Ganges River very early in the
morning. Following their morning ablutions, they gather together in groups
along the ghāt.s at the river’s edge. Participants construct several icons, called
mūrtis, out of Ganges clay, including those of Vishnu and Lakshmi, Shiva,
Ganesha, Radha-Krishna, Tulsi, the moon-god Candrama, the Sun-god Surya,
and the Ganges herself. Forming a circle around the mūrtis, they perform pūjā
while singing devotional songs, called bhajans, particular to this occasion.

Many deities are represented and honored, but several of the bhajans sung
during the pūjā focus specifically on Krishna, and informants told me that the
pūjā itself is largely dedicated to Krishna with the other deities called to be
present chiefly so that they, too, can participate as devotees. In the first song, the
gods are awakened by their consorts so that they can attend the pūjā: Parvati
wakens Shiva, Lakshmi wakens Vishnu, and Radha wakens Krishna. Then while
making devotional offerings to all the icons, pūjā participants themselves waken
Krishna with song, inviting him to arise, cleanse himself, and eat his breakfast.
A subsequent pūjā song celebrates Krishna’s form, enjoining all the sakhı̄s to
focus their gaze on him and enjoy his physical beauty:11

Having bathed and cleaned himself, good Govinda is walking: look at him!
He has a golden pot and is offering water: look at him!
He is playing a golden flute in his hand: look at him!
He has a golden anklet on his ankle and is making a ringing sound with it: look

at him!
He has a golden basket, from which he is offering flowers: look at him!
He has a shiny, golden seharā12 on his head: look at him!
The pı̄tāmbar13 that he is wearing is flapping: look at him!
He is chewing pān14 in his mouth: look at him!
He has put black eyeliner (kājal) on his eyes: look at him!
He is wearing golden sandals and tapping them: look at him!
Oh Krishna, Oh Narayan, take away my worries!

Several other bhajans sung specifically to or about Krishna are also included in
the pūjā, along with ārati songs to the Ganges, the sun-deity Suraj, Tulsi,
Annadev (the goddess of food), and Shiva.

After the main section of the pūjā is completed, participants narrate several
devotional stories. The first story focuses on Ganesha, Lord of Obstacles, and
ideally is followed by four other stories, including at least one story related to 
the particular day in question. Since Friday is associated with the Goddess, for
example, then on Fridays a devotional story related to the Goddess is narrated;
on Thursdays, a story related to Vishnu; and so forth. There is no official story-
teller in the groups, although some women are more knowledgeable and outgo-
ing than others and hence tend to recount more devotional narratives than



other women. Stories narrated include, among others, those related to Kārtik,
Tulsi, the Ganges, and Krishna, all of which are of central importance in the
pūjā itself.

Participants in Kārtik pūjā consider Krishna to be in child form for the first
half of the month. During this period, when the daily pūjā comes to an end, par-
ticipants gather together all the clay icons in the cloth on which the pūjā is per-
formed. They then swing the baby Krishna, along with all the other deities
involved in the pūjā, offering Krishna milk and singing a special swinging song
to pacify him. After this, the clay icons, cloth, and all items offered during the
pūjā are immersed in the Ganges River. Most participants remain and sing several
other bhajans before dispersing. The final end of the pūjā is marked with a dec-
laration about the auspicious fruits of Kārtik bathing, chanted in chorus:

Ram-ji told us to bathe in Kārtik. So we bathe in Kārtik. Why? For food (ann), for
wealth (dhan), for an ever-filled food storage room (bharal bhan.d. ār), for marital hap-
piness (suhāg), for going to Heaven (Vaikunth).

This basic rhythm defines the course of the pūjā for approximately the first 20
days of the month.

On the fifth or eighth of Kārtik’s light fortnight, however, there is a shift. Pūjā
participants have a priest come to their pūjā circle to perform Krishna’s janeū, the
ceremony marking his investiture with the sacred thread, which designates
Krishna’s transformation from child to young man. For this occasion, as for the
marriage itself, a brass mūrti (icon) is used in place of the usual clay one. Pūjā
participants lovingly bathe Krishna in Ganges water and turmeric, dress him in
finery, and sing janeū songs in order to prepare Krishna for his janeū. The priest
is then called to utter the mantras appropriate to the occasion.

In some pūjā circles, the swinging song is no longer sung after this point, since
Krishna is no longer thought to be a child, and there is bawdy joking and
dancing on this day as women begin to look forward to the impending marriage.
In the pūjā circle that my friend and research assistant, Sunita Singh, attended
in 1997, Krishna’s transition to manhood after the janeū was marked by the
reworking of the clay Krishna mūrti from a reclining position to a seated one that
explicitly displayed his newly mature male features, accompanied, apparently,
by a good deal of laughter and off-color joking.

For several days following the janeū, women sing marriage songs in the pūjā
circle before beginning the pūjā itself, marking the impending marriage. During
the intervening days, pūjā participants assume the roles of family members 
on both bride’s and groom’s sides, discussing wedding arrangements, arguing
about dowry, and so forth. Designated participants gather money from the entire
pūjā circle to purchase gifts and other necessary items for the wedding as well.
A special ritual is then performed on the ninth of Kārtik’s light fortnight, a
special vrat day known as Aks.aya Navamı̄ , “indestructible ninth.”

In Benares, women execute a special pūjā on Aks.aya Navamı̄ , which Kārtik
pūjā participants do right after they have finished the Kārtik pūjā. Facing the river
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and the newly risen sun, women use turmeric to draw on the ground a ritual
diagram consisting of thirty squares, called kot.hā. Various offerings are placed
in the squares, and a pandit is called over to recite the appropriate mantras. As
one votary explained to me, observers of the vrat symbolically fill up the kot.h. ā
with spiritual merit, since it is said that any good deed done on this day carries
with it indestructible merit (hence the name, “indestructible ninth”). Kārtik pūjā
participants, however, use this particular ritual to exchange wedding invitations
among Kārtik vratı̄s. In Benares, some kind of food gift may accompany a
wedding invitation, especially if you greatly desire the person’s presence at the
wedding. After the Aks.aya Navamı̄ pūjā is completed, participating women offer
each other prasād from the pūjā as a food gift while orally inviting one another
to the upcoming wedding.

For many Benarsi women, the marriage of Tulsi and Krishna is inextricably
woven into the devotional fabric of Kārtik of the whole. Some, for example, inter-
pret food restrictions associated with the Kārtik vrat as commemorating the fast
that Tulsi undertook in ancient times to attain Krishna as a husband. One
informant described the festivities associated with Śarat Pūrn. imā, the full-moon
night that ushers in the month of Kārtik, as a celebration of Tulsi’s engagement
to Krishna. On this night, it is said that nectar rains down from the moon, and
at nighttime many Benarsis place out on their rooftops white foods, especially
khı̄r (rice pudding), to catch the nectar. The khı̄r and other foods are then shared
among family members the next day as prasād, a practice that this informant
described as sealing Tulsi’s engagement to her future husband. Several inform-
ants claimed that Kārtik pūjā imitates a pūjā that Tulsi herself performed in
ancient times to win Krishna as a husband. Hence, many pūjā participants inter-
pret the entire month of Kārtik in relation to the marriage of Krishna and Tulsi,
and when the day of the marriage finally arrives on the eleventh of Kārtik’s
second fortnight, they celebrate it with great fanfare.

On the day of the wedding, after concluding the daily pūjā, participants clear
and purify a space for the mandap, the marriage pavillion, which is decorated
with bamboo branches. The groom, represented in this context by a brass mūrti,
is brought to the pūjā circle, bathed, and dressed in finery. The bride, a potted
Tulsi plant, is also brought to the circle, dressed in a red wedding sari, and
adorned with tinsel, small mirrors, and other decorations. Gifts are placed before
the bride and groom and displayed as dowry offerings, and participants engage
in a raucous round of gālı̄ – abusive, often crudely sexual songs that women sing
at marriages. As in the janeū, a male pandit is called in briefly to recite the appro-
priate mantras and to collect the dowry items as dān. The participants then 
sprinkle sindūr on the bride’s “head” to mark her new, married status and throw
puffed rice at the newly wed couple.

Krishna’s wedding to Tulsi takes place on the eleventh of Kārtik’s light fort-
night, so the full-moon night that marks the end of the month is still several days
away. In Benares this is the period of the Bhis.mapañcak, the five days of
Bhıishma, when large, clay effigies of the hero are made and worshipped on ghāt.s
all over the city. For many Kārtik pūjā participants, however, these five days mark
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the period between Tulsi’s marriage to Krishna and her departure with her new
husband to her sasurāl, her in-laws’ house, where the newlyweds are to take up
residence. Most of the pūjā participants with whom I spoke understand the
sasurāl to be Vaikunth, the Vais.n.ava heaven that is usually associated not with
Krishna, but with Vishnu. During this time, women’s daily pūjā continues, but
no mūrtis are made; the pūjā is done instead with a plastic or metal box. This
period ends on Kārtik Pūrn. imā, the full-moon night with which Kārtik draws to
a close. Kārtik Pūrn. imā is celebrated with great fanfare in Benares as Deva-
Divālı̄ , the Divālı̄ of the gods. As the full moon rises over the Ganges River, thou-
sands of lamps light the ghāt.s up and down the river along the city’s edge, and
boatloads of spectators float along the Ganges’s waters to enjoy the remarkable
sight.

Women who participate in Kārtik pūjā interpret the five days from Tulsi’s mar-
riage to Kārtik Pūrn. imā as related to both the wedding itself and the ensuing
suhāgrāt, the night on which the marriage is consummated. According to many
informants, these days mark the period that Krishna and Tulsi spend in the 
specially prepared Kohabar, a room in the house that is decorated in a special
way for the wedding and set up for wedding-related pūjā. In some Benaras 
households, newlyweds exchange dahi-gur. , yogurt mixed with raw sugar, in 
the Kohabar of the bride’s natal home after the wedding before departing for the
bride’s sasural. I was also told that in parts of Bihar, the groom remains at the
bride’s house for nine days, and the suhāgrāt is celebrated in the Kohabar. Other
informants insisted that this period had nothing at all to do with the Kohabar:
instead, they said, Tulsi is too young to leave for her sasurāl at the time of her
wedding, so she remains at her natal home until Kārtik Pūrn. imā, the night of
her gauna, when the bride is ceremoniously brought from her natal home to her
huband’s home. In any case, many informants insisted that Krishna and Tulsi 
consummate their marriage and depart for Vaikunth on the night of Kārtik
Pūrn. imā.

Tulsi, Radha, and Realms of Auspiciousness

Many of the women I interviewed in connection with the Kārtik pūjā insisted
both that Kārtik is the time of rāsa-lı̄lā with Radha and the gopı̄s and that
Krishna leaves Radha for the month to spend the time with Tulsi and then marry
her, apparently without feeling that these two versions of events might be mutu-
ally incompatible. In casual conversation, informants even tended to collapse the
two into a single goddess and name them interchangeably as Krishna’s blush-
ing bride. Nevertheless, songs and stories associated with the pūjā paint a picture
of tension between Radha and Tulsi and describe their competition over Krishna.
Consider the following song, for example, which I recorded from the pūjā in
1997. In the song, Krishna appears wearing the garb and ornaments of a
groom, and Radha becomes suspicious.
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Oh, my heart, worship Krishna.15

Laughing, sweet Radha asked, “Krishna, how did that red tilak (auspicious mark)
get on your forehead?”

Krishna said, “Listen, dear Radha, I got the tilak when I went to bathe in the
Ganges river.”16

Laughing, sweet Radha asked, “Krishna, how did that kājal (eyeliner) get on your
eyes?”

Krishna said, “Listen, dear Radha, when I picked up a pen, the ink (from the pen)
got on my eyes.”

Laughing, sweet Radha asked,”Krishna, how did that red color get on your
mouth?”

Krishna said, “Listen dear Radha, my friends fed me pān, and because of that my
mouth has gotten red.”17

Laughing, sweet Radha asked, “Krishna, how did that red color get on your feet?”
Krishna said, “Listen, dear Radha, my heel has become red from walking on a

henna-leaf.”
Laughing, sweet Radha asked, “Krishna, how did your dhoti18 get yellow?”
Krishna said, “The washerman (dhobi) must have changed the dhoti.”
When sweet Radha heard these things, she called the washerman immediately.
“Listen to what I have to say, Washerman: How is it that Krishna’s dhoti got

exchanged for this one?”
The washerman said, “Listen, sweet Radha, Krishna and Tulsi have gotten

married.”
When sweet Radha heard these words, she bolted the door from inside
Krishna said, “Dear Radha, open the door! Tulsi will be your servant (dāsı̄).”

The following song is even more explicit about the tensions between Radha and
Tulsi:

In back of me, there is a Clove tree; cloves fall down from it all night long.
My father cut down that clove tree and made a bed frame, and father wove a bed

out of silk.
The groom Shri Krishna and Queen Rukmini sleep on that bed
Radha and Rukmini sleep there, one on each side, and Shri Krishna sleeps

between them.
Radha asks, “I am asking you, Sister Rukmini, what is it that I smell?”
Krishna is talking and laughing; Tulsi stands just at his head
(Rukmini says,) “That is Tulsi’s fragrance wafting in.”
(Radha says,) “If I get a hold of Tulsi now, I will pull her out by the roots, and I

will throw her into the Ganges River! Then all of my troubles will go away!”
(Tulsi says,) “Go ahead, Radha, go to the Ganges River (and throw me in);

Krishna will bathe in the river. I will touch Krishna’s feet, and my life will be
fulfilled (suphal).”

(Radha says,) “If I get a hold of Tulsi now, I will pull her out by the roots, and I
will throw her in the cooking fire. Then all my troubles will go away!”

(Tulsi says,) “Okay, go ahead and throw me in the cooking fire. Then I will
become fire in the month of Māgh. In Māgh and Pūs, everyone is cold.19

Krishna will warm himself by that fire, and my life will be fulfilled.”



The tension between Tulsi and Radha that is exemplified in these songs has
larger symbolic resonances. Krishna’s proper marital relationship to Tulsi, cul-
minating in their departure for Vaikunth, forms a symbolic counterpoint to the
relationship between Krishna and Radha, whose love-play in Vrindavan is widely
understood as always remaining outside the bounds of marriage. In Vrindavan,
Krishna is eternally at play, and his erotic sport is not bound by dharmic con-
ventions (Kinsley 1979: esp. 56–121). Vaikunth, on the other hand, where
Krishna and Tulsi are widely believed to go when they leave the earthly realm at
the end of Kārtik to take up residence as husband and wife, is the domain of
Vais.n.ava kingship and marriage, both of which are subject to the demands of
dharma. When Krishna marries Tulsi and becomes her proper husband, he
counts Vaikunth, not Vrindavan, as his home. This is the Krishna summoned to
Benares in the song with which this chapter begins.

In his work on performances of Krishna lı̄lā in Braj, John S. Hawley invokes
symbolism of auspiciousness to contrast Vrindavan and Vaikunth (Hawley
1983: 305–6). Krishna’s play in Vrindavan, Hawley contends, is the realm of
dispersed auspiciousness, where auspiciousness flows in all directions and is
“made available to all who thirst.” Vaikunth, on the other hand, represents the
realm of stable auspiciousness, embodied in the goddess Lakshmi – for whom
Tulsi acts as a “double” in the context of Kārtik pūjā – and exemplified in the
marital relationship. Frédérique Marglin contrasts the playful realm of the
young Krishna of Vrindavan, which is characterized by sweetness, with the later,
princely realm of Krishna’s Dvaraka, which is characterized by sovereignty
(Marglin 1985: 195–216). According to Marglin, the eternally lush, forested
bowers of Vrindavan represents a transcendent type of auspiciousness that
never wanes; this is not true of Dvaraka, however, where auspiciousness is tem-
porally bound, and, in accordance with the demands of sovereignty, acquisition
of auspiciousness remains a chief concern. As the divine realm of Vais.n.ava sov-
ereignty, Vaikunth is the heavenly counterpart of Dvaraka.

In Benarsi women’s Kārtik celebrations, Vrindavan and Vaikunth, sweetness
and sovereignty, transcendent auspiciousness and temporally bound auspi-
ciousness all come together at the Ganges’s edge. The world of Kārtik pūjā
celebrates the youthful Krishna’s Vrindavan lı̄lā and the tasting of dispersed 
auspiciousness; but it also welcomes the sovereign glory of Vaikunth and the 
stabilizing of auspiciousness that Krishna’s marriage to Tulsi suggests. While the
former realm embodies sacred ideals pertaining to religious devotion, however,
the latter realm reflects and is allied more closely with the concrete, worldly 
concerns of Hindu women.

David Kinsley (1979) has described the nature of Krishna’s play in Vrinda-
van as embodying the bliss of the divine realm, a bliss that transcends worldly
concern. The call of Krishna’s flute to summon the gopı̄s, Kinsley notes, “cares
nothing for this world and its moral and social laws. . . . It comes from another
world where this-wordly morality and conduct have no place” (99–100). Such
perceptions of the divine permeate the world of Kārtik pūjā, where participants
assume the role of the sakhı̄s and, in their hearts, frolic with Krishna on the
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banks of the Ganges. Yet the devotional realm of Krishna’s carefree sport is far
removed from the realm of real human relations that tend to occupy the space
of Hindu women’s lives. Krishna’s marriage to Tulsi, celebrated so enthusiasti-
cally on the banks of the Ganges, reflects the world of values and conventions
that shape and inform human conjugal relations. When Krishna comes to
Benares to adorn his new bride with the ornaments of a suhagin, a properly
married woman, he enters that world.

In her analysis of women’s symbols, Caroline Walker Bynum notes that
women’s images and symbols tend to continue or enhance women’s ordinary
experience rather than break with that experience (Walker 1996: 74). The
imagery surrounding Krishna and Tulsi that is invoked in the pūjā – raising
Krishna to marriageable age, then arranging and participating in his wedding
to Tulsi – has deep social resonance for Hindu women, whose lives revolve to a
great extent around their roles as brides, wives, and mothers. The child Krishna
frolics eternally in Vrindavan; yet the sons and daughters of women who par-
ticipate in Kārtik pūjā grow up, and when they do, their weddings have to be
arranged. The erotic love play between Radha and Krishna expresses the yearn-
ing of the soul for intimacy with the Divine; yet human women marry, and when
they do, they yearn for a proper husband with whom they can share the earthly
joys of marriage and family. Like Tulsi, many of the married women in Benares
who participate in the pūjā were also carried off after marriage to an uncertain
future in their in-laws’ house; their daughters, similarly, grow up and leave their
natal homes to take up residence in their husbands’ villages and towns. Kirin
Narayan observes that in Kangra, Himachal Pradesh, where Tulsi’s wedding
during Kārtik is also performed, some women make an explicit link between
Tulsi’s life and the lives of human women, identifying Tulsi’s marriage and sub-
sequent uprooting with human women’s marriage and departure for the in-
law’s house (Narayan 1997: 37). In Benares, too, the marital drama unique to
women’s Kārtik traditions is continuous with the norm of women’s lives, repre-
senting in ideal form the marital and parental destiny of numerous Hindu
women in contemporary India.

Notes

1 The epithet used here for Krishna is “Mohan Rasiyā.” The epithet “Mohan” indi-
cates Krishna’s nature as divine “enchanter.” The epithet “Rasiyā” points to his
nature as an “enjoyer” or “taster” of the emotions associated with devotion. Each
line of song text is repeated twice. In this chapter, all songs are translated in ways
that emphasize clarity of meaning, not literal accuracy.

2 This chapter is based on a larger book project currently in process. Support for this
project was supplied by the American Institute of Indian Studies, the National
Endowment of the Humanities, the American Academy of Religion, Loyola
University of Chicago, and Harvard University, which granted me a position as
research associate and visiting lecturer in the Women’s Studies in Religion Program
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in 2000–1 so that I could work intensively on this project. I am grateful to all these
organizations and institutions for their support.

Very special thanks to Sunita Singh, friend and research associate, without
whom I could not have conducted the research on which this chapter is based.
Special thanks as well to my husband, William C. French, who helped me conduct
interviews and collect film footage about Kārtik and Kārtik pūjā in autumn of 1998.

3 Normal discrepancies between lunar and solar calendars mean that dates calcu-
lated by the solar calendar will not consistently correspond year after year to
particular dates calculated by the lunar calendar. In addition, since the lunar year
is about ten days shorter than the solar year, an intercalary month is inserted into
the lunar year every two to three years to correct the discrepancy. When this
happens the month of Kārtik can fall quite a bit later than it does in years that are
not intercalated.

4 Skanda Purān.a 2.4.1–36; Padma Purān.a 6.88–6.117.
5 For more on Kārtik and auspiciousness, see Pintchman 1999.
6 For more on the cāturmāsa, see McGee 1987: 729–31 and 774–8. McGee also notes

that the twelfth (dvādaśı̄) and full moon are also acceptable beginnings for the
cāturmāsa.

7 For more on Govardhan and Govardhan pūjā, see Toomey 1994; Vaudeville 1989;
and Hawley 1999.

8 For more on Krishna Lı̄lā/lı̄ lā as both playful activity and dramatic reenactment see
Hawley 1981 and Kinsley 1979.

9 This type of religious practice in which devotees assume the identities of the gopı̄s
or other divine actors involved in the drama of Krishna’s life is in keeping with many
other forms of Krishna devotionalism, which also emphasize role playing or play-
acting as a vehicle for expressing one’s devotion. See Kinsley 1979, especially
chapter three (122–204), and Haberman 1988.

10 In John S. Hawley’s research on rāsa-lı̄ lā performances in Braj, the term rāsa-lı̄ lā is
also used to indicate both the rāsa-lı̄ lā episode itself and the entire lı̄ lā of Krishna’s
life enacted in liturgical drama. See Hawley 1981 and 1983, chs. 6 and 7.

11 Kinsley notes an emphasis on bodily appearance in Krishna devotion (1979: 77):
“In every Vais.n.ava-Krishna work, be it devotional, poetic, or theological, Krishna’s
physical appearance is doted upon. . . . The attitude of the devotee should be like
that of the gopı̄ who cursed the creator for having given her eyelids that prevented
her seeing Krishna constantly.”

12 The seharā is a type of headpiece that grooms wear at the time of the wedding. The
mention of the seharā here suggests Krishna’s upcoming wedding.

13 Pı̄tāmbar is a type of yellow garment associated especially with Krishna.
14 Pān is a mixture of betel nut, spices, and other additives rolled up in a betel leaf and

chewed for enjoyment. Benares is particularly known for its excellent pān.
15 Bhaju man Govinda, bhaju Gopāl. This refrain repeats throughout the song. For

stylistic reasons, however, I have chosen to omit the repetitions.
16 Krishna here is indicating that a pujari (a ritual functionary) residing on the banks

of the Ganges River put the tilak on his forehead.
17 Chewing pān releases a red-colored juice that stains whatever it touches, especially

the pān-chewer’s mouth and teeth.
18 A dhoti is a type of cloth that is wound around the hips; one end is passed between

the legs and tucked in at the waist. The implication here is that Krishna is wearing
his pı̄tāmbar, a garment that the song implies is suitable for a groom to wear.

19 These are the months falling from roughly mid-December to mid-February.
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CHAPTER 16

The Science of Language

Frits Staal

The assertions and propositions of many Indian sciences are formulated by
means of brief expressions called sūtra, literally “thread” and often translated as
“rule.” The earliest sūtras are the Śrauta Sūtras of the science of ritual (kalpa); the
most perfect sūtras are those of Pān. ini’s grammar of Sanskrit. Both sciences
include, along with the notion of rule, those of paribhās.ā or “metarule,” that is,
a rule about rules; and of rule order, a requirement often formulated by means
of a metarule of the form “Rule A precedes Rule B.” A simple example from ritual
is that the rules about lighting the ritual fire precede those that describe how
oblations are made into it.

Some of the early discoveries of ritualists and grammarians anticipate rules
or techniques in modern linguistics, logic, mathematics or computer science. An
example is the notion of default. The ritual Āpastamba Śrauta Sūtra (24.1.23–6)
singles out default options for oblations, priests, and implements. It specifies that
the default oblation is clarified butter; the default priest, the Adhvaryu; and the
default implement, the juhū ladle. There are degrees of default: when the juhū is
already used, and no other implement is specified, the oblation is made with the
help of the sruva. The notion of multiple default echoes or is echoed by Pān. ini’s
metarule 2.3.1 which deals with kāraka or syntactic relations: “(the following
rules apply) when it [i.e., the kāraka] is not (already) expressed.”

Using metarules and rule order, the ritual and grammatical systems express
recursiveness, that is, they describe an infinite domain of facts with the help of a
finite number of rules. Pān. ini’s commentator Patañjali compares the expressions
of language to rituals of infinite duration and explains (by telling a story about
Br.haspati, Professor of the Gods, trying to teach Sanskrit to Indra) why an
attempt to enumerate all the forms of language can never reach an end. He con-
cludes that “a work containing rules has to be composed.”

Rules can only operate on units that are clearly demarcated. This requirement
was met in the oral transmission of the Vedas: for Vedic mantras are recited in



one breath, the caesura at the end being marked by a pause or the particle iti.
Vedic Brahmins continue to the present day to recite mantras in this manner. 
Ritualists and reciters generally do not know – and need not know – their
meaning; but they know their precise form along with their accents and modes
of recitation which incorporate a good measure of linguistic analysis.

For the Vedas to be orally transmitted, its sentences were analysed “word-for-
word.” This is not easy because Sanskrit possesses sandhi or “junction” (literally
“putting together”). Sandhi is common in spoken English but uncommon in
writing where, for example: the indefinite article “a” is replaced by “an” when 
a vowel follows so that we have: “a book” but “an apple.” (The rule could be 
formulated the other way round depending on what is taken to be the default
option: “an” is replaced by “a” when a consonant follows.) In Sanskrit, sandhi is
all-pervasive, for example:

orvaprā amartyā nivato devyudvatah. (Rigveda 10.127.2)

“The immortal Goddess has pervaded wide space, depths and heights”

The CONTINUOUS RECITATION of this mantra is called sam. hitā-pāt.ha (the word
for “continuous”, sam. hitā, is related to sandhi, and pāt.ha means “recitation”).
The WORD-FOR-WORD ANALYSIS, called padapāt.ha (from pada “word”), is:

ā / uru / aprāh. / amartyā / ni-vatah. / devı̄ / ut-vatah. //

(“per / wide / vaded / immortal / depths / goddess / heights”)

This analysis goes deeper than words: the “pre-verb” ā is separated from the verb
aprāh. (in the translation: “per” from “vaded”). Later rules express sandhi trans-
formations, e.g.:

ā + uru > oru

uru + aprāh. > urvaprāh. ,

where the arrow “>” may be read as: “has to be replaced by”, “changes into,” or
“becomes.”

Generalizations of such rules are the sūtras with which the linguistic study 
of language or “grammar” (vyākaran.a) began. I shall subdivide its history into
four parts or periods: (1) PADAPĀT. HA or “word-for-word” analysis; (2)
PRĀTIŚĀKHYA or treatises that formalize these procedures; (3) PĀN. INI; and (4)
LATER SCHOOLS.

1 Padapāt.ha

The first system we know of is Śākalya’s Padapāt.ha of the Rigveda but it contains
ideas and techniques that may go back to an older period (also preserved in the
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Iranian Avesta). The Padapāt.ha “word-for-word” analysis separated words and
other elements, insuring their proper pronunciation, including accents (which
I omit from our discussion) and orally fixed the corpus or “text” thus contribut-
ing to canon formation during the late Vedic period in eastern India (Videha
around 600–500 bc).

There are several stages in the development of this analysis which depict a
gradual extension or generalization, i.e., scientific progress. At first the separa-
tion between words or stems and suffixes was marked by a brief pause in the
recitation as in the above example from Rigveda 10.127.2 or in r.s.i-bhih. , “by the
seers.” This method was extended to nominal compounds: saptaputram > sapta-
putram “seven sons.” It was called avagraha, “separation” and we express it by a
hyphen though no writing was known in India at this period. Since “separation”
was used in each analysis only once, a problem arose: many compounds consist
of more than two members.

Śākalya’s solution was inspired by semantics: daśapramatı̄m is analyzed as
daśa-pramatı̄m “ten protectors” (i.e., fingers), not daśapra-matı̄m which would
correspond to the equally meaningless “tenpro-tectors.” More complex cases
were taken care of with the help of two other methods of analysis: pragraha,
“marking,” e.g., saptaputram iti; and parigraha, “marking-and-separation,” e.g.,
saptaputram iti sapta-putram.

The Padapāt.ha is an analysis of the Sam. hitāpāt.ha or “continuous recitation,”
but by isolating words from each other, it facilitated the opposite of what was
intended: the forgetting of single words. Special patterns of repetition or vikr. tis
were constructed to minimize this risk. The question arises whether these pro-
cedures were prescriptive or descriptive – a relevant question for the historian of
science since science is presumably descriptive. How can we find out?

If we represent the words of the Sam. hitāpāt.ha as: 1 2 3 4 . . . and the
Padapāt.ha as: 1 / 2 / 3 / 4 / . . . , the next two vikr. ti variations may be repre-
sented as follows:

Kramapāt.ha “Step-by-step recitation”: 1 2 / 2 3 / 3 4 / . . .

Jat.āpāt.ha “Plaited recitation”: 1 2 / 2 1 / 1 2 / 2 3 / 3 2 / 2 3 / . . .

The Kramapāt.ha does not introduce any new sandhi combinations: all its expres-
sions belong to the Vedic Sam. hitā and are ārs.a, i.e., they were used by the “seers”
(r.s.i); but the Jat.āpāt.ha (called after plaited or matted hair) introduces “2 1” and
“3 2” which are reversals of the original order: they introduce something that
was not in the Veda and therefore “not from the seers” (anārs.a).

The Kramapāt.ha of the first words of our first example of Sanskrit sandhi is
straightforward:

ā + uru / uru + aprāh. / aprāh. + amartyā > oru / urvaprāh. / aprā amartyā / . . .

The Jat.āpāt.ha is plaited. It begins: ā + uru + uru + ā + ā + uru which becomes:
orvurvoru – a real tangle. Worse, it contains an element that does not come from
the Sam. hitā of the Vedic seers: uru + ā > urvā. However, urvā is not an artificial
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prescription because the reciters describe the regular form that would result from
uru followed by ā in their ordinary speech, that is, the contemporary Sanskrit
they spoke and were familiar with. The form urvā, which happens to be absent
from the finite corpus of the Vedas, is grammatical: it belongs to the infinitely
many expressions of language that a native speaker is able to produce. The so-
called anārs.a forms, then, which do not come from the Vedas, are Sanskrit and
descriptive. They are, in fact, the precursors of Pān. ini’s description of a form of
the spoken language that he regarded as exemplary.

2 Prātiśākhya

The practice of the Padapāt.ha was formalized in the Prātiśākhya compositions,
in principle one for each śākhā or “Vedic school.” The earlier name pārs.ada sug-
gests that they belonged to a community (paris.ad) which orally transmitted and
discussed the contents of their śākhā. The relationship between continuous recita-
tion and word-for-word analysis is expressed ambiguously by the Sanskrit sen-
tence padaprakr. tih. sam. hitā which may be taken to mean: “The Sam. hitā is the base
of the Pada” or: “The Sam. hitā has the Pada as its base.” The Prātiśākhya gener-
ally adopt the second interpretation, puzzling from a historical perspective, but
signalling a return to the original composers who put words together in their
inspired speech just as any user of language puts words together when speak-
ing or writing. This illustrates that Indian grammarians regarded language as
unchanging, an erroneous assumption which led, however, to the linguistically
productive synchronic analysis that was advocated in Europe more than two mil-
lennia later by Ferdinand de Saussure.

The Prātiśākhyas are early because of their structure and function, not
because of the forms that survive and may have been influenced by Pān. ini or
other grammarians. Their original aim was completeness. Whitney noted on a
section of Taittirı̄ya Prātiśākhya that he could not discover any case of a retroflex
nasal arising in the Taittirı̄ya Sam. hitā from a dental nasal in the Taittirı̄ya
Padapāt.ha “that was not duly provided for.” Weber used the term “complete”
(vollständig) and a century later, Surya Kanta called the Rik-Prātiśākhya “entirely
free from all oversights.” To be complete is only possible when we deal with a
finite corpus of utterances, (copies of) unique events in space and time such as
the extent of a Vedic śākhā. A living language consists of sentences which cannot
be enumerated because they are infinite in number as Patañjali knew. Follow-
ing Suryakanta, we postulate that the Prātiśākhyas originally produced exhaus-
tive listings (gan.as) of examples, showing patterns of linguistic structure, and
proceeded only later to generalizations explained by sūtra rules. This dichotomy
of ideal types does not always survive in the texts as they have come down to us
because these have been influenced by Pān. ini or other grammarians.

The Prātiśākhyas introduced the metalinguistic use of case-endings, at first
the Nominative and Accusative as formulated by the metarule:”the expression
‘this (Nom.) that (Acc.)’ means ‘becoming-that’ with reference to the sound
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which stands nearest to it” (Rik Prātiśākhya 1.14); and later simply as: “a change
is expressed as an Accusative” (Vājasaneyi Prātiśākhya 1.133).

The Padapāt.ha discovered the differences between sentences, words, stems,
pre- and suffixes, roots, etc., but the Prātiśākhya added an almost perfect ana-
lysis of the sounds of language into vowels, consonants, semi-vowels, stops,
dentals, velars, nasals, etc. They placed these sounds in a two-dimensional con-
figuration, developed from the square or varga of five-by-five series (also called
varga) of syllables that begin with a stop followed by a short a:

ka kha ga gha n
.
a

ca cha ja jha ña
t.a t.ha d. a d. ha n.a
ta tha da dha na
pa pha ba bha ma (1)

These sounds are marked in our modern transcription by diacritics which we
need because our alphabet cannot express all the sounds of Sanskrit. It is not
necessary for the reader to know how exactly they are pronounced (but see
below); however, we need to know that all the vowels a in the syllables of the
table are short (like the first a of aprāh. ). A bar above a vowel (like the second a of
aprāh. ) indicates that it is long, that is, lasts twice as long as the short.

The 5 ¥ 5 varga “square” was extended and completed with fricatives or sibi-
lants, semi-vowels and vowels. One should not look upon the resulting inventory
as the beginning of linguistics or compare it to our haphazard “ABC’s” to which
there is no rhyme or reason. Like Mendelejev’s Periodic System of Elements, the
varga system was the result of centuries of analysis. In the course of that devel-
opment the basic concepts of phonology were discovered and defined.

In the mental representation of a such a square, it does not matter what is its
spatial orientation and whether varga denotes a row or a column. The configura-
tion remains the same when the square is rotated around its diagonal. Proximity
and distance are also the same whatever the direction. Since two directions are
met with, this shows that these squares were composed and transmitted orally.
Renou and Filliozat (1953: 668) had already made a more significant general
observation: “One is forced to observe in this context that a Semitic type of writing
would have hindered phonetic studies if it had existed at the time in India, because
it would have provided a model of analysis of the sounds of language that was
practical but not scientific.” The Indian science of language, in other words, did
not originate in spite of the absence of writing but because of it.

3 Pān. ini

The “Eight Chapters” (As.t.ādhyāyı̄) of Pān. ini’s grammar of Sanskrit (early to mid
fourth century bc) consist of rules, metarules, and defining rules. In the area of
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phonology, they are sometimes similar or almost the same as some Prātiśākhya
rules, e.g., the definition of “homorganic”:

(Homorganic is) having the same place, producing organ, and effort of
articulation in the mouth. (2)

Here “place” refers to “throat,” “palate,” “teeth,” etc., “producing organ” means
“tip of the tongue,” “rolling back the tip of the tongue,” “tip of the teeth,”
“middle of the jaw,” etc. “Effort of articulation” refers to “closed,” “semi-closed,”
“open,” etc. – all Prātiśākhya concepts. Pān. ini (or earlier grammarians eclipsed
by him) added to the study of phonology that of morphology, syntax and seman-
tics. Pān. ini then freed himself from the notion of a finite corpus like that of the
Vedic mantras, and began to treat Sanskrit as a creative and infinite energeia in
the sense in which that Greek concept is now associated with von Humboldt or
Chomsky.

Pān. ini started his grammar with a new classification of sounds, the result of
an at first sight surprising overhaul of the Prātiśākhya classification. He replaced
the two-dimensional varga system by a linear sequence, later called the Śivasūtra:

a i u N. / r. l. K / e o N
.

/ ai au C /ha ya va ra T. / la N. / ña ma n. a n.a na M 
/ jha bha Ñ / gha d. ha dha S. / ja ba ga d.a da Ś / kha pha cha t.ha tha ca
t.a ta V / ka pa Y / śa s.a sa R / ha L // (3)

The sounds I have expressed here by small letters are the sounds of the Sanskrit
object-language. They consist of vowels and consonants (including semivowels),
the latter followed by a short a. Capitals are part of the metalanguage: they refer
to metalinguistic markers to which I will return. The five vowels with which (3)
starts may be long or short (r. and l. in their short form sound approximately like
ry in “crystal” and li in “Clinton”).

Pān. ini used short vowels (a, etc.) to refer to both short and long vowels (a and
ā, etc.) because of an important generalization that he would otherwise miss. It
happens to be a fact about Sanskrit (and some other languages) that many rules
of grammar that apply to vowels, apply to them whether they are long or short.
For example, a + a, a + ā, ā + a and ā + ā, all become long ā (e.g., atra + agni >
atrāgni “here, Agni!”, vā + agni > vāgni “or Agni,” etc.).

To express this by four rules would not only be unwieldy; it would be unnat-
ural for it would fail to express a generalization that captures a feature of the
language. Pān. ini, therefore, uses in his metalanguage a single vowel to express the
short and long forms of the object language. This enables him to express by a single
rule of the form “a + a > ā”, all four combinations of long and short. He gener-
alizes further, because this lenghtening applies to the other vowels: e.g., the i in
dadhi + indra > dadhı̄ndra (“milk, Indra!”). We shall see in a moment how he
expressed these facts.

What happens to grammatical rules that apply to a short or long vowel only?
Pān. ini marks them with T in accordance with metarule (4):
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A vowel followed by T denotes its own length. (4)

This means: “aT” denotes a, “āT” denotes ā, “uT” denotes u, etc.
Kātyāyana, another early grammarian, objected to (4), that “long” and

“short” are merely habits of speech: some people speak fast and others slow.
Patañjali retorted that this objection pertains to dhvani, “speech sound,” not to
the subject matter of linguistics which is sphot.a, the meaningful unit of expres-
sion. Patañjali is right because, in Sanskrit, as in many other languages, the dif-
ference between short and long may affect meaning. Patañjali’s concept of
sphot.a is concerned with competence of the language; speakers’ habits such as
rapid or slow speech belong to the psychological domain of performance. This is
one of several cases where rules of Pān. ini’s grammar have logical, psychologi-
cal, or philosophical implications.

We are ready to return to the metalinguistic “indicatory markers” indicated
by the capitals “N. ,” “K,” “N

.
,” etc. in (3). Their use is explained by metarule (5):

An initial sound joined to a final (indicatory) sound (denotes the
intervening sounds as well). (5)

Thus, aN. denotes “a i u,” aK denotes “a i u r. l.,” iK denotes “i u r. l.,” yaN.
denotes “ya va ra la,” and aC denotes vowels. The expression aN. may denote “a
i u” or the class of all vowels and semivowels because the indicatory marker “N. ”
occurs twice as the reader will have noted. I shall not discuss whether this is a
flaw or a particular merit of the system but Patañjali and other commentators
pay plenty of attention to such problems. They do not assume that Pān. ini was
perfect and reject what he said if they find that it contradicts the data or does
not work.

Pān. ini needs the notations aN. , aK, yaN. etc. as elements of his artificial lan-
guage, because phonology requires many combinations of sounds that cannot
be simply or naturally expressed in the varga system of (1) or in any form of (3)
without metalinguistic markers. The notations of (5) enable him to express how
two vowels combine into a single long one as follows:

aK is lengthened when followed by a homorganic vowel. (6)

Another rule is needed to express the fact that the vowels i, u, r. and l. are
replaced by the semivowels y, v, r and l, respectively, when followed by a het-
erorganic (i.e., nonhomorganic) vowel: e.g., dadhi + atra > dadhyatra (“milk
here!”), madhu + atra > madhvatra (“honey here!”), etc. (compare the contrast in
English between penniless and penny arcade). Using (5), Pān. ini’s first step may
have been to formulate this fact as: “iK is replaced by yaN. when a heterorganic
aC follows.” But “heterorganic” is omitted by default because (5) already took
care of the homorganic cases.

Why does dadhi + atra becomes dadhyatra and not *dadhvatra? I have expressed
it by using the English term “respectively.” Pān. ini uses a metarule:
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Reference to elements of the same number is in the same order. (7)

Therefore, i > y, u > v, etc., but not, e.g., i > v. The rule we need may now be
expressed as:

iK is replaced by yaN. when aC follows. (8)

Expressions such as these are extremely common. Most phonological rules, and
many others, are of the form:

After A, in the place of B, substitute C, when D follows. (9)

Pān. ini expresses this formula and captures this generalization about language
by introducing an artificial expression that makes metalinguistic use of the cases
of the Sanskrit of his object language, a method inspired by Sanskrit usage and
introduced by the Prātiśākhyas as we have seen. Pān. ini’s starting point is the
subject of the rule, i.e., the element which is substituted and therefore expressed
by the Nominative Case. The metalinguistic uses of three other Cases are laid
down by three metarules which refer to the Genitive, Locative, and Ablative
Cases:

The Genitive case ending is used for that in the place of which (some-
thing is substituted);

when something is referred to by the Locative ending, (the substitute
appears) in the place of the preceding element;

when (something is referred to) by the Ablative ending, (the substitute
appears in the place) of the following. (10)

Applying these rules, Pān. ini formulates (9) as:

A + Ablative ending, B + Genitive ending, C + Nominative ending, 
D + Locative ending. (11)

Applying this to the sandhi rule we have been discussing, where there is no
restriction on the left so that there is no need for the Ablative ending, we arrive
at:

iK + Genitive, yaN. + Nominative, aC + Locative,

which in Sanskrit becomes:

ikah. yan. aci

to which sandhi is applied, producing the actual rule as it occurs in Pān. ini’s
grammar:
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iko yan. aci. (12)

As it happens, a language consists of sentences, not just of words. From the
perspective of the history of science, therefore, Pān. ini’s step is momentous
because it resulted not just in the creation of artificial expressions but of an 
artificial metalanguage. Rule (12) is not merely an artificial expression but an
element of an artificial language like the artificial languages of algebra that
came into being much later through Arab and European efforts. Pān. ini demon-
strates in passing that artificial languages need not be written.

Patañjali refers to Pān. ini’s first step of generalization by declaring: “this
science pertains to all the Vedas” or “this science is a Pars.ad = Prātiśākhya for
all the Vedas” (sarvavedapāris.adam idam śāstram). Actually, Pān. ini’s Vedic rules
are haphazard and incomplete while his rules for the spoken language are almost
perfect, if not in syntax, at least in phonology and morphology. Claims like these
sound like cheap commercials but are substantiated by comparing his grammar
with linguistic usage as we know it. It is sometimes said that “Pān. ini was, of
course, aided in his analysis by the extraordinary clarity of the Sanskrit lan-
guage,” but John Brough observed: “We are apt to overlook the possibility that
this structure might not have seemed so clear and obvious to us if Pān. ini had
not analysed it for us.”

The perfection of Pān. ini’s grammar is not only due to its high degree of for-
malization. His science is as empirical as it is formal. The locus classicus on the
importance of empirical description is the laconic expression lokatah. “on account
of (the usage) of the people.” “The people” are the native speakers as illustrated
by Patañjali: “He who needs a pot for some purpose goes to the house of a potter
and says: ‘You make a pot. I need a pot for some purpose.’ No one who wants to
use words goes to the house of a grammarian and says: ‘You make words. I want
to use them.’ (On the contrary,) having brought something to mind, without
further ado, he uses words.”

4 Later Schools

Patañjali’s “Great Commentary” of around 150 bc seems to have been followed
by a lull of several centuries. In the fifth century ad, the great grammatical
philosopher Bhartr.hari broke the silence by composing an original subcom-
mentary on Patañjali. By that time, Jainas and Buddhists had also begun to use
Sanskrit for their canonic writings and this resulted in several new grammars,
at first practical manuals, but increasingly systematical and scientific treatises.
Devanandin and Candragomin, Jaina and Buddhist grammarians, respectively,
also of the fifth century, adopted Pān. ini’s system and metalanguage and sought
to simplify or abbreviate his expressions, sometimes introducing innovations.
Candragomin refers to Middle-Indic forms that had been used in earlier Buddhist
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writings as ārs.a, “belonging to the seers,” just as the Prātiśākhya authors had
done with respect to Vedic mantras.

A later development of Sanskrit grammar benefited from the “new logic”
(navya nyāya) that had originated in Bengal with Gangeśopādhyāya (thirteenth
century). This development continued, at least, through the eighteenth century
when Nāgojı̄ Bhat.t.a wrote a treatise on Pān. ini’s metarules and philosophical
works in which he combines Bhartr.hari with the Indian philosophy of language
– a discipline not included in the present sketch.

Grammatical concepts and techniques from the Sanskrit tradition influenced
the early (second century bc?) grammar of Tamil Tolkāppiyam which is, in other
respects, very different in outlook and structure. Sanskrit models were followed
more closely in later Dravidian grammars as well as grammars of Persian,
Marathi, and other languages. Tibetan grammars were inspired by the Sanskrit
tradition but it took almost 500 years (from the ninth to the fourteenth century
ad) before they fully captured the power and sophistication of the Indian
originals.

The Indian grammatical tradition influenced not only a few grammarians but
much of Asian civilization. We have seen that the first scientific classification of
the sounds of language, that of the varga sysem of the Prātiśākhyas, was due to
an oral analysis. It is not surprising that this classification was taken into account
when the first Indian scripts evolved, but it went much further and served, for
millennia to come, as a sound foundation for most of the numerous scripts and
writing systems of south, southeast and east Asia – from Kharosthi, Khotanese,
Tibetan, Nepali, and all the modern scripts of India (except the Urdu/Persian) to
Sinhalese, Burmese, Khmer, Thai, Javanese, and Balinese. In south and south-
east Asia, the shapes of earlier Indian syllables inspired some of these inventions,
but it is the system of classification that was of enduring significance wherever
it became known. In east Asia, the bastion of Chinese characters could not adapt
it; but in Japan it led to the creation of the hiragana and katakana syllabaries
during the Heian period (794–1185), and in Korea it inspired the world’s most
perfect script, han’gul, developed in 1444 by a committee of scholars appointed
by the emperor Sejong. All these Asian scripts are a far cry from the haphazard
jumble of the “ABC” and the countless spelling problems that result from it in
English and other modern languages that use the alphabet.

The Indian Science of Language influenced modern linguistics primarily
through Franz Bopp (1791–1867) who was inspired by the Sanskrit grammar
of Charles Wilkins of 1807, based in turn upon Pān. ini. But Bopp did not use
rules and the celebrated nineteenth-century sound laws were discovered by
others. That rules could be formal had been discovered by Aristotle but remained
confined to logic. The equations of algebra, another formal science from Asia,
were restricted to mathematics and the natural sciences. That linguistics 
could be a formal science was perceived, or at least envisaged, by de Saussure,
who predicted in 1894, that the expressions of linguistics “will be algebraic or
will not be.” Leonard Bloomfield was familiar with Pān. ini and used ordered 
rules once (Menomini Morphonemics of 1939). Formal rules were used 
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extensively by Noam Chomsky and his school, and finally replaced by more
abstract principles.

In classical India, “the arrangement of forms and speculation on forms reveal
most clearly their content – they ultimately are the content itself.” I translate
this phrase from Charles Malamoud who adopted it from Louis Renou, the fore-
most twentieth-century scholar of ancient Indian civilization. Attention to form
is a characteristic of all science and even the Mı̄mām. sā system of ritual philos-
ophy declares: “when a visible result is possible, it is improper to postulate an
invisible one” (Mı̄mām. sā Paribhās.ā).

To the modern age, the most important contribution of the Sanskrit gram-
matical tradition is its construction of linguistics as a formal science. The study
of language, the most characteristic feature of the human animal, is as formal
as that of the so-called natural sciences. The need of an artificial, formal lan-
guage shows that natural language is unable to express adequately the struc-
tures not only of the nonhuman universe but also those of human language
itself. When linguistics is an exact science, the distinction between human and
natural sciences falls to the ground and it becomes far-fetched to assert that
humans stand isolated in the universe – a postulate that has never been popular
in India.
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CHAPTER 17

Indian Mathematics

Takao Hayashi

I Vedic Mathematics

I.1 Vedas

Since the Vedas are religious texts produced by poets, we cannot expect in them
enough information for systematically describing the mathematical knowledge
of those times. We can only gather scattered terms for whole numbers, for basic
fractions, and for simple geometric figures.

The R. gveda contains a number of numerical expressions. The Vedic poets were
particularly fond of three and seven as holy numbers, and often used their mul-
tiples such as 3 ¥ 7, 33 (= 3 ¥ 11), 3 ¥ 50, 3 ¥ 60, 3 ¥ 70, 3 ¥ 7 ¥ 70, and 333
(= 3 ¥ 111). It has been argued that the number of gods, 3339, mentioned in
R. gveda 3.3.9, is the sum of three numbers, namely, 33, 303, and 3003.
Although it has not been proved that the Vedic Indians had a place-value nota-
tion of numbers, this summation itself must have not been difficult for them
since their numeration system was basically decimal. They used the words eka,
daśa, śata, sahasra, and ayuta, for 1, 10, 102, 103, and 104. For multiples of 103

and of 104 they often used expressions based respectively on 102 and on 103 as
well; for example, 2 ¥ 103 = 20 (vím. śati) ¥ 102 (śata), 3 ¥ 104 = 30 (trim. śat) ¥
103 (sahasra), etc. The words for “hundred” and “thousand” are sometimes
employed in the sense of “a number of.” Thus, Indra is said to have destroyed a
hundred old fortresses of Śambara and slain a hundred thousand (śatam. sahas-
ram. ) brave men of Varcin (ibid. 2.14.6). The number sixty seems to have had a
certain weight with the Vedic poets since we come across expressions like “a
thousand and sixty (1060) cows” (ibid. 1.126.3), “sixty thousand and ninety-
nine (60099) kings” (ibid. 1.53.9), and “sixty thousand ayuta (60 ¥ 103 ¥ 104 =
6 ¥ 108) of horses” (ibid. 8.46.22), but its significance is not known.



There are also references in the R. gveda to the basic unit-fractions 1/2 (ardha
or “a half ”), 1/4 (pāda or “a foot,” from the 4 “feet” of a quadruped), 1/8 (śapha
or “a hoof,” from the 8 “hooves” of a cow), and 1/16 (kalā or “a digit,” from the
16 “digits” of the moon).

The Vedic people seem not to have felt much difficulty in performing the addi-
tion, subtraction, and, perhaps, multiplication of whole numbers, but division
appears to have troubled them when it left a remainder, for only Indra and Vis.n.u
are said to have succeeded in dividing a thousand cows into three. According to
the Śatapathabrāhman.a (3.3.1.13, 4.5.8.1), they correctly obtained 333 for the
quotient with the remainder 1. This story is believed to be implicitly alluded to
already in R. gveda 6.69.8.

By the time of, at latest, the Yajurvedasam. hitā, the Indians had extended their
list of the names of powers of ten up to 1012. In Vājasaneyisam. hitā 17.2, they are
used for counting the numbers of bricks. In Taittirı̄yasam. hitā 7.2.11–20, they
constitute part of the sacrificial formulas (mantras) to be uttered on the occasion
of an annahoma or “food-oblation rite,” which is performed at a certain stage in
the aśvamedha or “horse-sacrifice rite.” In the annahoma, a priest makes a series
of oblations of ghee, honey, rice, barleycorns, etc. to the fire (agni) called
āhavanı̄ya through the night until sunrise, while uttering mantras in which a unit
formula, “the dative case of a numeral + svāhā (hail to),” is repeated.

The first mantra reads: “Hail to one, hail to two, hail to three, . . . , hail to nine-
teen, hail to twenty, hail to twenty-nine, hail to thirty-nine, . . . , hail to ninety-
nine, hail to one hundred, hail to two hundred, hail to all (sarva).” The numbers
that actually occur in this mantra are:

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 29,
39, 49, 59, 69, 79, 89, 99, 100, 200;

but this seems to be an abbreviation of a series of natural numbers from 1 to
200 or more. According to the traditional interpretation, “one” represents
Prajāpati (“lord of creatures” or creator), the rest being all things in the world
which have evolved from him. The mantras that follow consist of arithmetical
progressions such as odd numbers, even numbers, multiples of 4, etc., some of
which are accompanied by an additional number either at the end or at the
beginning. Then comes the last mantra, which contains the decimal names from
śata (102) to parārdha (1012): “Hail to śata, hail to sahasra, hail to ayuta, . . . , hail
to parārdha, hail to the dawn (us.as), hail to the twilight (vyus.t.i), hail to the one
which is going to rise (udes.yat), hail to the one which is rising (udyat), hail to the
one which has just risen (udita), hail to the heaven (svarga), hail to the world
(loka), hail to all.” The four phrases beginning with “hail to the dawn” are uttered
immediately before the sunrise, and the four beginning with “hail to the one
which has just risen” immediately after that. Some regard the last seven 
terms, us.as to loka, as the names of 1013 to 1019, but there is no support for this
conjecture.
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It has been conjectured that zero is indicated by the word ks.udra (lit. petty, tri-
fling) in the Atharvaveda (19.22.6 = 19.23.21), and a negative number by anr. ca
(lit. without a hymn) (ibid. 19.23.22). But this conjecture still awaits a proof.

It is probable that the Pythagorean Theorem (the sum of the areas of the
squares on the two sides of a right-angled triangle is equal to that on its
hypotenuse), which was explicitly stated and utilized by the authors of the
Śulbasūtras, had already been known at latest in the times of the Brāhman.as.

The Śatapathabrāhman.a (10.2.3.18) speaks of successive increases of the
areas of the fire altars (agni): the basic fire altar, called the “seven-fold agni,” has
the area of seven and one half square purus.as (one purus.a or “man” is the height
of the sacrificer with his hands stretched upwards), and it is increased, in sub-
sequent rites performed by the same sacrificer, by one square purus.a each time
up to the “one hundread and one-fold agni.” The augmentation of area was made
most probably by means of the Pythagorean Theorem.

The inverse case of the Pythagorean Theorem (if the sum of the areas of the
squares on two sides of a triangle is equal to that on the remaining side, then
the first two sides contain a right angle) is also possibly referred to in the
Śatapathabrāhman.a.

The Vājasaneyisam. hitā (30.20) and the Taittirı̄yabrāhman.a (3.4.15) include
the word gan.aka (“a calculator”) in their lists of people to be sacrificed on the
occasion of the purus.a-medha (“human-sacrifice rite”). The gan.aka in the former
list, who is sacrificed for the divinity of a sea animal, is usually taken to be an
astrologer, but this interpretation seems not to be decisive at all since an
astrologer called naks.atradarśa (“a star-gazer”), who is sacrificed for the divinity
of wisdom, is listed prior to it in the same list (30.10). The gan.aka in the latter
list, who is sacrificed together with a vı̄n. ā player for the divinity of songs, is pre-
sumably related with music.

I.2 Śulbasūtras

Śulbasūtras, which constitute part of, or appendices to, the Śrautasūtras, are basi-
cally practical manuals meant for the preparation of the sites of śrauta rituals,
the main topic being the construction of fire altars with burned bricks. A sac-
rificer (yajamāna) had to strictly follow the regulations affecting the sizes and
shapes of the sites and altars, because otherwise he was supposed to lose the
merit to be attained through the specific ritual he was performing. Hence follows
the connection between rituals and geometry. But it would be wrong to suppose
only practical geometry like the measurement of land in the Śulbasūtras. The
geometry conceived by the śu1ba mathematicians already has theoretical
aspects as will be seen below.

The two oldest Śulbasūtras, those of Āpastamba and Baudhāyana, can be each
divided into two parts. The first part treats geometry in general terms. The topics
dealt with in this geometry are certainly related to the construction of ritual
sites, but it contains few words which indicate rituals. The second part treats the
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construction of ritual sites including various altars. It is mostly devoted to the
description of various fire-altars (agni) to be employed in the agni-cayana (“fire-
altar-construction rite”). For the construction of a standard agni, the following
requirements had to be satisfied: (1) an agni consists of five layers of 200 bricks
each with the total height equal to the knee-height of the sacrificer; (2) the odd-
numbered and the even-numbered layers each have one and the same arrange-
ment of bricks, and no brick should coincide with the one above or below it; and
(3) an agni should occupy an area of seven and one half square purus.as. The
area of an agni was increased by one square purus.a each time the same rite was
repeated by the same sacrificer.

The topics dealt with in the geometric portion of the Śulbasūtras of Āpastamba
(abbr. A) and Baudhāyana (B) are as follows.

Linear measures (B 1.3–21; A provides them in later chapters at need).
Construction of geometric figures (A 1.2–3, 1.7–2.3; B 1.22–44, 46–7).
Relationships between the diagonal and the side of a rectangle (oblong and
square).

Pythagorean Theorem (A 1.4–5, B 1.45, 48–9).
Computation of the diagonal of a square (A 1.6, B 1.61–2).

Sum and difference of two squares (A 2.4–6, B 1.50–1).
Equi-area transformation of geometric figures (A 2.7, 3.1–3, cf. 12.5, 12.9,
15.9; B 1.52–60).
Relationship between the area and the side of a square (A 3.4–10).

The tools used for drawing figures in the Śulbasūtras are a rope called rajju or
śulba and pegs or posts called śan

.
ku. A bamboo rod is sometimes used instead of

a rope. By means of these tools, one can draw a straight line, cut out a line
segment having any desired length, and draw a circle or an arc with any desired
radius.

No specific rules are given for the drawing of a line, a circle, and an arc; these
can be easily obtained by a rope and pegs. The main problem for the śulba
geometers, who were required to construct geometric figures like a square, a rec-
tangle, and a trapezium, was how to draw a line orthogonal to, or parallel to, a
given line.

The most important mathematical motif of the Śulbasūtras is the area. The
core of the Śulba mathematics is concerned with the religious requirement that
one should construct altars in varoius shapes with a given area, a requirement
which seems to have originated from agriculture where a harvest greatly
depends on the area of the land (bhū or bhūmi).

The Śulbasūtras contain the earliest extant verbal expression of the
Pythagorean Theorem in the world, although it had already been known to 
the Old Babylonians. It is stated in exactly the same words by Āpastamba (1.4),
Baudhāyana (1.48) and Kātyāyana (2.7): “The diagonal rope (aks.n.ayā-rajju)
of an oblong produces both which the flank (pārśvamānı̄) and the horizontal
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(tiryan
.
mānı̄) ·ropesÒ produce separately.” What “the ropes produce” are not

explicitly mentioned, but are no doubt the square areas constructed on them.
Highlights of the śulba mathematics are transformations of geometric figures

with their areas kept unchanged. This theme was originally related with the
practical requirement of drawing altars in various shapes with a given area, but
the Śulba makers seem to have taken a step forward and tried to treat the theme
with a theoretical perspective in mind.

Baudhāyana deals with seven transformations. Five out of them are con-
cerned with transformations from a square to a circle, a rectangle, an isosceles
trapezium, an isosceles triangle, and a rhombus, while the other two are those
from a rectangle and a circle to a square. All these, except the last one, can be
put into the following scheme for constructing various figures.

a rectangle Æ a square Æ a circle, etc.

This scheme consists of three steps. Given an area A:

1 Construct a rectangle having the area A.
2 Transform it into a square having the area A.
3 Transform it into the desired figure (a circle, etc.) having the area A.

For example, in order to draw a circle with the area A, one first constructs a
rectangle with the two sides a and A/a for any rational number a, and then trans-
forms the rectangle into a square and the square obtained into a circle. In fact,
for the śulba mathematicians, this was the most natural way of constructing a
circle with a given area, since they did not know the formula, A = pr2, from which
we would compute r to draw a circle with the radius r.

An apparent gap between śulba mathematics and later Indian mathematics
used to puzzle scholars, and this made some suppose Western influence upon the
latter. But now we know some links between the two.

The word, karan. ı̄, used in later mathematics to denote a square number and
the square root of a number, originated from its use in the Śulbasūtras.

In order to draw a line measured by , Brahmagupta constructs an isosce-
les triangle, whose base and two sides are measured respectively by (n/m - m)
and by (n/m + m)/2, where m is any optional number. Its perpendicular is the
line to be obtained (Brāhmasphut.asiddhānta 18.37). This is a generalization of
Kātyāyana’s rule (6.7), where m = 1.

The square nature or an indeterminate equation of the second degree of the
type, Px2 + t = y2, which was to be investigated in detail by Brahmagupta and
others, presumably has its origin in the śulba mathematicians’ investigation of
the diagonal of a square or .

Two root-approximation formulas used in Jaina works and in the Bakhshālı̄
Manuscript, seem to have been obtained by algebraically (or numerically) inter-
preting Śulbasūtras geometric rules for the rectangle-squaring transformation.

2

n
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Āryabhat.a I’s terminology for series, citi, etc., too, is probably related to the
Śulbasūtras, whose main theme was the piling (citi) of bricks for Vedic altars.

II Gan. ita (Mathematics)

II.1 Up to the 5th century – prologue

It is but natural that one who calculates most in a society is called a calculator.
Before the introduction and spread of horoscopic astrology and mathematical
astronomy to the Indian subcontinent, the occupation that, in Indian society,
required calculations most seems to have been that of the accountant, since he
was called either gan.aka or sam. khyāyaka, both meaning “a calculator.” In the
Mahābhārata (2.5.62) the sage Nārada recommends to the king Yudhis. t.hira that
he make his calculator (gan.aka) and scribe (lekhaka) report to him the revenue
and expenditure every morning. Kaut.ilya’s Arthaśāstra (1.19.9), too, refers to
the same daily task of a king. The salary of a king’s calculator and scribe is 500
pan.as each, while the highest salary, 48,000 pan.as, is paid to a minister, a prince,
etc., and the lowest, 60 pan.as, to a servant who takes care of animals (ibid.
5.3.3–17). The superintendents of governmental departments are said to be
assisted by five persons, namely, calculators (sam. khyāyakas), scribes (lekhakas),
inspectors of coins (rūpa-darśakas), receivers of balances (nı̄vı̄-grāhakas), and
supervisors (uttarādhyaks.as) (ibid. 2.9.28). According to a later law book, the
Br. haspatismr. ti (1.1.81–90), a court consists of ten elements including a gan.aka,
who calculates money and assets, and a lekhaka, who writes sentences.

The 107th story, Gan.akamoggallānasutta, of the Majjhimanikāya narrates a dis-
course of the Buddha with a brāhman. a gan.aka named Moggallāna, from which
we know: (1) that a gan.aka lived on calculation (gan.anā), (2) that a gan.aka took
live-in pupils (antevāsins) and taught them calculation (san

.
khāna), and (3) that a

gan.aka first taught his pupils to count from one to one hundred. The gan.anā and
the san

.
khāna in this story seem to mean respectively calculation (or mathemat-

ics) in general and a relatively elementary skill of computation beginning with
the counting of numbers.

According to the Arthaśāstra (1.2–5), a prince learns lipi (writing) and
sam. khyāna after his hairdressing rite, and then, after his initiation rite, learns the
four disciplines (vidyās), namely, philosophy, the Vedas with related fields, pra-
ctical knowledge like agriculture and commerce, and politics. This sam. khyāna is
perhaps as elementary as the san

.
khāna of Moggallāna, although a calculator in

general is called not a gan.aka but a sam. khyāyaka in the Arthaśāstra.
In the Mahābhārata (3.70), the king R. tuparn. a is proud of his ability in

sam. khyāna in addition to that in dice, when he correctly estimates, without count-
ing, the number of nuts, 2095, on two branches of a Vibhı̄taka tree (Terminalia
bellerica). This sam. khyāna, therefore, contains a sort of statistical estimate of the
quantities of nuts, crops, etc. The san

.
khāna of the Jaina canonical text, T.hān.am. ga
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(747), consists of ten topics, which presumably cover the entire mathematics
known to the Indians of those days. They are: basic computation (parikamma),
procedure or applied mathematics (vavahāra), rope (rajju), quantity (rāsi), reduc-
tion of fractions (kalāsavanna), “as many as” (jāvam. tāvati), square (vagga), cube
(ghana), square of square (vaggavagga), and choice (vikappa, combinatorics). The
Jainas played an important role in the making of Indian mathematics.

It was, however, neither gan.anā nor sam. khyāna but gan. ita that was used later
as the most general term for mathematical science. Āryabhat.a I, in the first verse
of his Āryabhat.ı̄ya (ad 499 or a little later), enumerates the three subjects to be
dealt with in its subsequent chapters, namely, gan. ita, kāla-kriyā (time-reckoning),
and gola (spherics).

The Vedic numerals continued to be used in later Hindu society as well, while
the Buddhists and the Jainas each developed their own systems of numerals for
numbers greater than a thousand.

Apart from the Indus script, the earliest extant script in India is the one called
Karos.t.hı̄ of, probably, Aramaic origin. Its use was restricted to north-western
India and central Asia from the fourth century bc to the fourth century ad. At
nearly the same time, in the Aśokan edicts, appeared another script called
Brāhmı̄ which was to become the origin of many varieties of south and south-
east Asian scripts. Its relationship to the former is not certain. These scripts had
their own numerical symbols, but in both systems particular symbols were used
not only for units but also for tens, hundreds, thousands, etc., and some of them
were made by the principle of addition, and others by the principle of multipli-
cation. The numeral systems in both scripts were therefore not based on a place-
value system, and the Brāhmı̄, non-place-value, numerals continued to be used
in epigraphy even after the place-value system was introduced in daily calcula-
tions and in mathematical literature in the early centuries of the Christian era.

The oldest datable evidence of the decimal place-value system in India is
found in the Yavanajātaka (ad 269/270) of Sphujidhvaja, a book on astrology. It
is not certain if the decimal place-value notation in India had a symbol for zero
from the beginning. We have to keep it in mind that, historically, not all place-
value notations were accompanied by a zero symbol as the sexagesimal notation
of the Old Babylonians proves. There is no reference to zero in the Yavanajātaka.
In Pin.gala’s Chandah.sūtra (8.28–31), a work on Sanskrit prosody, zero (śūnya)
and two (dvi) are used as signs for the multiplication by two and for the squar-
ing, respectively, in the computation of powers of two, which occurs in the right-
hand side of the equation, 2 + 22 + 23 + . . . + 2n = 2 ¥ 2n - 2. The date of the
work is controversial: some ascribe it to ca. 200 bc but others to the third century
ad or later. The oldest datable evidence of zero as a symbol as well as of that as
a number are found in Varāhamihira’s Pañcasiddhāntikā (ca. ad 550).

II.2 The fifth to sixth centuries – beginning

Āryabhat.a I is so called to distinguish him from another astronomer of the same
name, the author of the Mahāsiddhānta, who is called Āryabhat.a II.
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Āryabhat.a I was one of the most influential mathematicians and astronomers
in India through his two works, Āryabhat.ı̄ya and Āryabhat.asiddhānta. The latter
work is not extant but has been referred to by many later scholars. The work
mainly influenced northwestern India. It is also known to have had some influ-
ence upon the Sasanian and Islamic astronomy. The Āryabhat.ı̄ya, on the other
hand, mainly influenced south India.

Āryabhat.a I was born in ad 476. This is known from his own statement in
the Āryabhat.ı̄ya (3.10): “When sixty of sixty years and three quarters of the
Yuga had passed, then twenty-three years had passed here from my birth.” That
is, he was 23 years old in ad 499 (= 3600 - 3101, since the last quarter, called
Kaliyuga, of the current Yuga began in 3102 bc). The year mentioned here, ad
499, is usually taken to refer to the date of the composition of the Āryabhat.ı̄ya.

The Āryabhat.ı̄ya is divided into four “quarters” (pādas), that is,

1 Quarter in Ten Gı̄ti verses,
2 Quarter for Mathematics (gan. ita, in 33 Āryā verses),
3 Quarter for Time-Reckoning (kālakriyā, in 25 Āryā verses), and
4 Quarter for Spherics (gola, in 50 Āryā verses).

Chapter 1 consists of 13 verses. The first verse contains the author’s salute to
God Brahmā and refers to the three fields to be treated in the next three chap-
ters. The second verse defines an alphabetical notation of numbers. The next ten
verses (the words, “ten Gı̄ti verses,” in the title of this chapter refer to this part)
contain tables of astronomical parameters and of sine-differences expressed in
that notation. For example, the number of the sun’s revolutions in a yuga,
4320000, is expressed as khyughr. = (2 + 30) ¥ 104 + 4 ¥ 106.

Chapter 2 of the Āryabhat.ı̄ya is the oldest extant mathematical text in San-
skrit after the Śulbasūtras. Although the chapter does not have a clear division
into sections, it may be divided into four parts:

i. Rules for basic computations (vv. 2–5),
ii. Rules for geometric figures (vv. 6–18),
iii. Rules for both figures and quantities (vv. 19–24), and
iv. Rules for numerical quantities (vv. 25–33).

Āryabhat.a gives the names of the first 10 decimal places, and says: “·EachÒ
place shall be ten times greater than ·the previousÒ place.”

Problems of proportion were solved by means of the trairāśika or “the ·com-
putationÒ related to three quantities.” The trairāśika was not only indispensable
for astronomy but also essential for monetary economy. The first of the seven
examples for the trairāśika supplied by the commentator, Bhāskara I, is this: “Five
palas of sandal-wood were bought by me for nine rūpakas. Then, how much of
sandal-wood can be obtained for only one rūpaka?” The pala and the rūpaka are
units of weight and money, respectively.

The last rule provides a general solution called kut.t.aka or “pulverizer” to an
indeterminate system of linear equations of the following type: “When a certain
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unknown integer, N, is divided by a set of integers, {a1, a2, . . . , an}, one by one,
the remainders are {r1, r2, . . . , rr}. What is that number, N?”

Varāhamihira is one of the most famous authorities on astrology in India. He
flourished in Avantı̄ (modern Ujjain) in the sixth century ad.

He divided the “astral science” ( jyotih. śāstra) into three major “branches”
(skandhas), namely, (1) mathematics including mathematical astronomy (gan. ita
or tantra), (2) horoscopic astrology (horā), and (3) natural astrology or divina-
tion in general (sam. hitā) (Br. hatsam. hitā 1.8–9, 2.2, 2.19), and wrote several
books each in the second and third branches. His only work in the first branch,
Pañcasiddhāntikā, is a compendium of the texts of five earlier astronomical
schools, and no work on mathematics proper is known to have been written by
him, but his works are important from the view point of the history of mathe-
matics as well.

In the Pañcasiddhāntikā, zero occurs as a number, that is, the object of mathe-
matical operations like addition, subtraction, etc. For example, he states the
mean daily velocity of the sun in each of the 12 zodiacal signs beginning with
Aries as follows: “The daily velocity of the sun is in order 60 ·minutesÒ minus 3,
3, 3, 3, 2, 1; plus 1, 1, 1, 1; and minus 0, 1” (Pañcasiddhāntikā 3.17).

Presumably, the existence of both the zero symbol for vacant places in the
place-value notation and calculations by this notation brought about the
concept of zero as a number, because we cannot calculate, for instance, 15 + 20
= 35 without the rule, 5 + 0 = 5. This is not the case with an abacus where no
symbol exists for vacant places.

He expressly stated the “graphic procedure” for constructing a sine table, a
method which had been only alluded to by Āryabhat.a I, and gave a sine table for
the radius, R = 120 (ibid. 4.1–15).

In a chapter on the combination of perfume of his work on divination,
Br. hatsam. hitā (76.22), he provided a rule for calculating the number of combi-
nations, nCr, when r things are taken at a time from n things, and a method called
“spread by token” (los.t.aka-prastāra) for enumerating all the possible combina-
tions correctly. In the same chapter he gave the correct numbers, 84 and 1820,
of 9C3 and 16C4 respectively, but he mistakenly regarded 4! ¥ 4 ¥ 16C4 = 174720
as the number of possible combinations when 4 are taken at a time out of 16
ingredients for perfumes, in the ratio, 1 : 2 : 3 : 4 (ibid. 76.13–21); the correct
number should be 16P4 = 16 ¥ 15 ¥ 14 ¥ 13 = 43680.

In the same chapter he utilized a magic square of order four in order to pre-
scribe the perfumes called “good for all purposes.” It consists of the four rows:
2, 3, 5, 8; 5, 8, 2, 3; 4, 1, 7, 6; and 7, 6, 4, 1 (ibid. 76.23–6). This is the oldest
magic square in India. It is irregular because it is made not of the numbers 1 to
16 but of two sets of the numbers 1 to 8, but it is “pan-diagonal” in the sense
that not only the two main diagonals but also all the “broken” diagonals each
amounts to the magic constant, 18 in this case. Presumably, Varāhamihira first
constructed a regular magic square with the numbers 1 to 16, and then modi-
fied it by subtracting 8 each from the numbers greater than 8 to arrive at his
irregular square.
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II.3 The seventh to eighth centuries – restructuring

The seventh century saw a restructuring of Indian mathematics. It was divided
into two major fields, that is, arithmetic with mensuration and algebra, which
were later called pāt.ı̄-gan. ita (“mathematics of algorithms”) and bı̄ja-gan. ita
(“mathematics of seeds”), respectively. The “seeds” here means algebraic equa-
tions (samı̄karan.a, lit. “to make ·both sidesÒ equal”), which, just like seeds of
plants, have “the potentiality to generate” the solutions of mathematical prob-
lems. A work for pāt.ı̄-gan. ita usually consists of two categories of rules often
accompanied by examples, that is, parikarman (basic operations) and vyavahāra
(practical or applied mathematics).

Brahmagupta included two chapters corresponding to these two fields in his
astronomical work, Brāhmasphut.asiddhānta (ad 628), and began to use the word
gan.aka (“calculator”) in the sense of one who knows mathematical astronomy.

According to his own words, Brahmagupta, son of Jis.n. u, wrote the Brāhmas-
phut.asiddhānta in 25 chapters at the age of 30 in Śaka 550 = ad 628. This means
that he was born in ad 598. He was still active at the age of 67 (ad 665), when
he composed another work on astronomy, the Khan.d.akhādyaka.

In the Brāhmasphut.asiddhānta, five chapters are particularly concerned with
mathematics. They are: chap. 12, “Mathematics,” on arithmetic and mensura-
tion, chap. 18, “pulverizer,” on algebra (the title has simply been taken from the
name of the first topic in the chapter), chap. 19, “Knowledge about Gnomon and
Shadow,” on measurements of shadows and lights, chap. 20, Answer to <the
Problems of> Piling of Meters” (chandaścityuttara, on combinatorics concerning
prosody, and a small section called “sine-production” (jyā-utpatti) in chap. 21
(“Spherics”) on trigonometry.

It is in chap. 12 that he gives his famous theorem on the diagonals of a cyclic
quadrilateral. In chap. 18, he prescribes rules for surds, negative quantities, 
zero, and unknown quantities, and provides rules called varga-prakr. ti (“square
nature”) for quadratic indeterminate equations of the type, Px2 + t = y2.

Bhāskara I flourished in the first half of the seventh century in Saurās.t.ra,
perhaps in Valabhı̄ near modern Bhāvnagar, and composed three works as the
expositions of the teachings of Āryabhat.a I, “based on the continuity of tradi-
tion” (sampradāya-avicchedāt). They are, in chronological order, Karmanibandha
(“Treatise on ·AstronomicalÒ Computation”) alias Mahābhāskarı̄ya (“Large
·BookÒ of Bhāskara”), a prose commentary on the Āryabhat.ı̄ya (written in Śaka
551 = ad 629), and an abridged version of the first work also called Karmani-
bandha alias Laghubhāskarı̄ya (“Small ·BookÒ of Bhāskara”).

Particularly important for the history of Indian mathematics is the second
work, that is, the commentary on the Āryabhat.ı̄ya, which provides valuable
information on, among other things, mathematical procedures and expressions
of his time.

A vacant place (kha) in the decimal place-value notation was indicated by a
small circle (bindu, lit. “a dot”), which was also put on the right shoulder of a
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negative number. A fraction was expressed, just like our fractions, by placing the
numerator above the denominator (without a bar between them), and the frac-
tional part of a number was put below its integer part. Thus, for example, the
diameter of the reference circle of Āryabhat.a’s sine table whose circumference
is 21600 is 

6875
625
1309

since Āryabhat.a’s value of p is 62832/20000, and the circumference of the
earth, whose diameter is 1050 yojanas according to Āryabhat.a, is

3299
8°
25

(= 3299 - 8–25) yojanas. The value of the linear measure, yojanas, varies from time
to time and from place to place. Āryabhat.a equates it with 8000 nr. s (“men”),
where 1 nr. = 4 hastas (cubits) = 96 an

.
gulas (“fingers”).

In geometry, Bhāskara I probably knew a proof of the Pythagorean Theorem,
because he provides a square figure (figure 17.1) divided into 8 equal right-
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Figure 17.1: Diagram by Bhāskara I, probably used for a proof of the Pythagorean
Theorem.



angled triangles and a central square, while discussing the validity of
Āryabhat.a’s statement, “A square (varga) is an equi-quadri-lateral ·figureÒ”
(Āryabhat.ı̄ya 2.3). Bhāskara’s square demonstrates that 4 ¥ (ab/2) + (a - b)2= c2,
from which he would easily obtain the equation, a2 + b2 = c2, numerically.

The Bakhshālı̄ Manuscript, whose original title is not known, is the oldest
extant manuscript in Indian mathematics. It was unearthed in a deteriorated
condition at Bakhshālı̄ near Peshawar (now in Pakistan) in 1881 and is now
preserved in the Bodleian Library at Oxford University. The extant portion of the
manuscript consists of 70 fragmentary leaves. It is written on birchbark with
the earlier type of the Śāradā script, which was used in the northwestern part of
India from the eighth to the twelfth centuries ad. The language is Sanskrit but
it has largely been influenced by the vernacular(s) of those regions.

The work is a loose compilation of mathematical rules and examples collected
from different works. They are written in verse, and the examples are solved in
prose commentaries on them and are often given verifications of the answers.

The dates so far proposed for the Bakhshālı̄ work vary from the third to the
twelfth centuries ad, but a recently made comparative study has shown many
similarities, particularly in the style of exposition and terminology, between the
Bakhshālı̄ work and Bhāskara I’s commentary on the Āryabhat.ı̄ya. This seems
to indicate that both works belong to the nearly same period, although this does
not deny the possibility that some of the rules and examples in the Bakhshālı̄
work date from anterior periods.

The rules that occur in the extant portion of the Bakhshālı̄ work are: (1) arith-
metical operations such as addition, etc.; (2) general rules applicable to different
kinds of problems such as the rule of three, regula falsi, etc.; (3) rules for purely
numerical problems such as algebraic equations and arithmetical progressions;
(4) rules for problems of money such as buying and selling, etc.; (5) rules for
problems of travelers such as equations of journeys, etc.; and (6) rules for geo-
metric problems such as the volume of an irregular solid. The Bakhshālı̄ work
employs a decimal place value notation with a dot for zero.

Śrı̄dhara, who flourished between Brahmagupta and Govindasvāmin, is one
of the earliest mathematicians who wrote separate treatises for the two major
fields, pāt.ı̄-gan. ita and bı̄ja-gan.tia, although his work on the latter is known only
from a quotation. He included many new topics such as combinations of the six
tastes, the hundred fowls problem, the cistern problem, etc., in his Pāt.ı̄gan. ita.

II.4 The ninth to fourteenth centuries – later developments

A follower of the Āryabhat.a school of mathematics and astronomy, Govin-
dasvāmin flourished in the first half of the ninth century in Kerala. His com-
mentaries on Bhāskara I’s Mahābhāskarı̄ya and on the latter half of Parāśara’s
Horāśāstra (between 600 and 750) are extant, but three works of his, Govindakr. ti
on astronomy, Govindapaddhati on astrology, and Gan. itamukha on mathematics,
are known only from references and quotations by later writers.
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Govindasvāmin shows a keen interest in the logical foundations of the rule of
three. He provides a definition, with a detailed explanation, of the four terms
(pramān.a, pramān.a-phala, icchā, and ichhā-phala) of the rule of three in his com-
mentary on the Mahābhāskarı̄ya (1.7), and, in three verses cited by Śan.kara,
compares these four terms to the constituent parts of the inference (anumāna) of
Indian logicians. A typical inference according to them is as follows: “That
mountain has fire because of its having smoke. That which has smoke has fire,
like a kitchen.” According to Govinda, the four terms of the rule of three corre-
spond in order to the smoke and fire in the kitchen and the same two in the
mountain, and thus the rule of three can be regarded as an inference.

A Jaina mathematician, Mahāvı̄ra wrote a book for pāt.ı̄-gan. ita entitled
Gan. itasārasam. graha during the reign of King Amoghavars.a (ca. 814/815–80).
The work is quite voluminous and comprises more than 1130 verses for rules
and examples. He seems to be the first in India who admitted two solutions of a
quadratic equation.

Bhāskara II was born in ad 1114 to a family which produced a number of
scholars and literary men before and after him. He lived in Vijjad.avid.a at 
the foot of the Sahya mountain situated at the northern end of the Western
Ghats, and completed his main work, Siddhāntaśiroman. i, when he was 36 
years old (ad 1150). He also wrote an astronomical manual, Karan.akutūhara, in
ad 1183, and a commentary (date unknown) on Lalla’s Śis.yadhı̄vr. ddhidatantra.
The Siddhāntaśiroman. i consists of four parts. Two of them, Lı̄lāvatı̄ and
Bı̄jagan. ita, are on mathematics, and the other two, Grahagan. itādhyāya and
Golādhyāya, on astronomy. These four parts were often regarded as independent
works.

The most popular among them was the Lı̄lāvatı̄, which is a well organized text-
book of pāt.ı̄-gan. ita written in a plain and elegant Sanskrit. It circulated all over
India and was commented upon in Sanskrit and in north Indian languages (such
as Marāt.hı̄ and Gujarātı̄) by a number of persons and translated not only into
Indian languages of the north and of the south (such as Kan. n. ad.a and Telugu)
but also several times into Persian.

Bhāskara II included a whole theory of the pulverizer in the Lı̄lāvatı̄, a book
of pāt.ı̄. This was possible because it required neither algebraic symbolism nor
“intelligence” (mati) which were essential for bı̄ja-gan. ita or algebra according to
Bhāskara II.

The last chapter, “the nets of digits,” deals with permutations of numerical
figures. The last problem, for example, reads as follows: “How many varieties of
numbers are there with digits placed in five places when their sum is thirteen?
It should be told, if you know.”

The Bı̄jagan. ita is the culmination of Indian algebra. Bhāskara II’s main con-
tribution to algebra is his treatment of various types of equations of order two
or more (up to six) with more than one unknown. The equations of higher
orders are solved by reducing them to quadratic equations. In his solutions, the
square nature and pulverizer, as well as the “elimination of the middle term”
(which is the name given to the solution procedure of quadratic equations), play
important roles.
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Nārāyan. a Pan. d. ita wrote, in ad 1356, a book for pāt.ı̄-gan. ita, Gan. itakaumudı̄,
in which he developed, among other things, theories of factorization, of parti-
tioning, of combinatorics, and of magic squares. His work for bı̄ja-gan. ita,
Bı̄jagan. itāvatam. sa, seems, judging from its extant portion, to have been modeled
after Bhāskara II’s Bı̄jagan. ita.

II.5 The fifteenth to seventeenth centuries – a new wave in 
the south

South India in this period produced many talented mathematicians and
astronomers. Particularly important is the academic lineage headed by Mādhava
of San.gamagrāma (fl. 1380/1420), which is often called the Mādhava school.

Mādhava, a resident of San.gamagrāma near Cochin in Kerala, was one of the
most brilliant mathematicians in the world. His name is, and will be, remem-
bered for his discovery of a power series expansion of p at least and perhaps 
also of those of trigonometric functions such as sine, cosine, versed sine, and
arctangent. The verses that state these series are found not in his extant astro-
nomical works but in the works of his successors.

In his commentary on the Lı̄lāvatı̄, Śan.kara explicitly ascribes two methods for
calculating the circumference of a circle to Mādhava. Śan.kara also cites
Mādhava’s verse which expresses, in the word-numeral notation (Bhūtasam. khyā),
an approximation to p correct to 11 decimal places, 2827433388233/(9 · 1011).

Nı̄lakan. t.ha Somayāji, son of Jātavedas, was born ca. 14 June 1444 in
Kun. d.apura near Tirur, Kerala, and studied under Dāmodara, son of
Parameśvara, at Ālattūr, Kerala.

He wrote an elaborate commentary on the Āryabhat.ı̄ya in about 1510. It
shows his great talent in mathematics as well as in astronomy. To cite a few
examples, he rediscovered the correct meaning of Āryabhat.a’s rule for sine-
differences. He expressly states the incommensurability of the diameter and the
circumference of a circle, although whether he has proved it or not is not 
known. He cites and proves Mādhava’s formulas for interpolation in the sine
table, and for the sum and difference of sines. He died after 1542.

Indian mathematics thus made unique, remarkable progress up to the sixteenth
century. It was only in the 1720’s that Jagannātha (1652–1744), at the request
of his patron, Jai Singh Sawai (1688–1744), produced the first Sanskrit version
of Euclid’s Elements under the title Rekhā-gan. ita (Mathematics of Lines) from the
Arabic version of Nas.ı̄r al-Dı̄n al-T. ūsı̄.
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Vaidika Sam. śodhana Man. d.ala, 1983.

Axel Michaels, 1978, Beweisverfahren in der vedischen Sakralgeometrie: eine Beitrag 
zur Entstehungs-geschichte von Wissenschaft, Alt- und Neu-indische Studien, Ed. 20,
Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1978.

374 takao hayashi



David Pingree, 1970–94, Census of the Exact Sciences in Sanskrit, ser. A, vols. 1–5,
Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1970/71/76/81/94.

——, 1978, “History of Mathematical Astronomy in India”, in C. C. Gillispie (ed.),
Dictionary of Scientific Biography, 16 vols., New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1970–
80, vol. 15, 1978, pp. 533–633. Reprinted in an eight-volume edition, 1981.

——, 1981, Jyotih. śāstra: Astral and Mathematical Literature, in Jan Gonda (ed.), A History
of Indian Literature, vol. 6, fasc. 4, Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1981.

K. Kunjunni Raja, 1963, “Astronomy and Mathematics in Kerala (An Account of the
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CHAPTER 18

Calendar, Astrology,
and Astronomy

Michio Yano

Another title of this chapter could be jyotih. śāstra, or “science of heavenly bodies.”
Sometimes mathematics (gan. itaśāstra) is regarded as a part of jyotih. śāstra, but an
independent chapter is given to mathematics in this book (see chapter 17). Thus,
what is touched on in this chapter is jyotih. śāstra minus mathematics proper. The
remainder can be expressed in the three words in the title of this chapter. Topics
are limited to those which would be useful for the students of Hinduism.

1 Vedān. ga Calendar

Even taking into account the refined taste of Vedic poets who refrained from
describing natural phenomena in a direct manner, observational records of
heavenly phenomena are scarce in the Vedic sam. hitā literature. Of course the
poets were interested in the sky as nature, but they were less eager to engage in
mathematical formulation of the periodic changes in the starry heaven. So there
is nothing systematic in the sam. hitā texts that can be called mathematical
astronomy. What we find in them is the hymns to the Sun and the Moon, and
naks.atras. It is even doubtful whether they knew the five planets as such (grahas
in later texts), namely, as a special class of stars which are distinguished from
the fixed stars.

It was as one of the six auxiliary branches (an
.
ga) for the pursuit of Vedic

rituals that the earliest astronomical knowledge of ancient India was systemati-
cally described. This branch was called jyotis.avedān

.
ga. The word jyotis.a comes

from jyotih. , “light (in the sky), luminary.” The text of the jyotis.avedān
.
ga survived

in two recensions: that of the R.gveda, which is older and ascribed to a Lagadha
belonging to the fifth century bc, and that of the Yajurveda, which belongs to
somewhat later period (Pingree 1981: 10). The two recensions, consisting of 36
and 44 verses respectively, have many verses in common.



The following quotation is from the R.gvedic recension:

The Vedas advanced for the sake of sacrificial rituals. And the sacrificial rituals
were prescribed in the order of time. Therefore one who has known this science of
prescription of time, namely, astronomy, has known sacrificial rituals. (Ārca-
jyautisam 33, in Dvivedin 1907)

This verse gave a strong motivation to those who devoted themselves in the study
of astronomy. Thus, for instance, Bhāskara II, the author of the Lı̄lāvatı̄ and
one of the most popular astronomer-mathematicians in India, wrote in the
middle of the twelfth century:

First of all the Vedas advanced through the activities of sacrificial rituals, while
sacrificial rituals are said to be dependent on time. Since knowledge of time is from
this science, therefore astronomy is said to be a branch of Vedic studies.
(Siddhāntaśiroman.i; Grahagan. itādhāya 1.1.9)

The main purpose of the jyotis.avedān
.
ga was the preparation of a calendar in

order to fix the date of sacrificial rituals. Nothing is written on planets. The cal-
endar described here represents the earliest stage of Indian calendrical tradition.
Almost all the important elements which characterize the Indian calendar are
already found in this literature. The main feature of this calendar is the five-year
cycle which is clearly stated as:

A year is 366 days, 6 seasons, 2 ayanas, and 12 solar months. This, multiplied by
five, is a yuga. (Yājus.ajyautis.am 28cd, in Dvivedin 1907)

(The number of) sāvana months, lunar months, sidereal months (in a yuga) are 61,
62, and 67 (respectively). A sāvana [month] has 30 days. A solar year is a turn of
the stars. (Yājus.ajyautis.am 31)

This statement can be tabulated as follows. Items in [ ] are not explicitly stated.

1 year = 366 days = 6 seasons
= 2 ayanas = 12 solar months

1 sāvana month =30 days
5 years = 60 solar months [= 1,800 solar days]

= 61 sāvana months [= 1,830 sāvana days]
= 62 synodic months [= 1,860 tithis]
= 67 sidereal months

This system requires two intercalary months (adhimāsas) in every five years, in
other words, one intercalation in every two and a half years. This is clearly men-
tioned in Kaut.ilya’s Arthaśāstra (2.20.66). We can interpret the word sāvana here
as equivalent to the modern adjective “civil”, although there were different mean-
ings of this word and this verse has been subject to different interpretations.1
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With our interpretation it follows that

62 synodic months = 1,830 days, i.e., 1 synodic month ª 29.515 days.

Since this value is not very accurate (the modern value is 29.530589 days), the
ancient Indian ritualists should have put an adjustment rather frequently –
addition of one day is necessary about every 64 months – in order to keep the
relation of the date of rituals and the lunar phases. But there are many textual
evidences which show the use of this five-year yuga, for instance, the Arthaśāstra
as mentioned above, the medical text Suśrutasam. hitā, the Buddhist text
Śārdūlakarn. āvadāna, and the Jain text Sūryapannatti. It was only after the intro-
duction of Hellenistic astronomy that the calendrical values were improved to a
useful degree.

2 Naks.atra and Lunar Astrology

2.1 Two systems of naks.atra

Sometime in the later Vedic period the meaning of the word naks.atra shifted from
its original sense of “star” in general to its narrower sense, namely, one of the
28 or 27 groups of stars which were regarded as the lunar stations along the
ecliptic. The earliest list of naks.atras in this sense is found in the Taittirı̄yasam. hitā
(Macdonell and Keith 1912: 409–31). The names of the naks.atras show some
variations and their grammatical forms do not always agree. In table 18.1 the
most commonly used forms are given. When 28 naks.atras are counted, Abhijit
is put between Uttarās.ād.hā and Śravan.a. The most important difference between
the 28 naks.atra system and the 27 naks.atra system is that in the latter each
naks.atra occupies an equal space of 13°20¢ while in the former the distance is
irregular. When, therefore, we find a naks.atra name in Sanskrit texts, we should
know which of the two system is intended. Since similar systems of unevenly
spaced 28 lunar mansions are found in Chinese and Islamic astronomy, there
have been disputes concerning their origin. In my view, the Chinese and Indian
systems are independent while the Islamic manāzil al-qamar (stations of the
moon) should have been influenced by the Indian naks.atras.

The identification of stars comprising each naks.atra poses even more difficult
problems, but some secure identification can be made: for example, Kr. ttikā is a
group of stars corresponding to Pleiades, and Citrā is a Virginis (= Spica).

In the earlier Sanskrit texts naks.atras are counted from Kr. ttikā, while in the
later period Aśvinı̄ (b and g Arietis) became the first mansion. The shift of
the starting point of the naks.atra system can be ascribed to the precession of
the equinoxes. The time when Pleiades was near the vernal equinox is about

378 michio yano



2300 bc. This is one of the reasons that some people claim the high antiquity
and originality of Indian astronomy. There is also an attempt at deciphering
some of the Indus scripts as the names of naks.atra. Such attempts are not utterly
impossible, but we must remember the difference between the naks.atra as a well-
defined coordinate system and the naks.atra as a star or a group of stars in
general.

According to the jyotis.avedān
.
ga the sun’s northern course (uttarāyan.a) begins

at its entry into the first point of the naks.atra Dhanis.t.hā, which, therefore, was
regarded as the winter solstice. Since the jyotis.avedān

.
ga used the equally spaced

27 naks.atra system, it turns out that the vernal equinox was assumed to be at
Bharan. ı̄ 10°, which is 23°20¢ distant from the first point of Aśvinı̄ which, in the
later period, was equated with the first point (mes. ādi, i.e. “the beginning of
Aries”) of the ecliptic longitude. If this difference were accepted as the amount
of the precession, and if we could admit that the accurate observation was made
in the jyotis.avedān

.
ga period, the text might be dated about 1,600 years before

the time when Indian naks.atra coordinate system was fixed. This would put 
the date of the jyotis.avedān

.
ga in about 1300 bc. But here I should remind the

reader of what I already said about Kr. ttikā. What we can say about the date is
only relative.

The naks.atra system played a very important role in some aspects of Indian
culture, i.e., calendar making, astrology and ritual.

2.2 Naks.atra in calendar and astrology

The lunar month was named after the naks.atra where the full moon is located.
Thus, for instance, Caitra is the month during which the full moon is stationed
in Citrā. The relation of the naks.atras and the month names is shown in table
18.1. This naming system must have been one of the reasons that the sidereal
(nirayan.a) position of the Sun and the Moon was more important than their
tropical (sāyana) position. In this way the relation of month names to seasons
could not but be sacrificed by the effect of the precession of equinoxes.

The naks.atras played the central role in the earlier period of Indian astrology,
namely, the period before the introduction of horoscopic astrology from the west.
Predictions were made according to the naks.atras where the moon is located. To
each naks.atra a deity from the Indian pantheon was assigned, for example, Agni
to Kr. ttikā and Prajāpati to Rohin. ı̄, etc. (see table 18.1). Thus naks.atra worship
became an important part of Indian rituals. Since little attention was paid to the
position of planets nor to the solar position, I would call this type of astrology
“lunar astrology” in contrast to horoscopic astrology where the planetary posi-
tion against the background of the zodiacal signs is more important. Among 
the texts preserving this old lunar astrology are the Śārdūlakarn. āvadāna and
the Sūryapannatti which we have mentioned above, and the Pariśis.t.a of the
Atharvaveda.
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3 Nine Grahas

3.1 Grahas in medical texts

Most Hindu temples have a shrine which contains the images of navagraha, i.e.
nine planetary gods. How and when Indian people began worshiping planets,
after being indifferent to them for a very long time, is an interesting but difficult
question.

The word graha is used in medical texts referring to the demons which possess
children and cause mental diseases. For instance, there is a chapter devoted to
“nine grahas” in the Suśrutasam. hitā, which was compiled sometime around the
third to fourth century ad. The nine grahas enumerated in this context have
nothing to do with planets. Whether the coincidence of the number nine is acci-
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Table 18.1: Naks.atras

No. Naks.atra Deity Month name

1 Kr. ttikā Agni Kārttika
2 Rohin. ı̄ Prajãpati
3 Mr. gaśı̄rs.a Soma Mārgaśira
4 Ārdrā Rudra
5 Punarvasu Aditi
6 Pus.ya Br. haspati Paus.a
7 Āśles. ā Sarpa
8 Maghā Pitaras Māgha
9 Pūrvaphālgunı̄ Bhaga

10 Uttaraphālgunı̄ Aryaman Phālguna
11 Hasta Āditya
12 Citrā Tvas.t.r. Caitra
13 Svāti Vāyu
14 Viśākhā Indrāgnı̄ Vaiśākha
15 Anurādhā Mitra
16 Jyes. t.hā Indra Jyais. t.ha
17 Mūla Nirr. ti
18 Pūrvās. ād.hā Toya Ās. ād.ha
19 Uttarās. ād.hā Viśvadeva

(Abhijit) Brahmā
20 Śravan.a Vis.n.u Śrāvan.a
21 Dhanis. t.hā Vasu
22 Śatabhis.aj Varun.a
23 Pūrvabhadrapadā Ajapāda Bhādrapada
24 Uttarabhadrapadā Ahirbudhnya
25 Revatı̄ Pūs.an
26 Aśvinı̄ Aśvin Āśvina
27 Bharan. ı̄ Yama



dental or not is yet to be investigated. That the graha in some other contexts in
medical texts can be properly interpreted as a heavenly body complicates our
problem. In one passage of the Carakasam. hitā (3.3.4), graha is mentioned along
with naks.atra, which means that graha here is one of the heavenly bodies. It
should be remembered that in this context the Sun and the Moon are separately
enumerated and thus they are excluded from the group of grahas.

In three passages of the Suśrutasam. hitā (1.6.19, 1.32.4, and 6.39.266cd–
267ab) grahas as heavenly bodies are mentioned. Especially deserving attention
is the second passage, because here we find the word graha along with horā in
the enumeration of bad omens (nimittas) leading to a patient’s death. The word
horā is a phonetic transcription of the Greek word w�ra which denotes (1) a
spatial unit of half a zodiacal sign or (2) a temporal unit of the 24th part of a
day, or (3) the first astrological place (ascendant). In Sanskrit texts on astrology
this word became one of the basic technical terms.

This brief summary of grahas in medical texts would suffice to reveal the com-
plicated nature of Sanskrit texts. One and the same word was used in different
meanings according to the context, and new ideas were sometimes incorporated
into the older text. Even if we limit our topic to the grahas as heavenly bodies,
they are subject to a variety of meanings, as will be shown below.

3.2 Grahas as planets

Semantic change The concept of graha (etymologically meaning “one which
seizes”) as a heavenly body experienced at least the following stages of
development.

1 A demon which eclipses the Sun and the Moon was called svarbhānu and,
probably, graha.

2 The demon got the name Rāhu and, somewhat later, the tail of the truncated
Rāhu was called Ketu.

3 Five planets were regarded as grahas.
4 The Sun and the Moon joined the grahas, and a group of seven or nine grahas

was established, though without fixed order.
5 The week-day order of the seven grahas and the concept of the nine grahas

were established.

This process shows an interesting semantic change where the Sun and the
Moon, which were originally considered as “one which is seized” finally turned
to be “seizer” (graha). The chronological order of the stages 2 and 3 is difficult
to decide.

Eclipse demon Since a solar or lunar eclipse is one of the most conspicuous
heavenly phenomena, it is difficult to imagine that it escaped attention of the

calendar, astrology, and astronomy 381



Vedic poets. In fact a demon called Svarbhānu in the R.gveda 5.40.5 seems to have
been regarded as the cause of eclipses. This is the only occurrence of svarbhānu
in the R.gveda and there is no evidence that this demon was identified as graha.
In epics, however, svarbhānu is explicitly called “graha” (Mahābhārata 6.13.40ab
and Rāmāyan.a 3.22.11cd).

Old references to planets In one passage of the Atharvaveda a graha appears as an
eclipse demon. The oldest text which mentions Rāhu as an eclipse demon is the
Chandogya-Upanis.ad (8.13). The Maitrāyan. ı̄-Upanis.ad (7.6) enumerates Rāhu
and Ketu along with Saturn (śani) as one of the semi-deities. But the date of
these passages is problematical.

It is only after the period of Greek settlement in Bactria (third century bc) that
explicit references to planets are attested in Sanskrit texts.

The Arthaśāstra is one of the oldest texts which clearly mentions Jupiter and
Venus by the name Br. haspati and Śukra, respectively:

Its ascertainment (is made) from the position, motion and impregnation of Jupiter,
from the rising, setting and movements of Venus and from the modification in 
the nature of the Sun. From the Sun (is known) the successful sprouting of seeds,
from Jupiter the formation of stalks in the crops, from Venus rain. (Arthaśāstra
2.24.7–8)

The data of the text has not been well established. Probably its oldest part was
composed about two hundred years before Christ. It is evident that this passage
concerns weather prognostics. Pingree (1981) regards such prognostics as of
Babylonian origin.

Nine grahas without fixed order The Gārgyajyotis.a (between bc and ad)2 arranges
the nine grahas in a strange order: Moon, Rāhu, Jupiter, Venus, Ketu, Saturn,
Mars, Mercury, and Sun. Here Ketu (almost always in plural form) is not yet the
tail of Rāhu but comets. The great epic Mahābhārata abounds in the enumera-
tion of grahas,3 but the order of the enumeration is not fixed, nor is the week-
day order attestable. Ketu is not always included in the group of grahas. Often it
is called dhūmaketu (“smoke-bannered”) and no reference to the single “Ketu”
without similar modification is found in the Mahābhārata. This evidence shows
that there was a period in India when all the nine grahas were known but the
order was not yet fixed.

To this period belongs the Śārdūlakarn. āvadāna. The passage which concerns
us runs as follows:

Now, oh Pus.karasārin, I will talk about grahas. Hear about them. They are 
Venus, Jupiter, Saturn Mercury, Mars, Sun, and the Lord of the stars (Moon).
(Mukhopadhyaya 1954: 53)
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The Modengqie Jing, one of the Chinese translations of the Śārdūlakarn. āvadāna,
adds in this context Rāhu and comets (or a comet) to the seven luminaries and
regards “nine” grahas as making one group. What is more interesting is that the
week-day order of seven grahas is attested in a passage of this Chinese transla-
tion (Taisho Daizôkyô, vol. 21: 410). It is quite puzzling to find the week-day
order here, because the Chinese translation is said to have been made in the early
third century ad. This was the time when the notion of the week-day was just
introduced into India. In order to settle this puzzle we must hypothesize either
(1) that the Chinese translators got some new information directly from the west
or (2) that this passage was inserted in a somewhat later period.

Week-day order of grahas It was only after the transmission of Hellenistic astrol-
ogy that the order of planets in India was fixed in that of the seven-day week.
This order is the outcome of the combination of the Greek cosmological idea of
concentric spheres and the Egyptian belief of the planetary gods presiding over
the 24 hours (w�ra mentioned above). In order to get the present order of week-
day, the concentric spheres must be arranged in the order of Saturn, Jupiter,
Mars, the Sun, Venus, Mercury, and the Moon. This order was known sometime
in the second century bc. But the evidence of the earliest use of the week-day
belongs to a considerably later period.

The first evidence of the introduction of Greek astrology in India is the
Yavanajātaka. The text was translated into Sanskrit prose in ad 149/150 and it
was versified in ad 269/270 by a Sphujidhvaja. Only the verse version is extant
(Pingree 1978). Sphujidhvaja’s version enumerates seven planets on many
occasions, but it is only towards the end of the work (chapter 77) that the week-
day order is attestable. This order does not seem to have been widely spread in
that period in India. Neither Rāhu nor Ketu appears in this text. About a quarter
century later, however, Mı̄narāja in his Vr.ddhayavanajātaka (about ad 300–25)
describes planets in the week-day order, together with Rāhu, although he does
not mention Ketu (Pingree 1976). Varāhamihira (mid-sixth century) does not
regard Ketu as the tail of Rāhu but as comets.

The oldest Indian inscription which gives a date with a week-day is that 
of Thursday, 21 July, ad 484 (Fleet 1877: 80–4). The first astronomical text
which defines the week-day is the Āryabhat.ı̄ya of Āryabhat.a (born ad 476). His
definition is:

These seven Lords of horā beginning with Saturn are (more and more) speedy in
this order (of concentric spheres). Every fourth by the order of swiftness is the Lord
of the day (which begins) with the sunrise. (ABh. 3.16)

What we can safely say is, therefore, that the week-day and the order of the days
of the week gradually became known to Indian people at the end of the third
century and it became wide spread about a century later.
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Thus all the passages in Sanskrit texts which describe planets in the week-day
order should be dated later than the end of the third century.

Graha worship section of the Gr.hyasūtras Many variations of the order of the
nine grahas are found in the section of the rite of worshiping grahas (grahayajña)
in the Gr.hyasūtras. Thus the time in which this rite originated belongs to the
fourth stage mentioned above. Even in one and the same text we can find differ-
ent orders of enumeration. In some texts the seven planets are arranged in the
order of Sun, Mars, Moon, Mercury, Jupiter, Venus, and Saturn. Some texts pre-
suppose the week-day order using the word kramen.a or kramāt (“by the order (of
week-day)”). Such texts or at least this part of such texts must be considered as
belonging to the later period.4 Old elements are of course preserved and repeat-
edly appear in the later texts, so we cannot use such elements as the means of
fixing the lower limit of the date of a document, while new elements can surely
serve as the criterion to judge the upper limit of the text, or at least the part of
the text which contains them.

4 Classical Period

4.1 New aspects

Zodiacal signs A great change of the jyotih. śāstra resulted from the introduction
of Hellenistic astrology and astronomy into India. The most remarkable element
in this was the important role played by the seven planets. Other new elements
transmitted to India were the twelve zodiacal signs beginning with Aries and the
twelve astrological places beginning with the ascendant. The first point of Mes.a
(a translation of the Greek word corresponding to Aries) was equated with the
first point of the naks.atra Aśvinı̄. With the relation 27 naks.atras = 12 zodiacal
signs (i.e., 9/4 naks.atras = 1 zodiacal sign), one zodiacal sign was equated to
“nine quarters” of a naks.atra.

Referring system The Sanskrit names for zodiacal signs are translations of the
Greek words and in some texts we find phonetic transliterations from Greek.
However, there is a remarkable difference between the western zodiacal signs
and Indian signs (called rāśi). In Indian astronomy the precession (ayana) of
equinoxes was not taken into account and the initial point of the ecliptic coor-
dinates was fixed sometime about ad 285.5 This is the so-called nirayan.a system.
In the course of time, therefore, the true vernal equinox (V.E. in figure 18.1),
moving backward, separated from the initial point (mes. ādi) of the nirayan.a
longitude. The amount of this difference, called ayanām. śa, has accumulated 
to some 23.5 degrees in modern times. This is the reason why the day of
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Mes.asam. krānti, which was originally equivalent to the vernal equinox, now falls
on around April 14. This also explains the date of Makarasam. krānti, the festi-
val of winter solstice, falling on around January 14.

4.2 Calendar system

Month names The traditional Indian calendar is essentially luni-solar, although
the solar calendar is also used additionally in some regions. In order to keep the
relation of the lunar months with the change of seasons, the lunar month name
was related to the solar month. First of all the solar month was determined by
the “entry” (sam. krānti or sam. kraman.a) of the sun into each of the zodiacal signs.
The relation between sam. krānti and the lunar month names is shown in table
18.2. Thus, for example, the lunar month Caitra is defined as the month which
contains the Mes.asam. krānti and Vaiśākha is the month which contains the
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Mina Mesa Vrsa Mithuna
mesadi

Pisces Aries Taurus GeminiV.E.

Mina Mesa Vrsa Mithuna
mesadi

Aries Taurus Gemini Cancer
V.E.

About AD 285

About AD 2000

·
· · ·

··
·

·

Figure 18.1: Precession of equinoxes.

Table 18.2

Sam. krānti Present date Lunar month

Mes.a (Aries) April 14 Caitra
Vr. s.a (Taurus) May 14 Vaiśākha
Mithuna (Gemini) June 15 Jyais. t.ha
Karkat.a (Cancer) July 16 Ās. ād.ha
Sim. ha (Leo) August 16 Śrāvan.a
Kanyā (Virgo) September 17 Bhādrapada
Tulā (Libra) October 17 Āśvina
Vr. ścika (Scorpion) November 16 Kārttika
Dhanus (Sagittarius) December 15 Mārgaśira
Makara (Capricorn) January 14 Paus.a
Kumbha (Aquarius) February 13 Māgha
Mı̄na (Pisces) March 14 Phālguna



Vr. s.asam. krānti, etc. For the sake of the reader’s convenience the approximate
date of sam. krāntis in the modern calendar is given in the second column.

Amānta and Pūrn. imānta One should remember that there are two different
systems of naming the month, i.e. amānta (“new moon ending”) and pūrn. imānta
(“full moon ending”). In the bright half month (śukla-paks.a) nothing is different,
but in the dark half month (kr.s.n.na-paks.a), the pūrn. imānta month name is ahead
of the amānta month name by one. Roughly speaking, sough Indian calendars
follow the amānta method, while in north India the pūrn. imānta system has been
used since ancient times.

Intercalary month (adhimāsa) Since a lunar month (synodic month) is a little
shorter than a solar month, sometimes there occurs a lunar month which does
not contain any sam. krānti. Such an additional month (adhimāsa) was called by
the name of the following month prefixed by adhika-. In the example of figure
18.2 the month after Vaiśākha is called Adhika-Jyais.t.ha. An adhimāsa was
regarded as inauspicious and no religious ceremony was performed during this
month. Thus it is also called malamāsa (“impure month”).

Omitted month (ks.ayamāsa) In very rare cases there occurs a month which con-
tains two sam. krāntis. In such cases the second sam. krānti does not contribute to
the naming of the month and it is omitted as ks.ayamāsa. When such a case
happens there are inevitably two adhimāsas, one before and the other after the
ks.ayamāsa. In such years the first adhimāsa is called sam. sarpa and the rituals can
be performed as usual. The month containing two sam. krāntis is called am. haspati,
while the second adhimāsa is the adhimāsa proper when rituals are not performed
(see Kane 1962: vol. 5, p. 671).

The possibility of ks.ayamāsa was first mentioned by Bhāskara II in his
Siddhāntaśiroman. i. He correctly remarks that a ks.ayamāsa usually occurs in
every 141 years and sometimes after the interval of 19 years. According to him,
ks.ayamāsa is possible only during the three months beginning with Kārttika. In
figure 18.3 I have shown the case where Paus.a is omitted. The ks.ayamāsa shows
the theoretical nature of the Indian calendar.
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Omitted day (ks.ayadina) Since the average length of a synodic month is about
29.5 days, a month in a lunar calendar consists of either 29 days or 30 days. In
the Indian calendar the concept of tithi plays an important role in order to deter-
mine whether a month contains 29 days or 30 days.

In the earlier period, a tithi was simply defined as one-thirtieth of a lunar
month, but later it was more exactly defined as the period of time in which the
increment of the lunar longitude over the solar longitude becomes 12 degrees.
In both definitions one month consists inevitably of 30 tithis. A month is divided
into two halves (paks.as), a bright half (śuklapaks.a) and a dark half (kr.s.n.apaks.a)
each having 15 tithis. Since the sunrise is the beginning of a civil day, the ordinal
number of a civil day in a half month is determined by the tithi which is current
at the sunrise. For instance, as in figure 18.4, if the sixth tithi (t6) is current at
a sunrise, the day is called “sixth day” (d6). In this example, however, the next
day (d7) contains two ends of tithi (t7 and t8) and at the sunrise of the follow-
ing day the ninth tithi (t9) is current. Thus the eighth tithi does not contribute
to the naming of the civil day. The eighth day (d8), therefore, is omitted from this
half month. This omitted day is called ks.ayadina.

Additional day (adhikadina) Quite opposite to the omitted days, sometimes it
happens that a tithi contains two sunrises. In such case the same date is repeated
and the second one is called adhikadina. In the example of figure 18.5 the eighth
day (d8) of this half month is repeated.

Pañcān
.
ga The traditional Indian calendar is called pañcān

.
ga, i.e., “that which is

consisting of five elements.” The five elements are vāra (days of week), tithi,
naks.atra, karan.a, and yoga. The karan.a is a time unit of half of tithi, and the 
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Figure 18.3: Ks.ayamāsa (amānta system).
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Figure 18.4: Ks.ayadina.



yoga is based on the “sum” of the longitude of the Sun and the Moon. The 
present author has written a computer program for pañcān

.
ga based on the

Sūryasiddhānta. The program is available at my web page (http://www.kyoto-
su.ac.jp/~yanom/).

4.3 Mathematical astronomy

Sanskritization The planetary astrology of Hellenistic origin gave a strong moti-
vation for Indian people to learn Greek astronomy. How they got access to Greek
astronomical texts and which texts were studied are not known yet. When the
first Sanskrit astronomical text based on Greek astronomy appeared it was
already in a well established form. The text was the Āryabhat.ı̄ya of Āryabhat.a
(born in ad 476). During the interval of 300 years between the first Yavanajātaka
and the Āryabhat.ı̄ya Indian astronomers must have been occupied with the task
of Indianizing and Sanskritizing Greek astronomy. The astronomical texts of this
period were all lost, but fortunately we have Varāhamihira’s Pañcasiddhāntikā
(Neugebauer and Pingree 1970) where the five astronomical schools which
were known in his time were summarized. They are: the Paitāhamasiddhānta, the
Vasis.t.hasiddhānta, the Romakasiddhānta, the Pauliśasiddhānta, and the Sūryasid-
dhānta. Varāhamihira evaluates them by the following words:

The Pauliśa is accurate, that which was pronounced by Romaka is near it; the
Sāvitra (i.e. the Sūrya) is more accurate; the remaining two have strayed far away
(from the truth). (PS 1.3; Neugebauer and Pingree 1970: 27)

In fact the Paitāmahasiddhānta, belonging to the vedān
.
ga tradition, was obsolete

already in Varāhamihira’s time. What characterizes the Vasis.t.hasiddhānta is
period relations and linear zigzag functions which are probably of Babylonian
origin. No geometrical method is used in these two older schools of astronomy.
The Pauliśa and Romaka, which are highly regarded, are of western origin as the
names suggest. These two texts were, according to Varāhamihira’s own state-
ment, commented upon by a Lāt.adeva. The author of the Sūryasiddhānta, the
most accurate of the five siddhāntas, is not known. This text is different from the
later and more popular Sūryasiddhānta.
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Pre-Ptolemaic system What is to be stressed here is that the Greek astronomy
transmitted to India was not the system of Ptolemy who was active in the middle
of the second century in Alexandria, but that of certain schools belonging to the
earlier period. This can be shown from several technical aspects: for example, the
effect of the evection (second anomaly) in lunar motion, the equant point in 
the planetary model, and the spherical trigonometry, which were first used by
Ptolemy, are all absent in Indian astronomy.

It is interesting that Indian astronomy preserved some older elements of
Greek astronomy which disappeared in their homeland. One of the good exam-
ples in this respect is trigonometry. It was by tracking backward along this line
of transmission that the first chord table ascribed to Hipparchus (fl. 150 bc) was
recovered by G. J. Toomer (Toomer 1973: 6–28) from an Indian sine table.
Toomer showed that some numerical values ascribed to Hipparchus in Ptolemy’s
Almagest could be explained by hypothesizing the use of this reconstructed table.
It does not follow, however, that the Indian astronomers were only uncritical
receivers of Greek astronomy. Rather, they introduced the foreign elements in a
very limited time through a very small number of texts, and after this initial
stage of introduction all the developments were made by themselves without
foreign influence.

With the introduction of Greek astronomy, Indian astronomical constants
were greatly improved. After Āryabhat.a the constants were given as the rota-
tions in a mahāyuga (4,320,000 years) or in a kalpa (4,320,000,000 years).

The number of civil days (D) in a mahāyuga is the difference between the
number of the rotations of fixed stars (Rs) and those of the Sun (Y). Similarly,
the number of lunar months (M) is the difference between the Moon’s rotations
(Rm) and those of the Sun. As we have seen in the jyotis.avedān

.
ga, the difference

between the number of lunar months and that of solar months (12Y) is the
number of intercalary months (A). In the same way the difference between the
number of tithis (T) and that of civil days is the number of omitted days (K).

Let us give a set of these numbers according to the later Sūryasiddhānta,
belonging to about the eighth or ninth century. From table 18.3 we can get the
length of a solar (i.e. sidereal) year and that of a synodic month:
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Table 18.3

Fixed stars Rs 1,582,237,828
Solar years Y 4,320,000
Civil days D = Rs - Y 1,577,917,828
Sidereal months Rm 57,753,336
Synodic months M = Rm - Y 53,433,336
Intercalary months A = M - 12Y 1,593,336
Tithis T = 30 ¥ M 1,603,000,080
Omitted days K = T - D 25,082,580
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These numbers are good enough to prepare a calendar. This is why there still
survive some traditional calendars which are based on the Sūryasiddhānta and
which give almost the same results as my computer program mentioned above.

Kali yuga epoch Since the mean positions of the Sun and Moon and the planets
are the function of time, one should assume a certain time as the initial point of
calculation. The class of astronomical literature called karan.a is characterized by
the use of an epoch which is not very far back from the time of the text, while
the siddhānta texts employed an epoch in a very remote past where all the planets
were assumed to be in mean conjunction at the starting point of the ecliptic
coordinates. The epoch was sought by means of indeterminate equations of the
first degree – at a certain time true positions were observed and they were con-
verted into mean positions, while the mean motions of all the planets had been
somehow known. The epoch arrived at by this method was midnight of Febru-
ary 17/18 in 3102 bc according to the midnight (ārdharātrika) school, and the
sunrise of February 18 (Friday) of the same year according to the sunrise
(audayika) school. That the epoch was very accurately chosen can be demon-
strated by the fact that even today we can get a fairly good calendar using this
epoch and the constants of the siddhānta texts.

Planetary theory The numbers for the rotations of planets are also given in
astronomical texts. They vary slightly according to the schools (Pingree 1981:
15). Let us give here (table 18.4) those from the later Sūryasiddhānta.

solar year = 365.258757,

synodic month =

D
Y

D
M

=

= 29 530588. .

Table 18.4

Rotations in a Mahāyuga

Fixed stars 1,582,237,828
Saturn 146,580
Jupiter 364,212
Mars 2,296,832
Sun 4,320,000
Venus’s śı̄ghra 7,022,364
Mercury’s śı̄ghra 17,937,076
Moon 57,753,336

Moon’s apogee 488,203
Moon’s node -232,246



The “rotations of the fixed stars” in this table is the “rotations of the earth on
its axis” according to Āryabhat.a, because he thought that the earth was moving
while the stars were fixed. But no Indian astronomers followed his idea until
Nı̄lakan.t.ha of the sixteenth century. The different behaviors of the outer planets
(Saturn, Jupiter, and Mars) and the inner planets (Venus and Mercury) were
known to Indian astronomers. The numbers given for the outer planets are their
sidereal rotations and those of their śı̄ghra (literally “swift one”) are equal to that
of the Sun. Those numbers for the inner planets are the rotations of the śı̄ghra,
while their sidereal rotations are equal to that of the Sun. From modern astro-
nomical point of view, therefore, the śı̄ghra can be interpreted as the mean Sun.
Since, however, ancient Indian planetary theory was geocentric, they regarded
the śı̄ghra as rotating on the geocentric orbit of the planet and constantly
drawing the planet in its direction.

After computing the longitude of the mean planets as the function of time
since epoch, the true position was obtained by means of the eccentric-epicyclic
theory. Here is a remarkable difference from Ptolemy’s theory. Ptolemy combined
two effects which cause the irregular motions of planets, namely, that of eccen-
tricity and that of anomaly, and put them together in a single geometric model.
In doing so he had to introduce a controversial point, which was later called the
“equant,” outside the center of the eccentric circle. In India, on the other hand,
the two effects were kept separate and no unified model was conceived. One was
called the manda (literally “slow one”) epicycle which explains, in modern words,
the combined effects of the eccentricities of the Sun and the planet, the other
was called the sı̄ghra epicycle as mentioned above. The effects of these two ele-
ments for each planet were separately tabulated. The procedures of using the
two tables in order to get the final equation (antyaphala) show some variations
depending on the school. Thus we can say that Indian planetary theory is not
totally geometrical. Once they introduced geometrical models from the west,
they developed their own functional method.

It is worth mentioning that Āryabhat.a’s school survived in south India, espe-
cially in Kerala, and was revived as the Mādhava school in the fourteenth
century. The culmination of this school is Nı̄lakan.t.ha (1444 to after 1542), who
tried to combine the two effects in a single geometrical model, and the result was
quite similar to the partial heliocentric model of Tycho Brahe.

Notes

1 I follow Dr. Ohashi’s interpretation. Cf. Yukio Ohashi, 1993.
2 Yugapurān.a, a part of the Gārgya-jyotis.a, was edited and translated by John E.

Mitchiner, Calcutta 1986.
3 MBh.2.11.20; 3.3.19; 6.3.11–17; 13.151.12 etc. Thanks are due to my friend, Prof.

M. Tokunaga by whom the whole text of the Mahābhārata has been digitalized.
4 Some other examples are: Rāmāyana 1.17 (Rāma’s horoscope), Mudrārāks.asa 4.19

(horoscopic prediction), and a part of the Atharvaveda-pariśis.t.a.
5 The time when the longitude of a Virginis was 180°. Cf. Chatterjee 1998.
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CHAPTER 19

The Science of Medicine

Dominik Wujastyk

The Beginnings of Medical Science

Indian medicine, as a systematic and scholarly tradition, begins historically with
the appearance of the great medical encyclopedias of Caraka, Suśruta and Bhela
about two thousand years ago.1 These are the oldest Indian medical texts we
have, and also the most influential. Just as Pān. ini’s famous linguistic study of
Sanskrit leaps into the historical record fully formed, like the Buddha from Queen
Maya’s side, so the medical encyclopedias too emerge with a learned medical
tradition in an almost fully articulated form.

The antecedents

In the case of Pān. ini, we do have some preceding literature, which shows us
traditional Indian linguistics in its childhood, so to speak, notably the Nirukta 
of Yāska, as well as the various śiks.ā and prātiśākhya texts. But in the case of
medicine far less precursory material has survived. Early medical texts which 
are now known only by name include the Jatūkarn. atantra, the Hārı̄tasam. hitā, the
Parāśarasam. hitā, and the Kharanādasam. hitā, all of which apparently existed at the
time of Śivadāsa who commented on the Carakasam. hitā in the fifteenth century.
Other lost works include the Viśvāmitrasam. hitā, the Atrisam. hitā, the Kapilatantra,
and the Gautamatantra (Roy 1986: 157–9 and Meulenbeld 1999–2002:
Ia.145–79, 369–71, 689–99). But even before these specialist treatises on
medicine, there is a certain amount of material on the history of medicine which
can be recovered from earlier, chiefly religious, texts.

Medicine in Vedic times It is often claimed that āyurveda evolved organically
from the medical traditions discernible in Vedic literature. The respected scholar
Mira Roy, for example, draws attention to several areas of apparent continuity



between the Vedic concepts, especially from the Atharvaveda, and the āyurvedic
compendia (1986:6.155f.). One of the examples she cites is the fact that five vital
breaths are mentioned in both the Atharvaveda and the Carakasam. hitā (AV
10.2.13, Ca.sū.12.8).

But on closer examination, all of these supposed parallels break down. Thus,
it is true that Caraka’s Compendium does have a discourse on the five vital
breaths. This discourse is put into the mouth of a scholar called Vāyorvida (“he
who knows about air”), who presents his theory as a cornerstone of physiology.
As soon as he finishes his description, another scholar, Marı̄ci, disputes his state-
ment impatiently, saying (Ca.sū.12.9):

Even if this is so, what is its general relevance to the purpose of this discussion or
with knowledge of medical science? This is a discussion on the subject of medical
science!

Vāyorvida tries to defend his point of view briefly, but without introducing any
new ideas, and Mārica proceeds to put forward his own view that fire (agni) is
the cornerstone of medicine. This too is superseded by the sage Kāpya with yet
another view that soma is the cornerstone, and so the discussion continues. The
conclusion presented by the chairman of the debate, Punarvasu Ātreya, is that
while he regrets contradicting anyone, health ultimately comes down to a
balance of the three humors (dos.as) (Ca.sū.12.13).

All we can really deduce from these passages is that a doctrine of five breaths
existed at the time of the composition of the medical encyclopedias. Of course
this is well known: the five breaths are already discussed in the much earlier lit-
erature of the Upanis.ads and Brāhman.as. But although the doctrine of the
breaths is mentioned in the early medical texts, it does not become an important
part of medical thought or practice until the composition of a much later work
called the Āyurvedasūtra. This synthetic work, probably written in the early sev-
enteenth century, tries for the first time to combine doctrines from āyurveda and
a form of tantric yoga (Meulenbeld 1999–2002: IIa.499 ff.).

Roy herself finally concludes that in spite of some superficial similarities,

Āyurveda, which incorporates different traditions [from the Veda], has a distinct
place alongside of the Vedas. . . . Although glorified as an appendage of Vedic
literature, Āyurveda as such is not mentioned there. (1986:6.156)

Roy points out that although a later Vedic text, the R.gvedaprātiśākhya (16.54),
refers to a medical treatise called Good Medicine (subhes.aja), it is the Mahābhārata
that first refers to medicine as a science of eight parts (cikitsāyām. as.t.ān

.
gāyām.

2.50.80), and uses the word “āyurveda” as the name of the science of medicine
(12.28.44, 12.328.9, 12.330.22).

The Compendium of Caraka contains a passage in which the physician is
advised on how to respond, when pressed by questioners on the subject of which
Veda his science belongs to (Ca.sū.30.21). He should answer that he is devoted
to the Atharvaveda because that Veda prescribes rituals and prayers to enhance
and prolong life, and this is the purpose of medicine too. The context suggests
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that this passage should be read as a slightly knowing suggestion, in which the
physician is being advised to claim allegiance to a Veda because his interlocutor
requires it of him, and as part of a didactic strategy, rather than for any more
fundamental reason connected with real historical connections. It is tempting
to read Roy’s arguments above, and others like them, as adhering to exactly this
ancient recommendation.

If āyurveda does not derive from Vedic medical traditions, what then are its
antecedents?

This has been one of the most outstanding problems for the history of
āyurveda for most of the last century. One serious suggestion which has recurred
in the literature on āyurvedic history is that some of the the innovative doctrines
of āyurveda were taken from Greek physicians in Gandhāra. Jean Filliozat tested
this idea in his book on classical Indian medicine, and indeed found parallels
between Indian and Greek thought, especially regarding the doctrines of breath
(Skt. prān. a, Grk. pneuma) (Filliozat 1964). But Indian medical literature has no
loan-words from Greek, and is in this respect quite different from the Indian
astral sciences (jyotih. śāstra) which have borrowed many items of Greek vocabu-
lary. There are philologically puzzling words in āyurveda, for example jentāka,
meaning a steam bath or sauna. This is almost certainly not a Sanskrit word in
origin, but it is not from the Greek either, and its origin has not yet been traced.
In fact, Michio Yano has, as reported elsewhere in this volume, discovered one
Greek word in the early Sanskrit medical corpus. The word horã (w̆ra) occurs in
Suśruta’s Compendium (Su.sū.32.4) in a passage listing omens which foretell the
death of a patient. If the patient’s zodiacal sign (horā) has burning lights or
meteors in it, the patient is doomed. This proves that the compiler of this part of
the text was already aware of the Hellenistic astrology that became available in
India during the second century ce. But this makes it even more striking that
not one Greek loanword for a medical term appears in Sanskrit medical litera-
ture. Indian physicians almost certainly had the opportunity to imbibe Greek
medical ideas, but apparently no motive.

Until recently, few other serious ideas had been mooted for the origin of
āyurveda. The conjecture that āyurveda embodies traditions that somehow
came from the Indus valley civilization is tempting, of course, but impossible to
establish. Scholars working within a traditional framework have tended not to
engage with the problem, because of the strong traditional belief that āyurveda
is indeed a continuation of medicine from the Vedic sam. hitās. Many texts on the
history of āyurveda, even written by contemporary scholars, start by repeating
the mythological accounts given in the beginning of the sam. hitās in which
medicine is passed from the gods to the humans through a chain of divine beings
and spiritual teachers. Such scholars seem unable or unwilling to see such an
account for what it is, a common frame for initiating any orthodox śāstra, which
occurs in variant forms at the beginning of a number of other major texts, such
as the Br.hajjātaka, and in various places in purān. ic literature (Pollock 1985; Zysk
1999).

Accounts of origins cast as historical discourses can be considered as having
two dimensions: a horizontal and a vertical, rather as Ferdinand de Saussure
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divided linguistic study into orthogonal diachronic and synchronic dimensions.
The horizontal dimension is that of mundane time: history in this dimension is
a narrative of the events of past times. The vertical dimension measures close-
ness to God: the history of this dimension is the account of how the present
manifest situation has evolved, or descended, from an original, pristine world of
absolute unity. When at the start of a Sanskrit text we are told by the author, as
so often happens, that the work once consisted of millions of verses, but was
handed from the original omniscient sages to human scholars only in abbrevi-
ated form, we must understand that we are dealing with vertical history. This is
the story of how knowledge – which is essentially of God – has come to us mere
mortals. Such a spiritual narrative is not to be confused or conflated with hori-
zontal history, although the narrative may be cast in the language of past tenses
and linear teacher–pupil descent. What we are being told is how the present
work is an imperfect reflection of divine omniscience, a mirror – and many
Sanskrit texts are called “Mirrors” of this or that subject – of what is known in
heaven. So when, at the start of the foundational texts of Sanskrit medicine, we
are told of the passage of medical knowledge from the gods to ancient sages such
as Dhanvantari and Ātreya, and thence to other humans such as Agniveśa and
Suśruta, to Caraka and Nāgārjuna, we do not necessarily need to try to grasp all
these figures as historical personages in the horizontal dimension. We are in the
presence, rather, of a kind of apologia, an explanation of how something which
was (past tense!) perfect, is now presented, brought into the present, in the blem-
ished, mundane form of a textbook. It is an account of how knowledge which
was once privileged is now commonly accessible.

It was Debiprasad Chattopadhyaya who first began to grapple with the
sociology of Indian medical history in his fascinating book Science and Society in
Ancient India (Calcutta, 1977). In that text he presented strong arguments for
considering the early medical encyclopedias to be nonreligious, empirically
oriented works which had undergone a secondary process of “Hinduization,” 
in order to make them into works acceptable to a Hindu brahmin elite.
Chattopadhyaya, writing from a Communist perspective on Indian history, had
his own motivations for discovering materialist and empirical traditions wher-
ever possible in Indian intellectual history, and this probably biased many
readers against accepting his conclusions about the history of Indian medicine.
In the case of āyurveda, however, there is much to commend his arguments. But
even Chattopadhyaya was not able to suggest where this empirical tradition
came from.

Medicine in the Buddhist community Evidence for the beginnings of a system-
atic science of medicine in India appears first in the literature of the earliest
Buddhists, with many medical tales being recounted in the Tripit.aka. The Buddha
instructed his monks to care for each other in sickness, since they had aban-
doned the social structures which would have provided them with treatment if
they had not left their families to become monks.
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You, O bhikkhus, have neither a mother nor a father who could nurse you. If, O
bhikkhus, you do not nurse one another, who, then, will nurse you? Whoever, O
bhikkhus, would nurse me, he should nurse the sick. (Mahāvagga 8.26.3, cited in
Zysk 1998: 41)

The earliest Buddhist monks seem to have concentrated on providing medical
help only for each other, but before long the lay community started to request
help from the monks. Zysk (1998) has collected evidence to show that early
Buddhist monasteries included infirmaries and had standing instructions to aid
all those who were sick, not only monks.

Buddhist monks thus seem to have taken an active attitude to their own
health and that of their lay supporters. This attitude may have been encouraged
by the many medical epithets and turns of phrase attributed to the Buddha in
the recorded sermons. In his parables he often used images such as “removing
the arrows of suffering.” One of the forms in which the Buddha has been revered
since at least the first century ce is as the “Medicine Buddha” (bhais.ajyaguru),
and there is even a sūtra devoted to him under this name (Zysk 1998: 62).

Zysk’s research into the medical materials recoverable from the Buddhist
canon has revealed close similarities with the classical Sanskrit sources on
medicine. It now seems almost certain that the foundations of classical āyurveda
were being laid at the time of early Buddhism in the Buddhist and other ascetic
communities.

In the centuries of Buddhist missionary expansion, Indian medical doctrines
were carried across the Himalayas into Central Asia and beyond, as well as into
Sri Lanka. The rare manuscripts that have survived from this diaspora, such as
the Bower Manuscripts, share a common character: they are practical hand-
books, manuals listing ailments and explaining the herbs and compounds that
should be administered to cure them (Wujastyk 2001: ch. 4). There is little
theory, little explanation, little philosophy. In this they differ from the classical
compendia of āyurveda.

It is also possible that some important authors of Sanskrit medical texts, such
as the famous Vāgbhat.a, were Buddhists.

The Medical Body

The medical system which evolved from this ascetic milieu contained a sophis-
ticated set of doctrines, supported by close observation and long experience of
treating patients.

The body to which Indian medicine addresses itself is the physical body as
understood to the senses and to empirical examination. In particular, āyurveda
knows no cakras, nor the spinal conduits of breath (prān. a) known from tantric
literature. The concept of the cakras has today entered public consciousness
world-wide, and is widely viewed as an ancient and immutable element of the
Indian world view. This view needs to be qualified in two directions. First, the
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idea of the cakras is a relatively recent development in Indian tantric thought. It
is datable only to the tenth century ce, making its appearance in texts such as
the Kubjikāmatatantra and the Mālinı̄vijayottaratantra (Heilijgers-Seelen 1990).
Secondly, the cakras make no appearance whatsoever in āyurveda. Notwith-
standing the contemporary growth of various forms of massage and therapy
focussed on the cakras, there is no such theme in the classical Sanskrit literature
on medicine. The cakras really are an idea specific to tantra and yoga, and it is
not until relatively recent times that this idea has been synthesized with medical
thought and practice.

With a customary Indian interest in itemization (Smith 1994), the āyurvedic
literature is keen to enumerate the receptacles, ligatures, conduits, orifices, and
tissues which can be found in the human body. The Śārn

.
gadharasam. hitā (ca.

1300) offers a fairly standard and clearly-presented version of such a list
(Wujastyk 2001: 322–8). There are: 7 receptacles (āśaya); 7 body tissues (dhātu);
7 impurities of the body tissues (dhātumala); 7 subsidiary body tissues (upadhātu);
7 membranes (tvac); 3 humors (dos.a); 900 sinews (snāyu); 210 ligaments
(sandhi); 300 bones (asthi); 107 lethal points (marman); 700 ducts (sirā); 24 pipes
(dhamanı̄); 500 muscles (mām. sapeśı̄); 20 extra ones for women; 16 tendons
(kan.d.arā); 10 orifices of the male body; 13 orifices of the female body. Although
these items may not in all cases be organs in the modern biomedical sense
(Zimmermann 1983), there is a definite sense that āyurveda views the body as
a locus of medical organs and processes which would be recognizable in general
terms to a modern anatomist. After making his own much earlier enumeration
of anatomical parts, Caraka noted, perhaps wistfully, that (Ca.śā.7.17),

The parts of the body cannot, however, be counted because they are divided into
tiny atoms (paramān. u), and these are too numerous, too minute, and beyond per-
ception. The cause of the conjunction and separation of these tiny atoms is wind
(vāyu) and an innate disposition to action (karmasvabhāva).

This demonstrates an acute sense of the limits of possible scientific investigation,
but at the same time contains fascinating and plausible suggestions about the
nature of these “tiny atoms.” Throughout medical and scientific discourse in
Sanskrit, “wind” often appears in contexts which would, in early European
scientific discourse, require the word “force.”

The metabolic process

The central process of the body is digestion. The Sanskrit words for the processes
of digestion (pācana, d ı̄pana) all imply “cooking” or “burning.” And the digestive
force itself is simply called the “fire” (agni), or “fire in the belly” (jāt.harāgni). Once
food has been eaten and cooked by this digestive fire, it turns into the first of the
seven “body tissues” (dhātu), namely chyme or chyle (rasa), the pulpy juice to
which food is reduced in the stomach. Then the other principle of heat in the
body, choler (pitta), goes to work and the chyle is transformed into the next body
tissue in the chain, blood. Blood transforms into flesh, and similarly the remain-
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ing tissues, fat, bone, and marrow; are converted one into the next, until the
seventh and highest essence of the body is generated: semen. This, of course,
suggests a purely male view of the body, and āyurveda’s picture of women’s
metabolism includes no obvious equivalent to semen: the evolution of the chain
of body tissues does not seem to fit the substances in a woman’s body. One
passage in Suśruta’s Compendium locates menstrual blood in the place of semen;
another seems to suggest a certain degree of homology between male semen and
female breast-milk. Yet another passage suggests that two women having inter-
course may “somehow” (katham. cana) produce semen (Su.ni.10.18–23ab,
Su.śā.2.47). Āyurveda understands conception as the union of male semen and
female menstrual blood (there is no concept of “ovum”). It is the woman’s blood
discharged during menstruation, but retained during pregnancy (when it is
transformed into breast-milk), which joins with male semen and goes towards
building a child’s body.

Suśruta’s Compendium gives the time scale for this principle metabolic process
(Su.sū.14.10–16). The nutritive juice (rasa) spends about 108 hours in each of
the body tissues. Thus, it takes a lunar month for the nutritive juice to become
semen, or menstrual blood. The total time spent in metabolizing is 648 hours.
In a curious and interesting verse, Suśruta notes that, “This nutritive juice (rasa)
flows throughout the whole body like a tiny particle, in a manner similar to 
the propagation of sound, light, and water.”2 However, this is not the normal
āyurvedic conception of how fluids are transported around the body. How then
is the irrigation of the body – a metaphor used by Suśruta – carried out?

Fluids and their conduits

The types of fluid in the āyurvedic body include blood (rakta), milk, semen,
breath (prān. a), the juice of digested food (rasa), and the humors wind (vāta), bile
(pitta), and phlegm (kapha).

These fluids are transported from place to place by three principle types of
conduit: ducts (sirā), pipes (dhamanı̄), and tubes (srotas). Given the importance
of this system of fluid distribution to the āyurvedic physiology, surprisingly little
work has been done on clarifying what these conduits do, and how they are
explained in āyurvedic theory (exceptions include Dasgu. pta 1969: ii.l3 and
Kutumbiah 1999: ch. 2).

Ducts (sirā) According to the Suśrutasam. hitā, the function of the 700 ducts is
to carry wind, bile, phlegm, and blood around the body, starting from their origin
in the navel. In a vivid pair of metaphors, one agricultural and one botanical,
Suśruta’s text describes the ducts as follows (Su.śā.7.3):

As a garden or a field is irrigated by water-carrying canals, and each part receives
nourishment, so the ducts provide nutrition to the body by means of their con-
traction and dilation. Their branches are just like the veins on a leaf.
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A point of special interest is that the ducts are colored according to what they
carry: those carrying wind are yellowish brown (arun. a), those carrying bile are
dark blue, those carrying phlegm are white, and those carrying blood are red
(Su.śā.7.18). It seems likely that these distinctions are based on the observation
of different-colored vessels under the surface of the skin. In yet another simile,
Suśruta likens the distribution of these ducts from the umbilical center through
the body to the spokes radiating from the center of a wheel (Su.śā.7.7).

Pipes (dhamanı̄) There are said to be 24 pipes in the body (Su.śā.9). Like 
the ducts, they originate in the navel. From there, 10 go up, 10 down, and 4 
sideways.

Those which go up from the navel support the body by carrying particular
items (viśes.a) such as sound, touch, vision, taste, smell, out-breath (praśvāsa), in-
breath (ucchvāsa), yawning, sneezing, laughter, speech, crying, etc. These 10
pipes go from the navel to the heart and there each one divides into 3 branches,
thus producing 30 pipes. Ten of these are devoted to carrying the humors, wind,
bile, and phlegm, as well as blood and nutritive fluid (two pipes for each sub-
stance). Eight more carry sense impressions: sound, form, taste, and smell
(again, two pipes each). Two pipes are used for speech (bhās.ā), two for making
sound (ghos.a), two for sleeping, and two more for waking up. Two pipes carry
tears. Two pipes connected to the breasts carry women’s breast-milk; curiously,
in men the same two pipes are said to carry semen from the breasts.

Those pipes which go down from the navel carry substances such as wind,
urine, feces, semen, and menstrual blood. In between the receptacles of raw and
digested food, the pipes divide into three branches, as before. The first 10 pipes
have the same functions as the first 10 upward pipes. The next two carry food
to the intestines, and another two carry water. Two carry urine to the bladder.
Two generate and transport semen, and two make it ejaculate. In women, the
same four pipes carry and discharge menstrual blood. Two pipes are connected
to the intestines and function in defecation. The remaining 8 pipes supply sweat
to the horizontal pipes.

Each of the four pipes which run sideways are said to subdivide hundreds of
thousands of times, holding the body together in a network. Their ends are con-
nected to the hair follicles, and through these sweat is carried out and nutritive
juice is carried in. This is how massage oils, showers, and ointments can move
through the skin and affect the body internally. They are also the means by
which pleasant and unpleasant sensations of touch are experienced.

Tubes (srotas) According to Suśruta, there are initially 22 tubes in the body, 2
for each of 11 substances. Two of the tubes (srotas) carry breath (prān. a), and
are joined to the heart and the pipes (dhamanı̄) which carry nutritive juice. Two
more carry food, and are joined to the food-carrying pipes and the stomach. Two

400 dominik wujastyk



carry water and are joined to the palate and the lung (kloman). Two carry nutri-
tive juice and are joined to the same places as those carrying breath. Two carry
blood, and are joined to the liver, the spleen, and the pipes which carry blood.
Two carry flesh, and are joined to the ligaments, skin, and pipes which carry
blood. Two carry fat and are joined to the waist (kat.ı̄) and the kidneys. Two carry
urine and are joined to the bladder and penis. Two carry feces and are joined to
the receptacle of digested food and the rectum. Two carry semen and are joined
to the breasts and testicles. Two carry menstrual blood and are joined to the
womb and the pipes which carry menstrual blood. (There is no suggestion that
these last pairs are specific to either gender.) Caraka adds three more categories
of tube: two carrying bone, two carrying marrow (completing the set of 7 basic
body elements (dhātu)), and two carrying sweat. He omits menstrual blood. Like
the horizontal pipes, the tubes in the body divide and subdivide into innumer-
able tiny branches.

In contrast to the ducts and pipes, the description of these tubes is embedded
in a discourse of injury, and the symptoms arising from damage to them are
listed.

Suśruta records the existence of an ancient disagreement amongst physicians
as to whether the pipes, ducts, and tubes are really separate types of vessel, and
in particular whether there is a significant difference between pipes (dhamanı̄)
and tubes (srotas). He argues that there is indeed a difference between these 
three types of vessel: they look different, have different connections, and differ-
ent functions. The authoritative tradition of medical science also asserts their
difference. It is merely because of their close proximity, similarity, and small size
that they are conflated. Caraka also testifies to contemporary debates about the
nature of these vessels; he records – and rejects – an extreme view that the
human body consists only of a conglomeration of tubes.

Diagnosis

Another disagreement in the early medical tradition concerns the methods of
diagnosis. Caraka uses the traditional scheme of the three “epistemological 
standards” (pramān. a) as the basis for his diagnostic scheme. Diseases are
discovered by means of the combined application of authoritative testimony, 
direct perception, and inference. The tradition of medical learning and science
counts as authority. Direct perception means examining the patient using all 
the senses, although Caraka is distinctly squeamish about the sense of taste, and
offers several ways of avoiding the need to taste the patient. Finally, inference 
is used to deduce the state of nonvisible features of the patient’s body and
functioning.

Using a simpler approach, Suśruta first records the tradition that there are
three methods a physician should use to examine a patient: touching, looking,
and questioning. But he then argues that a doctor has five senses, and that 
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he should use all of them when examining a patient. For some reason, this
common-sense view did not prevail in later medical textbooks, nor did Caraka’s
complex system. Later medical tradition normally reproduces Suśruta’s triple-
examination method.

Pulse

Debate and questioning on the topic of diagnosis probably continued, for by the
late fifteenth century a new set of diagnostic methods had emerged as standard,
the “examination of the eight bases” (as.t.asthānaparı̄ks.ā): pulse, urine, eyes, face,
tongue, faeces, voice, and skin. These methods are first mentioned as a fixed set
in the Jvaratimirabhāskara of the Mewari physician Cāmun.d.a (fl. ca. 1474–1538;
Meulenbeld 1999–2002: IIa.165), and become a standard in later medical
textbooks.

The diagnosis of disease by pulse first appears in Sanskrit in the fourteenth-
century Compendium of Śārn.gadhara (Wujastyk 2001: ch. 7). He begins by
describing the pipe (dhamanı̄) on the hand at the base of the thumb as “an indi-
cator of life,” and notes that an expert can tell the well-being or ill health of the
body by its behavior. He then connects various humoral conditions with differ-
ent movements felt in the tube (nād. ı̄). Thus, inflamed wind feels like the move-
ment of a leech or a snake; inflamed bile feels like the gait of a sparrow-hawk,
crow or frog; inflamed phlegm feels like the gait of a swan or pigeon. The tube 
is also characterized as feeling weak or strong, cold or hot, firm or sluggish
(Wujastyk 2001: 318).

In Śārn.gadhara’s text, and until the advent of influences from European
medicine, the understanding and use of pulse is closely tied to prognostication
techniques. The ability to foretell the course of a patient’s illness has formed a
part of āyurvedic medicine from the earliest times. Caraka, for example, devotes
a section of his Compendium, the Indriyasthāna, to the various signs by which a
doctor can read the impending death of a patient. Thus, a patient who is about
to die is called blossomed (pus.pita), partly because of the metaphor of a flower
inevitably preceding a fruit, and partly because a dying person may produce
unusual and unexpected smells, including the smell of various flowers. In
looking for signs of death, the physician is advised to feel the patients body for
temperature, perspiration, and resilience. He should also look for changes in the
breathing and in the pulsations at the nape of the neck (Ca.ni.3.6). Thus, when
the examination of the pulse appears in āyurveda, it fits well into a preceding
tradition of prognostication. In a medical tradition which does not know of the
pumping function of the heart or of the circulation of the blood, one has to ask
what the physicians thought they were feeling in the pulse (cf. Kuriyama 1999).
The position of the first historical description of āyurvedic pulse lore, in
Śārn.gadhara’s text, immediately precedes his sections on the interpretation 
of omens and dreams. This context sheds important light on how this new
diagnostic technique was understood.3
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Disease Etiology

The question of disease etiology in āyurveda is of great interest, and is far 
more sophisticated than the simple idea that “disease is an imbalance of the
humors,” although this statement is certainly part of the classical tradition. 
One of the central etiological ideas in āyurveda is the “abrogation of wisdom”
(prajñāparādha), the idea that we fall ill through actions that follow lapses of judg-
ment.4 This “judgment” (prajñā) consists of the combined work of three mental
faculties: intelligence (dhı̄), will-power (dhr. ti), and memory (smr. ti).5 As an
example of impaired intelligence, the classical authors cite errors such as mis-
taking something permanent as temporary, or something harmful as helpful,
etc. Poor will-power would be exemplified by a lack of self-control in the face of
sensual enjoyments which are unhealthy. Faulty memory is exemplified when a
person’s mind becomes so confused by passion or darkness, that they cease to be
able to see things as they really are, and they cannot remember what should be
remembered. The concept of memory is expanded elsewhere in Caraka’s Com-
pendium into a full-blown doctrine of yogic self-remembering, strongly reminis-
cent of the Buddhist mindfulness (sati).6 Erroneous mental processes are likely
to lead a person to engage in several types of faulty action. The person may
misuse or abuse their senses, body, speech, or mind in various ways, and this
abuse leads to sickness.

A related cause of illness is the suppression of natural urges. Urges related to
urine or feces, semen, wind, nausea, sneezing, clearing the throat, and yawning
should always be obeyed, without hesitation. So should the urgings of hunger
and thirst, tears, sleep, or the panting induced by exertion. The suppression of
any of these natural urges can lead to disease and is another example of a lapse
of good judgment. Of course, bad urges, such as to impetuous or dishonorable
deeds, should be suppressed, and this applies also to extreme feelings of negative
emotion, the vocal expression of hatred or criticism, or physical violence.

Yet another disease etiology is the operation of karma: diseases afflict people
due abrogations of their good judgment in the past. In the medical texts, the
workings of karma are described in more detail than is usual. The karma one
created oneself during a previous embodiment shows itself in the present as good
or bad luck. Added to that is the further karma one creates in the present life-
time. These two kinds of karma may be graded according to strength or weak-
ness: karma can be low, medium, or superior. A combination of the superior
kinds of the two karma types gives rise to a long and happy lifetime. A com-
bination of the low ones brings about a short and miserable life, and a com-
bination of medium karmas is expected to result in an average lifespan.7 The
literature of “the ripening of deeds” (karmavipāka) develops these ideas, some-
times in great detail, with personal case histories exemplifying diseases and their
karmic antecedents (Pingree 1997; Wujastyk 1999).

Demonic interference and possession was viewed as another valid cause of
illness. Women and children are particularly vulnerable to such possession,
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which is also often presented as a punishment for bad deeds (Wujastyk 1999).
Disease contagion is not a standard feature of the āyurvedic understanding of
how illness arises (Zysk 2000; Das 2000), but interestingly a form of spirit-
contagion is described in Kāśyapa’s Compendium, in which a demon (graha)
which has taken up abode in one unfortunate person may be transferred to
another by means of touch (Wujastyk 2001: ch. 5).

Therapy

Āyurveda recommends a wide range of therapeutic techniques, including herbal
drugs, massage, sauna, exercise, diet (including the use of meat broths and other
non-vegetarian and alcoholic tonics), blood-letting (including leeching), simple
psychotherapy, and surgery. One important group of five therapies (pañcakar-
man) became established early. According to Caraka, these were: emetics, pur-
gation, two types of enema, and nasal catharsis. Suśruta replaced one of the
enema treatments with bloodletting. Other authors introduced sweating and
massage, as well as other therapies, into what became historically an increas-
ingly important and elaborate complex of treatments.

Almost every other therapeutic application in āyurveda is preceded by a
standard regime of oiling and sweating. “Oiling” usually consists of taking oils
or fats by mouth, often with food. But it can also consist of oil enemas, nasal
drops, bodily anointing, gargling, or the application of oils to the head, eyes, or
ears. “Sweating” can mean warming the body by any of a range of methods:
with a hot cloth, a warm metal plate, or the hands, the application of hot poul-
tices, taking a traditional steam sauna, or the pouring of infusions of herbs and
meats over the patient from a kettle. These preliminaries help to open the chan-
nels in the patient’s body and to liquefy the humors which have been causing
blockages, enabling them either to flow out of the body through the digestive
tract, or to return to their proper locations in the body.

Surgery

The discussion of surgery in early āyurveda is most highly developed in the Com-
pendium of Suśruta. There are many chapters here on such topics as the train-
ing of the surgeon, the preparation and maintenance of a wide range of scalpels,
probes, pincers, and other surgical tools, and the diagnosis of medical problems
which are to be treated specifically by surgery. Elaborate and varied surgical
techniques are described, including perineal lithotomy, ophthalmological couch-
ing for cataract, the reduction of dislocations, the lancing of boils, the piercing
of earlobes, the removal of obstructions and foreign bodies of all kinds from the
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flesh and orifices, rhinoplasty and the repair of hare-lip, and the suturing of
wounds (Mukhopādhyāya 1913; Majno 1975; Wujastyk 2001: ch. 3). Suśruta’s
surgical chapters are justly famous. Why such an extraordinarily advanced
school of surgery should have arisen so early in India, and why its work should
have been recorded in Sanskrit, remain unanswered questions. The vibrant tra-
dition evidenced by Suśruta’s text did not survive as part of professional medical
practice, although isolated techniques such as cataract couching did continue
to be performed by barber-surgeons in a tradition apparently unsupported by a
learned literature or formal training.

Materia medica

A large part of the āyurvedic literature, including general works, monographs,
and dictionaries, is devoted to herbal medicine and materia medica generally.
Several thousand plants are known and described in terms of a pharmacologi-
cal typology based on flavorings (six types), potency (usually two: hot and cold),
post-digestive flavorings (usually three), and pragmatic efficacy (used when the
effect of a medicine is not adequately defined by the earlier categories). This
typology is keyed to the system of humors and other physiological categories as
expressed through the vocabulary of pathology. The system of humors functions
in medicine in somewhat the same manner as the “case function” (kāraka)
system in Pān. inian grammar. Just as the six case functions provide the gram-
marian with a set of categories though which the urge to express a meaning
(vivaks.ā) can be related to morphological units of grammar, so the three medical
humors provide a set of mediating categories through which diseases can be
related to herbal medicines.

Rules of interpretation

There are certain rules of interpretation (paribhās.ā) which are applied when
using herbal medicines, and these exemplify the important notion of “default
values” which Frits Staal has highlighted elsewhere in this volume in the context
of ritual and grammar. Thus, unless otherwise stated, the time of any action is
dawn, the part of a plant is the root, the quantity of substances is equal, the con-
tainer is made of clay, the liquid is water, and the oil is from sesame. By default,
herbs should be fresh, not dried, and fresh herbs should be used in double 
the specified measure (Wujastyk 2001: ch. 7). There are many other standard
defaults which are silently applied in medical situations, including a set of
more than 30 subtle and interesting rules called “the logic of the system”
(tantrayukti) which are to be used when interpreting medical statements
(Su.ut.65, Ca.si.12.41–48).8
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Medical Philosophy

Several modern authors have written about the interesting philosophical pas-
sages which occur in the early medical literature, especially in Caraka’s Com-
pendium (e.g., Dasgupta 1969: ii.13; Larson 1993). Caraka’s use of Sām. khya and
Vaiśes.ika concepts is of particular interest: his extensive treatment of the theory
and practice of formal argument (Ca.vi.8) led Dasgupta to argue that the
medical literature preserved perhaps the earliest stratum of Nyāya thought. 
Less attention has been paid to Caraka’s version of the Yoga system (Ca.śā.1
esp. 137 ff.). Comba (2001) has shown that this chapter of Caraka’s work cites
several passages from the Vaiśes.ikasūtra. For Caraka, yoga and liberation (moks.a)
are both states in which all sensations (vedanā) cease. In liberation, however, this
cessation is complete, while in yoga it is a goal. Quoting from the Vaiśes.ikasūtras,
Caraka asserts that yoga arises when the mind is concentrated steadily on the
self; in that state, the contact between the self and the sense organs, etc., ceases
to exist, and several special powers arise. These are the standard eight siddhis of
yoga and Indian magic. Caraka then focuses on the concept of mindfulness or
remembering, in particular the memory of reality (tattvasmr. ti), which both gives
rise to a serious and soteriologically oriented lifestyle, and is produced by it. The
full emergence of this special kind of memory (smr. ti) results in freedom from
suffering. At this point, Caraka presents his own unique eightfold path of yoga,
which is quite different from the classical scheme of Patañjali. The path is aimed
at developing memory, and consists of the following eight elements: under-
standing causes, forms (nimittarūpagrahan. a), similarity (sādr. śya), and difference
(viparyaya); adherence to purity (sattvānubandha), practice (abhyāsa), the yoga of
knowledge (jñānayoga), and repeated listening (punah. śruta). The mindfulness of
reality (tattvasmr. ti) produced by these eight practices leads to the identification
of the self with brahman.

The Wider Influence of Āyurveda

Classical Indian medicine, āyurveda, has exerted a long and pervasive influence
on other indigenous traditions in India, as well as on those of foreign countries.
The fields of dharmaśāstra, arthaśāstra, tantra, alchemy, kāmaśāstra, and other
sciences were all influenced by āyurveda in varying degrees. Āyurvedic treatises,
such as the toxicological tract which is embedded in Suśruta’s Kalpasthāna,
became famous in Arabic translations from a very early period (Wujastyk 2001:
123). The Tibetan translation movement from the eighth century onwards
resulted in many āyurvedic works becoming an integral part of the Tibetan
healing tradition, and āyuvedic manuscripts recovered from the oasis towns of
the Taklamakan desert testify to its importance in Central Asia. The Persian Kitāb
Firdaws al-h. ikma by ‘Alı̄ ibn-Sahl at.-T. abarı̄, written in 850, included a detailed
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account of āyurveda, based on already existing Persian and Arabic transla-
tions of the āyurvedic classics. The great Muslim physician Muh.ammad
ibn-Zakariyyā” ar-Rāzı̄ (d. 925) frequently cited Arabic translations of Caraka
(Ullmann 1978: 19). Later, through the works of da Orta (1563), van Rheede
(1678–1703) and Linnaeus (1748, 1753), āyurvedic traditions exerted an
important and lasting influence on the development of botanical science in
Europe (Grove 1995: ch. 2). During the twentieth century, āyurveda has been
supported at the national level in post-independence India, with hospitals, col-
leges, clinics, and a thriving āyurvedic pharmaceutical industry. And a process
of globalization – similar to that which took place earlier with yoga – has begun
to occur also with āyurveda. As might be expected, āyurveda “in diaspora” 
is changing and adapting, as it moves from its premodern role as the only 
learned medicine available to the population to a new position as one part of a
portfolio of alternative and complementary therapies offered alongside modern
biomedicine.

Notes

1 Abbreviations used in this chapter: Ah. = As.t.ān
.
gahr. dayasam. hitā (Kum. t.e et al. 1995),

Ca. = Carakasam. hitā (Ācārya 1981), Su. = Suśrutasam. hitā (Ācārya 1992). All trans-
lations are my own unless otherwise stated.

2 Su.sū.14.16: sa śabdārcirjalasantānavad an.unā viśes.en.ānudhāvaty evam. śarı̄ram.
kevalam.

3 I am grateful to Anupam Goenka, with whom these ideas were discussed and
developed (Goenka 2001).

4 For accessible introductions to the concept of prajñāparādha, see Dasgupta (1969: II,
415–18 et passim) and Weiss (1980).

5 Ca.śā.1.98–109.
6 Ca.śā.1.137–55. Cf. Thera 1996.
7 Ca.Vi.3.29.
8 These same rules also appear in the Arthaśāstra.

References
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Gerrit Jan Meulenbeld and Dominik Wujastyk, eds., Studies on Indian Medical History,
ch. 3, pp. 39–55. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2nd ed.

the science of medicine 407



Conrad, Lawrence I. and Dominik Wujastyk, eds. 2000. Contagion: Perspectives from 
Pre-modern Societies. Aldershot, Burlington USA, Singapore, Sydney: Ashgate.

Das, Rahul Peter. 2000. “Notions of ‘Contagion’ in Classical Indian Medical Texts,’ in
Conrad and Wujastyk (2000), pp. 55–78.

Dasgupta, Surendranath. 1969. A History of Indian Philosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. 5th repr. of 1922 ed.

Filliozat, Jean. 1964. The Classical Doctrine of Indian Medicine. New Delhi: Munshiram
Manoharlal.

Goenka, Anupam. 2001. “The Nadi is Not the Pulse: Different Ways of Knowing the
Body,” History of Medicine B.Sc. dissertation, UCL, London.

Grove, Richard. 1995. Green Imperialism: Colonial Expansion, Tropical Island Edens 
and the Origins of Environmentalism, 1600–1860. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Heilijgers-Seelen, Dory. 1990. “The Doctrine of the S.at.cakra According to the
Kubjikāmata,” in Teun Goudriaan, ed., The Sanskrit Tradition and Tantrism, vol. 1 of
Panels of the VIIth World Sanskrit Conference, pp. 56–65. Leiden: Brill.
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CHAPTER 20

Hinduism and the Proper Work 
of Reason

Jonardon Ganeri

1.1 Early Recognition of a “Practice of Reason”

Reason can be used or abused. A cautionary episode in the Mahābhārata illus-
trates the point. Bhı̄s.ma tells Yudhis. t.hira that there is nothing more worth
having than wisdom. Wisdom, he declares, is the greatest good, the refuge of all
living things, the ultimate acquisition, and is considered by the virtuous to be
heaven itself (12.173.2). But then, in case his point should be misunderstood,
he recounts the story of Indra appearing in the form of a jackal (12.173.45–8):

I used to be scholarly [says Indra], a reasoner, a scorner of the Veda. I was point-
lessly fond of critical inquiry and the science of argument. I used to make decla-
rations on the basis of logic; in assemblies, speaking with reasons, I harangued the
brahmins and was rude during the Vedic recitations. I was an unbeliever, scepti-
cal about everything, and though stupid, I thought myself wise. The status of a
jackal that I have obtained is the result, Kāśyapa, of my misdeeds.

The terms in which Indra deprecates himself are important ones, for they 
gradually came to be associated with the practice of philosophy itself in India.
Indra was a “reasoner” (haituka), he was addicted to the study of critical inquiry
(ānvı̄ ks.iki) and to the science of argument (tarka-vidyā). That free thinking of
this sort was seen as embodying a danger to the stability of orthodox brahmini-
cal learning is only too clear. In another epic narrative, the Rāmāyan. a, Rāma
advises his brother Bharata to steer well clear of such people (2.94.32–33):

You must not associate with those “worldly” (lokāyata) brahmins, dear brother.
Their only skill is in bringing misfortune; they are fools who think themselves wise.
In spite of the pre-eminent treatises on right conduct (dharma), these ignorant
people derive their ideas from critical inquiry, and make declarations without any
point.



These “reasoners” represent a challenge and a threat to the existing tradition.
They will assent to the deliverances of reason whether or not it agrees with the
scriptures and the authorities on what is considered to be proper conduct. 
The lawmaker Manu therefore advises that a brahmin who has adopted the
science of reasoning, treating with contempt the twin authorities on proper
conduct (the scriptures and the texts on right conduct or dharma), should as an
“unbeliever” and a “scorner of the Vedas” be driven from the company of the
virtuous.1

It is not that in the great epics reason as such is condemned, but only its capri-
cious use. The “reasoners” are condemned for lacking any goal other than the
use of reason itself; they believe in nothing and are skeptical of everything. They
use reason to criticize the scriptures, but have no doctrines of their own. Reason,
the message seems to be, is misapplied when it is used in a purely negative,
destructive way. In other words, the proper use of reason should be to support,
and not to undermine, one’s beliefs, goals, and values, The objection to the rea-
soners, as they are represented in the epics, is that for them the use of reason
has become an end in itself. It is goalless, capricious, ungrounded.

The idea that the use of reason must be purposeful or goal-directed is taken
up in the Treatise on Gains (Arthaśāstra), a famous book on government, politics,
and economics which dates from around 300 bc. Its author is Kaut.ilya, supposed
to have been the chief minister in the court of Candragupta, a Mauryan ruler
who came to power at about the time of Alexander’s death. The period follow-
ing Alexander’s campaign in India was in fact a time of intimate and extended
contact between India and Greece. The ancient Greek chronicler Megasthenes
frequently visited the court of Candragupta and in his Indica he presented to the
Greeks a vivid account of the Indian society of those times. Fragments of this
lost work quoted by later writers reveal Megasthenes to have been greatly
impressed by similarities between Greek and Indian ideas, especially about 
space, time, and the soul.2 He is also said to have carried messages between
Candragupta’s son Bindusāra, the father of Aśoka, and Antiochus I. Bindusāra
indeed asked Antiochus to send him Greek wine, raisins, and a Sophist to teach
him how to argue. Antiochus replied by sending the wine and raisins, but
regretted that it was not considered good form among the Greeks to trade in
Sophists!

Kaut.ilya’s purpose in writing the Treatise on Gains was to educate future kings
in the necessary skills required for a successful and prosperous rule. He states
that there are four branches of learning in which a young prince should 
be trained: the religious canon composed of the three Vedas; the sciences of
material gain, primarily trade and agro-economics; the science of political
administration and government; and finally ānvı̄ ks.ikı̄ , the discipline of critical
inquiry, of which sām. khya, yoga, and lokāyata are listed as the principal 
divisions. Significantly, he rejects explicitly the claim of Manu and others that
the study of critical reasoning is tied exclusively to a religious study of the self
and its liberation (ātmavidyā). Critical inquiry is an autonomous discipline
(1.2.11):
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Investigating by means of reasons, good and evil in the Vedic religion, profit and
loss in the field of trade and agriculture, and prudent and imprudent policy in 
political administration, as well as their relative strengths and weaknesses, the
study of critical inquiry (ānvı̄ks. ikı̄ ) confers benefit on people, keeps their minds
steady in adversity and in prosperity, and produces adeptness of understanding,
speech and action.

He reiterates an old couplet (1.2.12):

The study of critical inquiry is always thought of as a lamp for all branches of
knowledge, a means in all activities, and a support for all religious and social duty.

Shortly after the rediscovery and publication of the Treatise on Gains in 1909,
Hermann Jacobi wrote an article arguing that Kaut.ilya had to all extents 
distinguished and defined “philosophy” in India.3 Kaut.ilya’s separation of a
study of “critical inquiry” (ānvı̄ ks.ikı̄ ) from theological studies was enough, he
conjectured, to justify the identification of “critical inquiry” with philosophy.
This rather important conjecture has been strongly disputed, on the grounds
that critical inquiry as described by Kaut.ilya consists simply in the art of inves-
tigating by reasons, and this is something that is practiced in all branches of
learning. Paul Hacker4 makes the point that this “critical inquiry” is not neces-
sarily an independent system of thought, but is sometimes rather a method. In
the same vein, it has very plausibly been conjectured5 that the early references
to sām. khya, yoga, and lokāyata are not to well-defined schools of philosophical
speculation, but reflect instead a methodological division. Thus sām. khya labels
the methods of inquiry that rest on the intellectual enumeration of basic prin-
ciples, yoga the methods of spiritual practice, and lokāyata the methods of
worldly or empirical investigation.

We can agree with these conjectures without having to identify philosophy
as a discipline with the having or inventing of a system of thought. Philosophy
is circumscribed by adherence to a certain methodology and body of problems.
Broadly, it is the a priori analysis of the interconnections and distinctions
between groups of concepts to do with the nature of value, thought, existence,
and meaning. It is indeed possible to hear in Kaut.ilya’s remark about “investi-
gating . . . good and evil in the Vedic religion, profit and loss in the field of trade
and agriculture, and prudent and imprudent policy in political administration”
a suggestion that a reasoned investigation is an inquiry into the nature of the
distinction between good and evil, the proper goals of political institutions, and
so on. But the intended domain of application for critical inquiry seems to be
much wider than that. It encompasses any situation in which one sets about
achieving one’s aims in a reasoned way. There is a reasoned way to go about
making a profit, a reasoned way to rule a country. The study of what such 
reasoning consists in is one thing, the philosophical investigation of the nature 
of profit or rule quite another. So ānvı̄ ks.ikı̄ in Kaut.ilya’s sense is a study of the
generic concept of rationality, as that concept features in questions about how
rationally to think, how rationally to act, and how rationally to speak.

hinduism and the proper work of reason 413



Kaut.ilya’s conception of rationality is goal-oriented and instrumental. The
interest is in the reasoned way to achieve some goal, whatever that goal may be.
The use of reason does not tell us for which goals one should strive, but only how
rationally to strive for them. The Arthaśāstra is, after all, a manual of instruction
for princes. The discipline Kaut.ilya calls that of critical inquiry is the one which
trains the prince in the way for him to fulfill his projects, having once decided
what those projects are to be. The other sciences, of trade and agriculture, of
policy-making and government, train him in the skills of choosing one objective
rather than another. A person is rational when he uses rational methods to reach
his aims. (Kaut.ilya wanted kings to become philosophers, not as Plato that
philosophers be made kings.) It is not enough to be rational that the aim be in
some sense a “worthy” one, for even worthy goals can be striven for by irrational
means.

Bertrand Russell6 said that “reason” “signifies the choice of the right means
to an end that you wish to achieve. It has nothing to do with the choice of ends.”
The epic horror of the reasoner concerned the aimless use of reason, using
reason capriciously or solely to subvert the goals of others. Kaut.ilya’s defence
makes rationality instrumental and therefore goal-directed. It follows, however,
that a tyrant can be just as rational as a ruler who is beneficent, an atheist as
rational as a believer. If rationality is instrumental, then to act rationally is not
the same as to act well. Followers of reason alone still face the charge of
immorality, hereticism, and untruth.

1.2 Rationality in the Nyāyasūtra

Gautama Aks.apāda’s Nyāyasūtra, the redaction of which took place in the first
or second century ad, deals with such themes as the procedures for properly con-
ducting debates, the nature of good argument, and the analysis of perception,
inference, and testimony in so far as they are sources of knowledge. There is 
a detailed account of the causal structure of the mind and the nature of its 
operation. Certain metaphysical questions are addressed, notably the reality of
wholes, atoms, and universals. At the beginning of his commentary on this
remarkable work, Vātsyāyana Paks. ilasvāmin (ca. ad 400) wonders what it is
that makes the Nyāya system distinctive. He answers as follows:

Nyāya is the examination of things with the help of methods of knowing
(pramān. a). It is an inference supported by observation and authority. This is called
a “critical proof ” (anvı̄ks. ā). A “critical proof ” is the proof of things desired, sup-
ported by observation and authority. The discipline of critical inquiry is the one
which pertains to it, and is also called the science of nyāya or the writings on nyāya.
But an inference that contradicts observation and authority is only a bogus-nyāya.7

Vātsyāyana agrees with Kaut.ilya that the study of critical inquiry is one of the
four branches of study, but he insists that it has its own procedures or method-
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ology. He claims that if critical inquiry did not have its own procedures then it
would “merely be a study of the soul’s progress, like an Upanis.ad.” This is a rather
important remark. Reasoned inquiry and scriptural studies are now claimed to
have the same eventual goal or purpose; where they differ is in method. That
marks a departure from Kaut.ilya’s purely instrumental conception of rational-
ity, in which the use of reason could equally well serve any end. For Vātsyāyana
wants to claim that there can be rational goals, as well as rational means, and 
so to distance the Nyāya system from the free-thinkers in the epics.

Let us first see that Vātsyāyana shares the epic horror of aimless reason.
Reason, he says, can be used in one of three ways. One may employ it in a good
and proper way (vāda), as one does when one’s goal is to ascertain the truth of
the matter. One may employ it in a bad or improper way ( jalpa), as when one’s
goal is to defend one’s position at all costs, using any intellectual tricks one can
think of. Finally, one might employ reason in a negative and destructive way
(vitan. d. ā). Here one has no goal other than to undermine one’s opponent. People
who use reason in this way are very like the sceptics and unbelievers of the epics,
and Vātsyāyana disapproves. He claims indeed that to use reason in this way is
virtually self-defeating:

A vaitān. d. ika is one who employs destructive criticism. If when questioned about
the purpose [of so doing], he says “this is my thesis” or “this is my conclusion,” he
surrenders his status as a vaitān. d. ika. If he says that he has a purpose, to make
known the defects of the opponent, this too is the same. For if he says that there
is one who makes things known or one who knows, or that there is a thing by
which things are made known or a thing made known, then he surrenders his
status as a vaitān. d. ika.8

Vitan. d. ā is the skeptic’s use of reason. Vātsyāyana’s point is that someone who
presents an argument against a thesis has at least that refutation as their 
goal, and so commits himself to the machinery of critical examination. But a
vaitān. d. ika who accepts this gives up his claim to use reason aimlessly, without
commitment. So the aimless use of reason is not just pernicious, it is self-
defeating!

The salient point here is that reason must have a purpose, and the question
is what that purpose should be. Vātsyāyana’s answer is clever. He argues that a
goal is a rational one if it is the rational means to some further goal. And he
claims that whatever one’s eventual goal is, the rational way to achieve it is
through the acquisition of knowledge – knowledge about one’s goal and how it
might be achieved. So the acquisition of knowledge is always a rational goal.
Indeed it is the rational goal par excellence, for knowledge is instrumental in the
rational pursuit of any other goal:9

Since there is success in one’s activities when the awareness of one’s object is pro-
duced by an accredited method of knowing (pramān. a), the method of knowing is
connected with the object. Without a method of knowing, there is no awareness
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of the object. Without an awareness of the object, there is no success in one’s activ-
ities. But the knower, having grasped the object in thought by some suitable
method, either desires it or wants to avoid it. His “activity” is the effort prompted
by his desire for or aversion of it. “Success” is the coming together of that activity
with its reward. Desiring the object, or wanting to avoid it, one either makes an
effort to obtain it or else to avoid it. One’s “object” is the contentment [one feels]
and the cause of that contentment, or the disdain and the cause of that disdain.

Let me take a simple example. Suppose my goal is to acquire a piece of silver. To
succeed, I need to know where silver might be found, and how to recognize it; I
need to be in a position to know, of some object, that it is made of silver. I need
to know other things as well, such as that I have some way of acquiring the silver
once identified. So the reasoned way for me to go about acquiring a piece of silver
is to seek to acquire knowledge of the identifying traits, whereabouts, and means
of acquiring of silver objects. The acquisition of such knowledge becomes itself
a goal, subsidiary to my principal aim of acquiring silver.

In the translation, I have tried to retain an ambiguity in the Sanskrit word
artha, in rendering it as “object.” It can mean both one’s goal, such as acquiring
silver, and also the thing which that goal concerns, the silver itself. It is the target
of one’s endeavor, both as the piece of silver, and equally well as the acquiring
of that silver. Vātsyāyana suggests that it can also denote the satisfaction one
feels on achieving one’s goal, or the irritation of not doing so. Later on,10 he
stresses that, in virtue of the connection that exists between knowledge of the
object and success or failure in one’s goals concerning it, one should employ
some suitable method of knowing if one wants to succeed. The theory of ratio-
nality in this way depends on a theory of the proper means of acquiring true
beliefs.

Kaut.ilya said that the study of critical inquiry is the study of the notion of
“investigating with reasons.” Vātsyāyana tells us what a “reason” (hetu) is. It is
a method of acquiring knowledge, a pramān. a. For a “reasoned” inquiry is one
which is based on the acquisition of knowledge. The early Nyāya writers look
closely at the characteristic method that constitutes a rational inquiry. The
opening verse in the Nyāvasūtra is a list of 16 items which, according to its
author, comprise the subject matter of the Nyāya system. The first two items are
the various methods of knowing and the domain of knowables. They constitute
the Nyāya epistemology and metaphysics. The next seven are the theoretical
components in the process of critical inquiry: doubt, purpose, observational
data, doctrinal bases, extrapolative demonstration, suppositional reasoning, and
a final decision. The final seven are terms of art in the theory of debate.
Nyāyasūtra 1.1.1:

The highest goal in life is reached through knowledge about the nature of:

(a) knowables, methods of knowing,
(b) doubt, purpose, observational data, doctrinal bases, the parts of a demon-

stration, suppositional reasoning, final decision,
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(c) truth-directed debate, victory-directed debate, destructive debate, sophistical
rejoinders, tricks, false reasons, defeat situations.

A properly conducted inquiry, adds Vātsyāyana, is that process by which we
move from an initial uncertainty about the nature of the thing or concept under
investigation, to an ascertainment of its properties. The inquiry is permitted to
draw upon such data as are incontrovertible or accepted by both parties in the
dispute, and it proceeds by adducing evidence or reasons in support of one side
or the other. The first element here is the existence of a doubt (sam. śaya) which
initiates the investigation. A doubt is said to be a mental state whose content is
of the form “Does this object have a certain specified property or not?” Typical
doubts discussed in the Nyāyasūtra (is the soul eternal or non-eternal?, is a whole
object identical with the sum of its parts?) tend to be philosophical conjectures
or hypotheses, but the method applies just as well to the resolution of empirical
questions.

An inquiry must have a purpose. The assumption is that any form of rational
behavior must have some motivating purpose, the point for which one wishes 
to resolve the doubt. The inquiry can appeal to shared background doctrinal
principles and empirical data. Here, by “empirical data,” what is meant are the
observational facts to which all parties can appeal. The background principles
are called “doctrinal bases” or “proved doctrines,” and might also include a cate-
gory of a priori truths or principles. Gautama actually mentions several kinds of
doctrinal base. In particular, there are those which everyone must accept, for
example that objects of knowledge are established via means of knowing. Other
doctrinal principles are in the form of conditionals, where both parties agree on
the truth of the conditional, but dispute the truth of the antecedent. Also men-
tioned are assumptions which are made merely for the sake of argument. One
or both sides might grant some principle, simply to facilitate the inquiry. In any
case, having initiated an inquiry for some purpose, and taken into consideration
both empirical evidence and such doctrinal or a priori considerations, the inves-
tigation concludes with the decision, which is a resolution of the initiating
doubt.

Similar characterizations of the general structure of problem-solving are
offered in the contemporary literature on formal heuristics.11 There a problem
is defined as one in which the following features are specified and delimited: a
goal – a criterion of judging outcomes; an initial state, consisting of a situation
and the resources available for the solution; a set of admissible operations for
transforming states; constraints on states and operations; and an outcome. It
would seem that the Nyāya account fits rather nicely this characterization of the
structure of a problem-solving set-up. The doubt is an initial state of uncertainty,
the purpose is the goal, the admissible operations are the sanctioned methods of
reasoning by extrapolative demonstration (section 1.6) and supposition (tarka),
the constraints are the observational data and doctrinal bases to which all
parties agree, and the outcome is the final decision. A critical inquiry, then, is a
formal heuristic for problem-solving.
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Nyāyasūtra 1.1.1 makes a further demand on the type of proof procedure
admissible in a critical inquiry. It insists that the inquirer be able explicitly to set
out for others the piece of knowledge so acquired as the conclusion of a precisely
formulated demonstration (avayava). In its general schematic form, a demon-
stration scheme has five steps:

i) Preliminary statement of the thesis to be proved.
ii) Citation of a reason.
iii) Invoking an example.
iv) Application to the present case.
v) Assertion with confidence of the conclusion.

For example: (i) There is a fire on the mountain. (ii) Because there is smoke there.
(iii) As in the kitchen. (iv) The mountain is the same. (v) Therefore, there is fire
there. I will look in detail at the structure of such argument schemes in a later
section (1.7). I am interested here in what the demand for demonstration tells
us about the nature of critical inquiry, an investigation “with reasons.” The early
Nyāya writers want to explicate the notion of a reason. Since the rational way
to achieve one’s goals is by acquiring knowledge about its constituents, it might
seem that a reason is any method of acquiring knowledge (pramān. a). However,
the insistence now is that the rational inquirer be able to set out his reasoning
in an explicit and canonical way. And a “reason” is the premise or evidence (hetu)
in such a suitably formulated argument. Vātsyāyana explains that the various
means of acquiring knowledge have a subsidiary role here. They enter the
account as the means by which each step in the explicitly formulated demon-
stration is proven:12

The means of acquiring knowledge reside in those [demonstration steps]. The pre-
liminary statement of the thesis is an item of testimony (āgama). The reason (hetu)
is an item of inference. The example is an item of perception. The application is an
item of “analogical comparison.” The final conclusion exhibits the possibility of all
these coming together in a single thesis. Such is a nyāya par excellence. With the
help of this alone can truth-directed, victory-directed and destructive debate tech-
niques be employed, never otherwise. Fixing the truth depends on this. The steps
in the demonstration are sentences, and as such are included among the objects
of knowledge; but they are mentioned separately for the above reasons.

Vātsyāyana’s systematizing idea is that the three strands out of which the Nyāya
system is formed – theory of knowledge, study of critical inquiry and art of
debate – can be brought together into a single discipline. In doing so, he intro-
duces a new condition on a rational inquiry: that it be capable of being made
public through verbal demonstration. A rational inquiry is, to be sure, a proce-
dure for reaching one’s goal which exploits knowledge about that goal and the
most effective way to achieve it. But it must also be knowledge of the sort that
can be displayed. It must be knowledge that is backed up by reasons of the sort
that are potentially capable of convincing others, something that can stand up
to the scrutiny of a debate.
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There is a conflict here between two accounts of the source of rational norms.
On the one hand, to proceed rationally is to proceed by acquiring knowledge of
an appropriate sort. But on the other hand, to proceed rationally is publicly to
adduce reasons and arguments for the knowledge one purports to have. The first
is an epistemic conception of norms, while the second grounds norms in the
public conventions of the debating hall. The early Naiyāyikas, drawing on their
roots in the systematization of debating theory, insist that rationality must be a
public affair, an explicit demonstration in the five-step format, but they try to
merge this idea with another, that the norms of reason are the norms of war-
ranted belief. The tension between these two concepts of reason will manifest
itself again as we examine in later sections other paradigms of rationality in the
Nyāyasūtra.

1.3 Rationality and the Ends of Life

The early Naiyāyikas have linked the pursuit of rational inquiry with the final
ends of life: Nyāyasūtra 1.1.1 states that it is by understanding the nature of rea-
soned inquiry, epistemology and debating theory that one attains the “highest
goal” (nih. śreyasa). Nyāyasūtra 1.1.2 amplifies the point, adducing an exact
sequence of causal relations between knowledge and liberation (apavarga).

The final aim of life is the permanent elimination of duh.kha. Duh.kha is a dif-
ficult term in Indian soteriology. Its meaning is: suffering, pain, discontent, frus-
tration, displeasure. What then is the source of all this discontent? One source
has already been mentioned by Vātsyāyana in the passage quoted before – the
frustration of one’s plans. Obtaining one’s goals is an end in itself, but so too is
the pleasure or contentment that success instils. It is not just that in obtaining
the piece of silver, I gain as well the pleasures that go with possessing a valuable
thing. It is also that fulfilling one’s projects is a form of satisfaction in its own
right. Vātsyāyana stresses, however, that the final aim of life must involve a 
separation from pleasures as well as pains. For pleasure is invariably attended 
by pain, as if it were honey mixed with poison! So the ultimate aim in life 
consists in the elimination of any attachment to the success or failure of one’s
projects, or the rewards or discomforts such projects bring.

Can a life of reason help one achieve this? Kaut.ilya perhaps thought so, for he
said that pursuing one’s goals by means of rational inquiry helps to keep the mind
steady in both adversity and prosperity. The Naiyāyika thinks so too (NS 1.1.2):

Liberation results from the removal of the next member when the immediately pre-
ceding member is removed in the sequence of: wrong belief, bad qualities, actions,
birth, suffering.

This is the pan-Indian karma theory, a causal theory of moral retribution. There
is a direct causal link between the moral quality of one’s present actions and one’s
future contentment or frustration in this birth or another (a commentator13
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points out that by “actions” here what is meant is righteous and unrighteous
conduct, since it is such conduct that is the cause of birth and rebirth). We
observed earlier that with a purely instrumental conception of rationality, it is
no more rational to do good than to do evil. To be rational is simply to set about
one’s aims in a reasoned way. In the context of a causal theory of moral retri-
bution, however, it is rational to strive to do good. For given that one’s final aim
in life is to avoid frustration (presumably including the frustration of one’s future
plans), one has a reason to behave well now and do good. At least, one has a
reason as long as one knows that there is a direct causal link of the sort described.
After all, acquiring knowledge about the sources of frustration and suffering is
the rational way to accomplish one’s aim of eliminating them!

The rational life is a life best suited to eliminate at least one source of suffer-
ing, namely the frustration of having one’s plans fail. So if one’s ultimate end in
life is to avoid suffering, and the main source of suffering is due to the frustra-
tion of one’s plans, one has a reason to live a rational life. Moreover since, when
one examines the general causes of suffering and frustration, what one finds is
that future frustration is caused by past immoral deeds, one has a reason to have
only moral deeds as one’s goal. Someone who believes in the karma theory of
moral retribution has a reason to strive to do good and not to do evil. One final
link is needed to complete the picture. It is that bad or immoral deeds are the
result of false beliefs. Once one knows this, one has a reason to strive for only
true beliefs. For if one has only true beliefs, then one cannot do wrong, cannot
incur the moral cost of future frustration, and so will succeed in life’s ultimate
goal of eliminating such frustrations. One has, therefore, a reason to strive to
minimize false beliefs, and so to study the sources of true belief and knowledge.
And, in so far as a study of the Nyāya system is the best method of achieving
one’s highest goals, one should study it through repeated reflection, discussion
with others and by engaging in friendly debates (NS 4.2.47–9).

This then is the reason why the study of epistemology and critical inquiry, in
short of the Nyāya philosophy, is instrumental in achieving one’s final aims.
There is an elegant explanatory closure here. One might not be inclined to agree
with every step in the explanatory chain. While it is plausible that there is a
dependency between the degree of success or failure of one’s plans and the
extent of falsity in one’s beliefs, it is less easy to see that the dependency is medi-
ated by the moral value of one’s actions. Even if one were tempted to omit that
link, or regard the tie between rationality and moral behaviour differently, the
explanatory scheme affords a marvelous account of the relationship between
the study of philosophy and the quest for life’s final ends.

1.4 Perception

The Buddhist asserts that perception of objects is itself a rational activity. One
does not, properly speaking, perceive the object at all, but only patterns of color,
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sound, touch, smell, and taste. From their sequence in time and arrangement in
space, one infers the presence of an object of one kind or another. Reason here
is a mental faculty of construction, synthesis, and superimposition. It brings
order to the array of sensory data. The early Naiyāyika, however, has tied reason
to explicit demonstration and proof. He has no place for the idea of reason as an
inner mental faculty of sensory integration. Since there is no logical connection
between the capacity to see an object and the capacity to describe it, one is led
instead to the idea that objects enter directly into the content of perceptual expe-
rience. The Naiyāyika rightly worries that if reason has a role in the construc-
tion or synthesis of the objects of perception, then realism about those objects is
threatened. However, he allows reason to have a role in the organization of the
totality of one’s perceptions. Kalidas Bhattacharya accurately, if enigmatically,
assessed the idea when he said that “thought as judgement, according to Nyāya,
is either the perception of a passive unity of different data in substantive-
adjective relation, or, going beyond perception, conscious management of data
through actual use of language.”14

I begin with the Nyāyasūtra definition Vātsyāyana would later classify the
sūtras into three kinds: “naming” sūtras, which introduce a topic or concept for
analysis; “defining” sūtras, which offer a definition of the concept in question;
and “critical” sūtras, which examine and evaluate the adequacy of the proposed
definition. A definition is a property co-extensive with the concept to be defined.
A definition is faulty if it is either too wide or too narrow – showing that it has
neither of these faults is the purpose of the “critical” sūtras. The Nyāya method
here is not very different from the technique of finding necessary and sufficient
conditions. Notice however that it does not tell us what the essence of the thing
defined is, but rather gives us a syndrome, a criterion for distinguishing between
it and all other kinds of thing.

Nyāyasūtra 1.1.4 is a “defining” sūtra. It is the definition of perception:

Perception is an awareness which, produced from the connection between sense-
organ and object, is nonverbal, non-errant, and determinate in nature.

A perception is an awareness that stands in a certain special relation to its object.
The attempt is to define that relation in purely noncognitive terms. If the attempt
is successful, then perception is a physical anchor between the subject and the
external world. It is not itself cognitive, but rather supplies the raw material for
cognition and so for reason.

What constraints are there on the physical relation that obtains between a
perceiver’s perceptions and the object perceived? A first constraint is just that the
relation be physical, so that it is not explicated in terms of semantic relations
such as that of denotation. This is what is meant by the assertion that percep-
tion is “nonverbal.” Second, the relation has to have the right extension: it needs
to hold between perceptions and the sorts of object one is normally regarded as
capable of perceiving. Uddyotakara (ca. ad 500) has a clear discussion of this
point.15 He notes that the relation must be capable of obtaining between the 
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perceiver’s perceptions and objects which are both nearby and far away; it must
be a relation capable of obstruction by solid, opaque objects; it must connect the
perceiver not only with the objects themselves, but also with their perceptible
properties such as color and shape, as well as with the perceptible properties of
those properties; it must connect the perceiver not only with the front surface of
a whole object, but with the object as a whole (for one sees the table and not just
its surface); and finally, he asserts that it connects the perceiver with the absences
of things, for apparently one can say that one sees the absence, and not merely
that one fails to see.

It is hardly surprising that the Naiyāyikas find themselves unable to describe
a single physical relation which obtains in all (and only) these circumstances,
but perhaps they do not need to. For if it is part of the concept of perception only
that it is grounded in a physical relation with a certain extension, then an ade-
quate physicalist theory of perception needs only to specify what the extension
of the underlying physical relation is. The discovery of the way that relation is
realized in actual human perception might be a task assigned to the psycholo-
gist of perception, not to the philosopher.

The real interest in the Nyāyasūtra attempt to give a physical description of
perception lies in the remaining two conditions. The point is that, no matter how
well one succeeds in describing the underlying physical connection, there will
be cases where that connection obtains, but the resulting awareness is not 
genuinely perceptual. Vātsyāyana points to cases of perceptual illusion and per-
ceptual confusion:

During the summer the flickering rays of the sun intermingled with the heat 
radiating from the surface of the earth come in contact with the eyes of a person
at a distance. Due to this sense–object contact, there arises an awareness as of
water. Such an awareness might be (mis-)taken as perceptual; hence the clause
“non-errant.” An errant one is of that wherein it is not. A non-errant one is of that
wherein it is – this is a perception.

Perceiving with the eyes an object at a distance, a person cannot decide whether
it is smoke or dust. Such an indecisive awareness resulting from sense–object
contact might be (mis-)taken as perceptual; hence the clause “determinate in
nature.”

These ambiguous passages led to a “vortex of controversy” (Matilal 1995: 310)
and eventually to a sophisticated theory of content. It is alleged that a person
witnessing a mirage does not see the refracted sun’s rays, even if in the right sort
of physical connection with them. Neither does he see water, for there is none
to be seen. Someone witnessing a mirage does not see anything, but only seems
to see water. And a person who witnesses a ball of dust in the distance does not
see the dust if he is uncertain whether it is dust or smoke. An object is not seen
if it is not seen distinctly.

In both cases there is a natural temptation to say that the person does see
something, but does not understand or know what it is that they see, or that they
misconstrue what it is that they see, or that their perceptual appearance is 
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nonveridical. One sees the refracted rays of light, but mistakes them to be water;
one sees the ball of dust, but fails to determinate it as such. To say this would be
to concede that the existence of an appropriate physical connection is sufficient
for object perception. The difficulty with such a move is that, although it does
indeed extrude rationality from the perceptual, it does it so completely that the
perceptual cannot be a basis for rational thought. The “objects” of perception
are merely things in which one stands in a certain special physical relation, on
a par with other objects one comes into physical contact with (e.g. by standing
on or picking up). However, if perception is to be a foundation for rationality,
there must be a way in which it is understood as making objects available in
thought, as placing them within the ken of the observer.

Might we analyze the two additional clauses in terms of belief? If a person
witnessing a mirage does not see the refracted rays of the sun, perhaps it is
because he falsely believes them to be water. Similarly, one can perhaps say that
the person looking at the ball of dust does not see it because he does not believe
that it is dust (does not know whether it is dust or not). We might then think of
taking the additional clauses as defining the perception of an object in terms of
a physical connection, together with the absence of a belief that it is something
it is not, and the absence of doubt or disbelief that it is something that it is. That
is:

S’s perception is of object x iff:

1) S’s perception stands in a relation R with x.
2) R is physical (nonverbal).
3) for all F, if S believes that Fx then Fx.
4) for all F, if Fx then S does not disbelieve that Fx.

There are two objections to such a proposal. First, clauses (3) and (4) are much
too strong. It is clearly possible to perceive an object and at the same time have
false beliefs about it. I might, for example, perceive the table and yet believe that
it is made of space-filling infinitely divisible stuff. Second, since belief implies
rationality, the definition of perception in terms of belief is contrary to the
attempt to extrude reason from perception.

The proper implication of the Nyāyasūtra definition is that the perception of
objects is modulo a property. When I see an object (my desk, for instance) I do not
simply see it, but I see it as a table. Here, the clause “as a table” is to be read as an
adverbial modifier of the seeing relation R. I stand in a “table-seeing” relation to
the object. The relativization of the seeing relation by a property allows a recon-
struction of Vātsyāyana’s cases. The person who witnesses a mirage stands in a
“water-seeing” relation to the refracted rays. The errancy lies in the fact that they
are seeing the refracted rays as water, when in fact the rays are not. And the
person who witnesses a ball of dust, but fails to distinguish it as dust or smoke
stands neither in a dust-seeing relation to the dust-ball, nor in a smoke-seeing
relation, but equivocates. The correct way to read the definition then is:
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S’s perception is of object x iff:

4) for some F, S sees x as an F, where

S sees x as an F iff:

1) S’s perception stands in a relation R with x.
2) R is physical (nonverbal).
3) Fx.

Cause (4) excludes the case of the ball of dust, for since there is no definite way
by which the person sees the dust, the person does not see any object. It is
necessary for object perception that the object is seen in some definite way.
Clause (3) excludes the case of the mirage, for the person attempts to see the rays
modulo water but the rays are not water. Notice here that “non-errancy” signi-
fies simply an absence of warping, a lack of discord between the perception and
its object, and is not explicated in terms of a correspondence between the object
and a perceptual content. We should think of this absence of warping as a pro-
perty of the perceptual relation, much as transparency is a property of clear
glass. Both are characterized in terms of the lack of a distortion or corruption
of what is seen, and not in terms of representational correspondence. The 
passivity of perception is preserved; perception remains free from interpretation
and construction.

It follows from the definition that if one perceives an object, and one does so
by seeing it modulo its having a certain property, then it does indeed have that
property. This is so even though one does not see that the object has the prop-
erty. Perceiving x as F does not imply believing that x is F, but it does imply that
one would be justified were one to believe that x is F. Perception is an evidential
support for reason, without itself being reasoned (an idea echoed in Roderick
Chisholm’s critical cognitivism16). Later Nyāya writers draw a distinction
between perception that is “with imagination” and perception is “without imagi-
nation.” Bimal Matilal explains the philosophical use here of the term “imagi-
nation” or vikalpa as standing “for anything that, let us say, the mind adds to, or
recognises in, the ‘given.’ ”17 In the Nyāya theory the object perceived (x) and
also the mode under which it is perceived (F) constitute the perceptual given. 
It is the work of the “imagination” to bring them together into a propositional
judgment (x is F).

Buddhist objections to the Nyāya definition focus on instances where percep-
tion does seem to imply belief and inference. There is the case of Uddyotakara’s
rather remarkable claim that we perceive absences. I am looking for a pot. I look
in the kitchen and see no pot. Uddyotakara says: I see the kitchen as qualified by
absence-of-pot and thereby see the absence. The Buddhist Dharmakı̄rti objects
that this is really a piece of reasoning, an inference from nonobservation. The
inference runs thus. None of the objects which I perceive in the kitchen is a pot.
If there were a pot in the kitchen, I would see it, for my perceptual faculties are
working normally and all other ceteris paribus conditions for perception are met.
Therefore, there is no pot in the kitchen. Dharmakı̄rti’s point is well taken, but
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it does not constitute a refutation of the theory. We may simply give up the
strange claim that absences can be perceived.

Nyāyasūtra 2.1.31 rehearses an argument, apparently again due to 
Buddhists, which if sound would constitute a refutation. The argument is that
our ordinary perceptual claims are disguised inferences. I cannot see the whole
table from any one place. When I say that I see the table, what I mean is that I
infer that there is a whole table on the basis that I have seen a part (its front
surface). We never see wholes, but infer their existence from our more immedi-
ate perceptions. If the argument is that all perception is inferential, then
Gautama’s counter in Nyāyasūtra 2.1.32, that we see at least front surfaces, is
conclusive. If the argument is that all perception of wholes is inferential, the
Nyāya reply is that the whole is present in each of its parts. So we can perceive
a whole just as we can perceive a property. One says that one sees the colour or
shape of the flower in virtue of seeing the flower; so too one sees the whole in
virtue of seeing a part.

What is at stake is the amount of work done in perception by reason. The 
Buddhist presses the Naiyāyika on the point that there is, in perception, an
extrapolation and interpretation of what is immediately given. Allowing pro-
perties to enter the (nonconceptual) content of perceptual experience as ad-
verbial modifiers offers a way of avoiding the unpalatable consequence that the
perception of a whole is an inference. Attention is drawn to two kinds of prop-
erties of wholes: those that are properties of the whole without being a property
of any its parts, and those that are properties of the whole only because they are
properties of every part. The second sort “saturate” the object, in rather the
same way that sesame oil saturates the sesame seed. The property being-a-table
or being-a-cow, on the other hand, applies to the whole, but not to any of its
parts. It follows that seeing modulo such a property is seeing the whole and not
its parts. This Nyāya rejoinder to the Buddhist criticism depends on one’s being
able to regard the property being-a-cow as an entirely objective feature of the
perceived situation, not as itself a mere concept or mental construct. It is for this
reason that, in the war for hegemony between the Buddhist and Nyāya phi-
losophical views, some of the severest battles were those over the reality of
universals and wholes.18

1.5 Mind, Attention, and the Soul

Is the mind rational? Is it conscious? That depends on what we mean by “mind.”
The Naiyāyika, as generally for thinkers in classical India, sees in the mind
(manas) something distinct from the soul (ātman). It is the soul alone which is
the seat of reason, qua thinker, perceiver, enjoyer of pleasures and sufferer of
pains. The mind is a mere instrument of the soul. It is that by which the soul
controls the senses. The mind is given a second function: it is also that by which
the soul perceives its own mental states. So the mind is both an inner sense and
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the controller of the outer senses, but all the while entirely directed by the soul.
The mind is mechanical.

An enduring metaphor for the senses, due at least to Praśastapāda, is as
windows onto the world. In a room with a window on every wall, each one rep-
resents a possibility of sensory contact with some aspect of the world. But only
a possibility: in order to see out, one has to direct one’s attention to one window
rather than another. In the case of the senses, this role is assigned to the mind.
It is a faculty of attention, that by which the soul directs its gaze through one
sense rather than another. Another metaphor is helpful here. Think of the senses
as converging railway tracks, meeting at a point and becoming a single track.
The mind is the set of points at the junction. It is that by which the controller
(the soul, the signalman) channels its attention in one direction rather than
another.

A perception arises in the soul when there is a causal chain: from object to
sense, from sense to mind and from mind to soul.19 Uddyotakara observes that
if this role of the mind in perception seems to have been forgotten in the
Nyāyasūtra definition of perception, it is because a mind–soul link is not some-
thing special to perception, while a mind–sense link is implied by the mention of
the sense–object connection.20

The existence of the mind as an intersensory switching device follows from
an alleged deficiency in the powers of the conscious soul. This is that the soul
can attend to at most one thing at a time. There is a strict sequence in the tem-
poral order of thought. If the senses are functioning simultaneously, but one can
entertain no more than one thought at a time, then one must have within
oneself a capacity to choose between the deliverances of the senses (NS 1.1.16,
NS 3.2.56). In reply to the obvious objection that we do seem to be able to attend
to more than one thing at once, Vātsyāyana claims that this is an error produced
by our inability to discriminate events which happen in very quick succession.
He cites (NS 3.2.58) the illusion of a circling firebrand, appearing as if it were a
continuous hoop, and more interestingly, the way one hears a sentence as a
whole even though the letters and words are uttered in sequence.

This account of the mind is smooth. But a worry now presents itself. If the
conscious soul fails to notice the distinctness in a sequence of perceptions, 
it seems to follow that the mind after all has a certain autonomy in operation.
For if the soul is not quick enough to follow the mind’s switchings from one 
perception to the next, how can it be controlling them?21 And yet there is no
question of assigning consciousness (caitanya) to the mind. Nyāyasūtra 3.2.38
is explicit:

It [consciousness] is not a property of the mind, for reasons already given, and
because of its being ruled by another, and because [there would then follow an]
acquiring of the benefits of actions not performed.

The “reason already given” is simply the definition itself of the soul, as the exclu-
sive abode of thought, will, pleasure and pain (NS 1.1.10). The idea of “benefits
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of actions not performed” is a reference to the karma theory of moral retribu-
tion. If the soul and the mind were distinct consciousnesses, then the future 
contentments or frustrations of the soul would depend on the present deeds of
another, the mind. This contradicts the fundamental principle of the karma
theory, that the benefits and costs of one’s present actions accrue to oneself and
not to someone else. Vātsyāyana uses the same line of reasoning against the 
Buddhist reduction of a person to a “sum and series” of consciousness-moments
(NS 3.2.39). If a person is a series of distinct consciousnesses, then the deeds of
one reach their fruition in the contentments and frustrations of another, an
injustice incompatible with the hypothesis of karma.

The more important assertion is that the mind is “ruled by another.” It does
not act independently, but only as directed by the conscious soul. It therefore
cannot itself choose which sense to connect with. How then can the soul be
unaware of its operation? A solution to the puzzle begins to emerge when we
remember that the mind has another function, along with that of intersensory
switch. It is also an inner sense, the means by which the soul perceives its own
mental states. Vātsyāyana:22

Memory, inference, testimony, doubt, intuition, dreams, suppositional argument,
and perception of pleasure and pain are the proof of mind.

One conclusion we can draw from this is that the soul is not immediately aware
of its own thoughts, for it requires an inner sense to perceive them. Thoughts,
just like external events, can appear and disappear unperceived. So the mere fact
that a thought occurs does not imply that it is taken notice of in consciousness.
Once the point has been made that the mere occurrence of a thought is not suf-
ficient for its being noticed, we see that the switching function of the mind need
not determine which thoughts are noticed, but need only ensure that thoughts
occur in succession. We can think of the mind as scanning the senses, constantly
switching from one to the next. Its movement so conceived will be very swift, but
entirely automatic and mechanical. Perceptions from all the senses occur
rapidly, but sequentially in the soul.

To attend to something then, is not to direct the mind qua intersensory switch
towards one rather than another sense faculty, but rather to direct it qua inner
sense to some occurrent perception. The rapid movement of the mind need not
be something of which the soul is aware. There is still a problem. If a perception
comes before consciousness only if one chooses to direct the mind towards it,
how can it be that one’s attention is sometimes drawn by the perception itself?
Standing on a thorn or a chip of stone will draw the attention even of a person
whose mind is fastened on some other thing (NBh. under NS 3.2.32). The worry
is that I will not notice the pain in my foot unless I direct my mind to attend to
the deliverances of my tactile sense, but that there need be no motivation for me
to do this in advance of noticing the pain. Unless it occurs to me to check
whether my foot has been injured, I will not notice the pain! Even this, however,
can be squared with a mechanistic conception of the mind. Let us say simply
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that some perceptions are so intense as to force the mind in their direction, not
because it chooses to direct itself towards them, but simply because it is driven
to do so by the intensity of the perception. A conception of the mind as entirely
mechanical in operation has room to allow that this could happen. The “move-
ment” of the mind is an automated scanning of the senses, potentially diverted
by the occurrence of intense perceptions and by the controlling influence of the
soul. The mind is not itself a rational agent, and it is only in a relatively weak
sense that the Indian soul–mind division is what one would now call a “divided
mind” hypothesis.23

What now is the place of reason in perception? The function of the soul is to
integrate the content of distinct perceptions across times and between sensory
modalities (NB 3.1.1). It has the power to identify the object of some past per-
ception and an object currently being perceived. The identity “this is the same
as that” is not given in perception, but discovered or “imagined” by the soul. The
same is true across sensory modalities at a given time. Physical objects are per-
ceived only by sight and touch, but the identification of an object held in one’s
hand with an object currently being seen with one’s eyes is the work of reason
and not of perception. Such identifications require one to be able to assume a
point of view which spans times and crosses sensory modalities. Rationality then
has a reconstitutive role in aligning our perceptions with each other, so that they
come to represent a world of temporally extended and modality-independent
objects.24

The possibility of transtemporal and transmodal identification of objects is
said by the Nyāya to be the best argument for the existence of the soul as dis-
tinct from the mind or the senses, and as the final refutation of the Buddhist
analysis of the person as a mere continuum of discrete consciousnesses. For how
is a reidentification of an object possible by one who exists only for a moment?
Only a single consciousness spanning time can “simultaneously” witness the
same object at two different times, and recognize it as time same. Only a single
consciousness spanning sense modalities can “simultaneously” witness a single
object through two modalities, and recognize it as the same. The Buddhist asserts
that a momentary consciousness can compare a current perception with a
current memory (produced by the past perception of an earlier momentary con-
sciousness), and so there is no need for there to be a single subject of the current
and past perceptions. The Naiyāyika reply is that there is a logical difference
between, on the one hand, judging that an object seen now is the same as an
object seen some time ago, and, on the other, keeping track of an object over 
a period of time. It is perhaps like the difference between discovering that two
different names refer to the same thing, and using a single name twice.25

The ability to turn fleeting modality-specific perceptions into thoughts about
enduring physical objects is a concealed art of the soul. It is rational because it
admits of a standard of correctness. Interperceptual identifications can be right
or wrong – the degree to which one can make them accurately, and the extent
which one can do so for perceptions more distant from one another in time or
appearance, is the index of a rational capacity.
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1.6 Rationality and Extrapolation

The discovery of identities among the contents of one’s perceptions is a core
function of reason. There is another. This is the capacity to extrapolate from
what one has perceived to what one has not. That extrapolation is a key concept
in the early history of Indian logic is clear from some of the examples Vātsyāyana
gives under NS 1.1.5.26 Seeing a rising cloud, one infers that it will rain. An inter-
esting variant is: seeing the ants carrying their eggs, one infers that it will rain.
Seeing a full and swiftly flowing river, one infers that it has been raining. Seeing
a cloud of smoke, one infers the existence of an unseen fire. Hearing a cry, one
infers that a peacock is nearby. Seeing the moon at one place at one time and at
another place at another time, one infers that it is moving (even though one
cannot see it move). The medical theorist Caraka27 has some other examples:
inferring impregnation from pregnancy; inferring the future appearance of fruit
from the presence of seeds. In the ancient Buddhist logical text, The Essence of
Method,28 we also find: inferring from a child’s special mark that this person is
that child, now grown up; inferring from the salty taste of one drop of sea water
that the whole sea is salty. The Ts’ing-mu29 (a commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Middle
Stanzas) has a similar example: inferring that all the rice is cooked on tasting 
one grain. And the Vaiśes.ikasūtra mentions another sort of extrapolation – the
inference of an entire cow from the perception only of its horns.30

Extrapolation from the seen to the unseen can take place in any of the three
dimensions of time – past, present, and future. Our interest is in the Indian
theory of rationality, and for this we want to look at answers given to the ques-
tion: on what basis, if any, ought the extrapolation be made? For while dice-
throwing, guesswork, and divination are ways of extrapolating, they are not
rational ones. Extrapolation, like critical investigation, must be done “on the
basis of reasons,” and a theory of such “reasons” is a theory of that in virtue of
which an extrapolation is warranted. So we can discover Indian theories of ratio-
nality in their explanations of why the extrapolations in the examples mentioned
above are warranted. Rationality now is the search for extrapolative license.

While Vātsyāyana says only that there should be a connection between what
is seen and what is inferred,31 many of the early writers have a definite interest
in prediction and scientific explanation, and assume that extrapolation is war-
ranted when underwritten by a causal relation. On the other hand, it is clearly
recognized too that not all warranted extrapolation is causal. The Vaiśes.ikasūtra
lists, in addition, the relations of contact, inherence, coinherence in a third, and
being contrary (VS 3.1.8, 9.18), while the early Sām. khya s.as.t.itantra has an over-
lapping list of seven.32 Take the inference from a drop of salty sea water to the
conclusion that the whole sea is salty. This is not an inference based on any
causal relation between the drop of sea water and the sea as a whole; rather, the
relation between them is mereological. One would say that it is an inference from
sampling a “typical” member of a group. This is a very common and useful form
of reasoning (witness the example of checking that all the rice is cooked by
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tasting a single grain). It is not formally valid, but it is a pervasive and powerful
species of informal reasoning. We will see in the next section that it acquires 
particular significance in the context of a debate.

There is also an intriguing example from Vātsyāyana I have not yet men-
tioned. This is the inference of the “residual” by elimination.33 Wondering
whether sound is a substance, a quality, or an event, and finding reasons to deny
that it is a substance or an event, one draws the conclusion that it is a quality.
What is interesting is that the early writers are well aware that not all warranted
inference can be reduced to the causal model. An adequate theory of inference
has to find a description of the extrapolation-warranting relation at a level more
general than that of the causal.

The difficulty in finding adequately general bases for extrapolative inference
encouraged a skepticism about their existence. In one form, scepticism about the
possibility of rational extrapolation is just the claim that there is no adequate
extrapolative basis. It is the view allegedly of the Lokāyata “materialist,” and
most notably of the sceptic Jayarāśi (ca. ad 600). An early version of the skeptic’s
argument is recorded in the Nyāyastūtra (NS 2.1.37):

[Objection:] Inference is not a means of knowing, because there may be errancy
arising from embankment, damage and similarity.

Gautama is referring to the examples of the swollen river, the ants, and the
peacock. His point is that the observed facts admit of different explanations: the
swollen river might have been caused by a dam or embankment further down-
stream, the ants might be carrying their eggs because their nest has been
damaged, and the peacock’s cry might have been made by a human or animal
impersonator. There are alternative causal explanations for each perceived
event. This is a standard skeptical move. The sceptic introduces an alternative
possible explanation (that our experiences are all dreams or produced by an evil
genius, that the world was created five minutes ago with all its fossil records) and
then claims that the existence of such an alternative explanation shows that one
is not entitled to assume that the common-sense expanation is the correct one.
Gautama’s reply is interesting (NS 2.1.38):

No. Because it is a different thing from a [mere] partial case, fear, and [mere]
similarity.

The compact response is that there is an observable difference between a river
which is swollen because of upstream rain and one which is swollen because of
a downstream blockage, a difference between the orderly procession of ants
when it is about to rain and their fearful scurrying when the nest is disturbed,
and a difference between a genuine peacock’s cry and that of an impersonator.

The implication of Gautama’s reply for the rationality of extrapolation seems
to be this. An extrapolation from the seen thing to the unseen thing is rational
when there is a relation of some appropriate (as yet unspecified) sort between
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the two. The relation does not obtain between the unseen thing and something
which merely resembles the seen thing. The rational extrapolator, therefore,
must have the capacity to discriminate between the thing in question and other
things which merely resemble it, but do not stand in the appropriate relation to
the unseen thing. Only someone who can tell the difference between a flood river
and a dammed river is entitled to infer from swelling to rain; only someone who
can tell the difference between marching ants and frightened ants is entitled 
to infer from marching to rain; and only someone who can tell the difference
between a peacock’s cry and a human impersonator is entitled to draw the infer-
ence from cry to peacock.

The skeptic will reply, of course, that he can always find an alternative expla-
nation for the occurrence of a perceived event, no matter how finely attuned the
perceiver’s discriminating powers. Even the best expert can be fooled by a good
enough forgery. But the question is whether it is rational to concern oneself with
such extreme skeptical possibilities. The Naiyāyika proposes a common-sense
maxim for extrapolative reasoning: do not extrapolate beyond the level of your
competence. The skeptic has a different maxim: do not extrapolate if there is any
possibility of error. Since human beings have finite discriminatory capacities,
there is always the possibility of error, and so the skeptic’s maxim implies that it
is never rational to extrapolate. (Jayarāśi34 claims even that there is no rational
extrapolation from the rising to the setting of the sun!) To reach the skeptical
conclusion, however, the skeptic has further to prove that his maxim of
extrapolation is the rational one to adopt, while the common-sense Nyāya
maxim is not. And that is precisely what Gautama is here denying.

1.7 Rationality and Debate

H. N. Randle observed a long time ago that “the Naiyāyika was from first to last
a tārkika, a disputant.”35 More recently, B. K. Matilal has called debate the “pre-
ferred form of rationality” in classical India.36 There is a good deal of truth in
these observations. A sophisticated theory of rationality evolved in the arenas
of debate. Kaut.ilya observed that rationality is about the best means to an end,
and the end of the debater is to win. But what counts as winning a debate? If
the debate is the victory-at-any-cost sort, and a debater wins when his opponent
is lost for words or confused or hesitant, then the best and so most rational way
to proceed would be to employ such tricks as play on the opponent’s weaknesses:
speaking very quickly or using convoluted examples or referring to doctrines of
which one suspects one’s opponent is ignorant. In the other sort of debate, the
truth-directed sort, “winning” is a matter of persuading one’s opponent, and
also an impartial audience, that one’s thesis is true, and the rational debater
must find some other methods. Nothing is more persuasive than an argument
backed up by well-chosen examples and illustrations. And so, when the
Naiyāyikas came to codify the form of rational debating demonstration, the 
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citation of examples was given at least as much prominence as the citation of
reasons. When the Nyāya theory of inference was “rediscovered” by Henry Cole-
brooke (he broke the news at a meeting of the Royal Asiatic Society in London
in 1824), the Indologists of the day in their excitement failed to pay due atten-
tion to this fact, and were led to some rather extraordinary speculations about
the origins of syllogistic theory. The Sanskritist Görres apparently arrived at the
view that Alexander, having been in conversation with the logicians of India
during his campaigns, sent some of their treatises back home to his tutor who
worked them up into a system! Equally remarkable was Niebuhr’s claim that the
Indians must have derived their theory from the Indianized Greeks of Bactria (it
is a view Vidhyabhusana was to repeat much later on). If there is a lesson here,
it is that a little comparative philosophy is a dangerous thing.

The debating room is a theater for the art of persuasion. It is a metaphor for
any situation in which one wants to persuade others of the correctness of one’s
point of view. It will include by extension both the mundane situation of per-
suading one’s companion that something is about to happen, and persuading a
scientific or academic community of the truth of one’s thesis. The model of ratio-
nality which comes out of the theory of debate is public, explicit, demonstra-
tional. The norms of public reason are those of mutual agreement.

The proper way to formulate one’s position is in accordance with a “five-
limbed” schema: tentative statement of the thesis to be proved; citation of a
reason; mention of an example; application of reason and example to the 
case in hand; final assertion of the thesis (NS 1.1.32). Suppose I want to per-
suade my walking companion that it is about to rain. I might reason as fol-
lows: “Look, it is going to rain. For see that large black cloud. Last time you 
saw a large black cloud like that one, what happened? Well, it’s the same now.
It is definitely going to rain.” In order to be able to generalize the structure of
such patterns of reasoning, the Naiyāyikas make an important simplifying
assumption. They assume that the underlying pattern is one of property-
substitution. The claim is that all such patterns exemplify the same canonical
form: Ta because Ra. An objent (the paks.a or “site” of the inference) is inferred
to have a property (the sādhya or “target”) on the grounds that it has some other
property (the hetu or reason). The first simplification, then, is to think of rea-
soning as taking us from an object’s having one property to that same object’s
having another.

The simplification scarcely seems justified. A cursory inspection of the cases
mentioned at the beginning of the last section shows that only about half fit such
a pattern. The cases of the swollen river, the ants, the peacock’s cry, the fruit,
and the salty sea do not seem to fit at all. Neither can we fit reasoning to the
remainder by elimination. The canonical schema seems to fit the case of the
moon, the pregnancy, and the child’s special mark, but it is only at a stretch that
one can force the case of smoke and fire into the pattern (an irony as this is a
hackneyed example which all the logical texts quote). Bearing in mind the ways
in which Indian logic was later to develop, one can be forgiven for feeling that
this adoption of a property-substitution model at an early stage, while perhaps
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a helpful and necessary simplification for the sake of initial progress, also
restricted the study of other patterns of inferential reasoning. Only the Jaina
logicians explicitly tried to develop a theory of extrapolation free from this 
restriction.

What licences the inference from Ra to Ta? The Nyāyasūtra answer is given in
five brief and controversial aphorisms (NS 1.1.34–8):

A reason is that which proves what is to be proved by being like an example.

Again, by being unalike.

An example is an observed instance which, being like what is to be proved, 
possesses its property.

Or else, being opposite, is opposite.

The application is an assimilation to what is to be proved “this is thus” or “this is
not thus” depending on the example.

Likeness and unlikeness are relative to properties. Something is “like” another
thing if both possess a given property. They are unalike with respect to that prop-
erty if they do not both share it. Now arguably the natural way to interpret these
sūtras is as follows. Either the locus of the inference is like the example (in that
both possess the reason property, R) and, since the example has the to-be-proved
property, so does the locus. Or else the locus of the inference is unlike the
example (it possesses the reason property, but the example does not), and since
the example does not have the to-be-proved property, the locus does have it. If we
let “b” stand for the example, then we seem to have:

a is likeR b a is unlikeR b
Tb ~Tb
\Ta \Ta

This formulation actually makes the inference a generalization of the inference
from sampling. The example is a typical member of the class of things having
the reason property. And it has this other property, the to-be-inferred target
property. But the site of the inference is also a member of the class of things
having the reason property. So it too has the target property (the negative for-
mulation is similar). This is a powerful form of reasoning, one which we engage
in all the time. It is not formally valid, but it is a pervasive type of informal rea-
soning. We employ it whenever we infer that an object has a property on the
grounds that it belongs to a type, the typical members of which have that prop-
erty. Compare: this grain of rice is typical of the whole pan of rice, and it is
cooked. So any other grain will be cooked as well. This drop of water is typical
of the entire sea, and it is salty. So this other drop must be salty as well.

We said that in the debating model, rationality is subject to public norms of
correctness. In arguments of the kind being considered, public norms do indeed
have a role to play, for they determine whether the object adduced by the debater
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as an “example” is adequate. For something to be capable of playing the role of
example, it must be generally and uncontroversially accepted as a member of R
and as a T. The debater must, when he chooses an example, be careful to select
one that will fit public criteria of acceptability. Warranted extrapolation, clearly,
is context dependent and occurs, in particular, only when there is a background
of shared knowledge. For one grain of rice is an adequate exemplar of all only
if it is commonly known that all the rice has been cooked in the same pan, at
the same temperature, and with the same amount of water. It is for this reason
that the pattern of reasoning here is neither formally valid nor reducible to an
Aristotelian syllogism.37

There is a strong pressure, nevertheless, to fit such arguments into a 
deductive-nomological model. These arguments, the thought goes, rest on an
underlying lawlike universal generalization – that all the members of kind R are
Ts. The argument is then enthymematic for a deductively valid one: Ra, all R are
T \ Ta. The role of the example, it is alleged, would be to provide empirical
support for the universal rule, either by being something which is both R and T,
or by being something which is neither R nor T. The pioneer indologist, 
Stanisl¢aw Schayer, had a different idea.38 He read the step labeled “example” in
the five-step proof as an application of a logical rule, the one we would now call
“universal instantiation.” This is the rule that permits one to infer from “("x)(Rx
Æ Tx)” to “(Ra Æ Ta)”. And he read the step called “application” as the applica-
tion of another logical rule, modus ponens. But he still sees the overall inference
as a formally valid one whose validity is a consequence of the fact that there is
a hidden premise “("x)(Rx Æ Tx).”

More light can be thrown on this point if we examine the early Nyāya 
account of a pair of debating moves called the “likeness-based” rejoinder and
“unlikeness-based” rejoinder. A sophistical rejoinder (jāti) is a debating tactic in
which the opponent tries unsuccessfully to produce a counter-argument, an
argument designed to prove the opposite thesis. It is sophistical because the
counter-argument is based on a false or superficial resemblance. Nyāyasūtra
5.1.2–3 state:

When there is assimilation through likeness or unlikeness, the likeness-based and
unlikeness-based rejoinders lead to the opposite property.

[The reply is:] the proof [of the thesis] is just like the proof of a cow from cowhood.

One debater, debating properly, tries to prove that a certain object has a certain
property by pointing out that it is like another object which does have that prop-
erty. (The black cloud overhead now is like the cloud we saw yesterday – both
are black. But that cloud caused it to rain, so this one will too.) The opponent
now tries to counter by pointing out that the object is also like an object which
does not have the property. (The black cloud overhead is like the white cloud we
saw the day before yesterday – both are clouds. But that cloud did not cause rain,
so this one won’t either.)
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a is likeR1 b a is likeR2 c
Tb ~Tc
\ Ta \ ~Ta

As an argument, the rejoinder seems to follow the very same pattern as the orig-
inal one, so why is it false? The existence of such rejoinders shows that mere like-
ness is not sufficient for good argument. The likeness has to be of the right type.
When is the likeness of the right type? The Nyāyasūtra’s very cryptic comment
is that the “right type” is the type displayed by the relationship between a cow
and its genus cowhood. Vātsyāyana, the commentator, is unclear and confused
on this point. He does, however, make one important observation:39

If one proceeds to establish the required inferable property on the basis simply of
likeness or unlikeness then there will be lack of regularity (vyavasthā). Irregular-
ity does not arise with respect to some special property. For something is a cow
because of its likeness with another cow, which likeness is actually cowhood, not
the cow’s having dewlap, etc. It is because of cowhood that a cow is unlike a horse,
etc., not because of a difference of particular qualities. This has been explained in
the section on the limbs of a demonstration. In a demonstration, each limb serves
a single purpose because they are connected with the means of knowing. The 
irregularity rests only on a bogus reason.

If the likeness must be of the right type, then the reason property, as determiner
of the likeness relation, must also be of the right type. The object under investi-
gation must be like objects which belong to a group, the typical members 
of which have the target property. Vātsyāyana implies that if the property in
question is a property shared by typical members of the class of cows, then the
reason property must be the class-essence cowhood.

In the last section, we saw that rational inference is linked with warranted
extrapolation, and we wondered what it was that made an extrapolation war-
ranted. The problem we have here is similar. We are now asking for the condi-
tions under which it is admissible to extrapolate a property from one object to
another. It appears to be admissible to extrapolate the property “rain-maker”
from one black cloud to another black cloud, but not from a black cloud to a white
cloud. It appears to be admissible to extrapolate the property “has a dewlap” from
one cow to. another cow, but not from one four-legged animal (a cow) to another
(a horse). There seems to be an order in the world of objects, a structure which
licences the extrapolation of properties in some directions, but not others. Objects
are grouped together on the basis of their likenesses and unlikenesses to one
another. The possibility of likeness-based and unlikeness-based rejoinders shows,
however, there are many different ways of making these groupings, many dif-
ferent metrics of likeness. So the problem is this – given some arbitrary property
we wish to extrapolate from one object to another, how do we decide which such
metric determines a standard for proper and warranted extrapolation? For an
extrapolation may be warranted under one likeness relation, but not another. So
not every inference of the standard pattern is permissible:
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a is likeR b
Tb
\ Ta

The response given in the tradition to this problem is to impose further con-
straints on the relation of likeness. Relevant or extrapolation-warranting like-
ness consists in the sharing of a property at least as narrow in extension as the
property to be extrapolated. The idea is clearly expressed and ably defended by
Din. nāga, and for that reason he is rightly thought of as one of India s finest logi-
cians. I also think that the pre-Din. nāga Naiyāyikas would not have developed
the theory of inference in the way they did unless they had some such idea in
their minds. But I do not believe we should be led by this to try to reinterpret
what they said as an unequivocal expression of the idea. Matilal puts the matter
well when he says that “the conception of a universal connection is being hinted
at on the analogy of a universal property.”40 The hint was there, but it was for
Din. nāga to lend that hint articulation (and perhaps it is only at moments when
a theory is being revised that a precise definition is needed). The important point
is this need not be read as the introduction of a new premise into the inference
pattern, but rathet as a condition on when an inference is admissible. The con-
straint is of the form: it is valid to infer Ta from Tb if a is likeR b when b, the
example, is relevantly like a (i.e. when the property it shares with a is narrower
in extension than the property being extrapolated). An inference rule is not
another premise in the inference, but rather that in virtue of which the infer-
ence is valid or invalid. And the treatment of the early Nyāya theory as a theory
of inference from sampling shows how the rule that there be a “universal con-
nection” (vyāpti) of this kind between the properties is not an enthymematic
premise, but a genuine inference rule of an informal logic.

Five sorts of bogus reason (hetvābhāsa) are mentioned in Nyāyasūtra 1.2.4:
the wandering, the contradictory, the unproven, the counter-balanced, and the
untimely.41 Of special importance here is the one called the “wandering” (for the
unproven” and the “counter-balance,” see section 1.9). This was interpreted by
later Naiyāyikas as meaning that the reason property deviates from the target,
and so as a case in which the criterion enunciated in the above paragraph is vio-
lated. If a faulty reason is one which is present somewhere the target property
is not, then by contraposition, a proper reason is one which is not present some-
where the target property is not, and so is at least as narrow in extension. The
Nyāyasūtra definition is, however, less than explicit, and Vātsyāyana’s explica-
tion of this most important sūtra is all over the place:

The wandering is that which does not remain at only one end. (NS 1.2.5)

An example is: sound is eternal because it is intangible. A pot is tangible and is
seen to be non-eternal. Sound is not tangible in the same way. What then? It is
intangible. One might say, therefore, that because it is intangible, sound is eternal.
However, in this example tangibility and non-eternality are not grasped as stand-
ing in a prover–proven relationship. For example, an atom is tangible and it is
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eternal. And when something like the soul is the example, then the reason, which
is taken to be “because of being intangible” in accordance with the sūtra “a reason
is that which proves what is to be proved by being like an example (1.1.34),” devi-
ates from eternality. For a thought is intangible as well as non-eternal. So, as there
is deviation in both sorts of case, there is no prover–proven relationship as the
mark of a (proper) reason is absent. One end is eternality, one end non-eternality.
So we understand “being at one end.” Opposite to that which is at one end is that
which does not remain at only one end, because it is a pervader (vyāpaka) of both
ends.

Four inferences are compared. (1) A pot is non-eternal. Sound is unlike a pot –
one is tangible, the other intangible. So sound is eternal. However, we also have
this. (2) An atom is eternal. Sound is unlike an atom – one is tangible, the other
intangible. So sound is non-eternal. Again, we have: (3) The soul is eternal.
Sound is like the soul – both are intangible. So sound is eternal. But also: (4) A
thought is non-eternal. Sound is like a thought – both are intangible. So sound
is non-eternal. The implication is that what undermines the inference is the exis-
tence of examples which do not fit, i.e. counter-examples. Another maxim of
extrapolation is in play: do not extrapolate if you know of any counter-examples
(there is no implication that the extrapolator is obliged to look for counter-
examples, however). A prover–proven relationship is one for which no counter-
examples exist. What Vātsyāyana lacks, however, is a clear grasp of what makes
something a counter-example. He does not see that only a thing which is intan-
gible and non-eternal ought to be thought of as a counter-example to the infer-
ence from intangibility to eternality. Something which is tangible and eternal
(an atom) is not a counter-example. For the existence of tangible eternal things
is not inconsistent with the rule underpinning the inference, that whatever 
is intangible is eternal It is the gaining of a clearer grasp of the notion of a
counter-example that leads one to an understanding of the proper form of
the prover–proven relationship. Again, Din. nāga is extremely precise on the
nature of counter-examples, and can take a lot of the credit, even if the 
essential point had been appreciated before him.

My point has been that there are many ways to arrive rationally at belief,
other than that of formal deduction. Informal argument schemes, such as the
inference from sampling, are just as much ways of reaching beliefs that it is 
rational for someone to hold, and it is with this wider concept of rational belief
that we make better sense of the early Nyāya philosophical enterprise.

1.8 Reason, Scripture, and Testimony

Is it rational to believe the testimony of others or the statements of the 
scriptures? Does the assumption that it is rational to believe what we hear or 
read require us to think of rationality in a new way? We have so far encountered
two epistemic models of rationality: the perceptual model, according to which
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rationality provides norms for the temporal and cross-modal integration of per-
ceptual experiences; and the extrapolative model, according to which rationality
provides norms for the extrapolation from the perceived to the unperceived. The
Naiyāyika thinks that belief in the testimony of others is indeed rational, but
that neither the perceptual nor the extrapolative model of rationality can
account for why this is so. Testimony is a sui generis source of rational belief (i.e.
a pramān. a).

The Nyāya theory of testimony is simple. Nyāyasūtra 1.1.7 states that 
testimony is the utterance of a “credible person” (āpta). On this sūtra, Vātsyāyana
adds the following important comment:

A credible person is a speaker who has knowledge of the object and is motivated
by the desire to tell of the object as known. This definition of a credible person is
equally applicable to the seer (rs. i). the noble (ārya), and the outsider (mleccha).42

The comment is important because it implies that the scriptures do not have any
special claim to our assent, but are to be believed for precisely the same reasons
as any other piece of testimony, namely because the transmitter is credible. A
credible person is one who is knowledgeable about the subject matter, and who
has a sincere desire to communicate that knowledge, and can come from any
walk of life or branch of society.43 Vātsyāyana elaborates the point while 
discussing the Nyāyasūtra argument (NS 2.1.68) that the authority of the Veda
is just like that of a medical treatise, in that it rests on the credibility of the 
communicator. He comments:

To what is this authoritativeness due? It is due to the direct knowledge of what is
prescribed, compassion for fellow beings, and the desire to communicate rightly.
Credible communicators, having direct knowledge of what they prescribe, show
compassion for fellow beings, (advising) “this is to be avoided,” “this is a cause 
of pain,” or “this is to be attained” and “this is the means to its attainment.” For 
creatures who cannot themselves understand, there is no other way of knowing
all this . . . Thus a credible communicator is a source of knowledge.44

When a person speaks who is knowledgeable, well motivated, and caring, it is
rational to believe what they say. The scriptures, as it happens, are transmitted
to us by such persons, and so we are entitled to believe them and regard what
they say as a valuable source of knowledge, especially about moral and soterio-
logical matters we would not otherwise be informed of. It is rational to believe
the scriptures in just the same way and to just the same extent as it is rational
to believe a medical text about medical matters, or any other experts about their
respective field of competence.

A dilemma threatens this account of testimonial rationality. Must we know
that the speaker has the qualities of competence, sincerity, and compassion in
order to be entitled to believe her, or not? It can hardly be right to say that we
are entitled to believe any utterance we hear, and just hope that its author is
competent and sincere. That would be an epistemic charter for the gullible.45 But
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if we have first to establish that the speaker is competent and sincere, then 
it seems that our grounds for believing are inferential, and the rationality 
implicated in testimony is nothing but a variety of extrapolative rationality. 
We reason, in effect, that the present utterance is relevantly similar to past 
utterances of the same speaker, which have been seen to be true. Someone 
who accepts this (David Hume is a notable case) is led to conclude that it is 
indeed rational to believe the utterances of a sincere and competent speaker, but
that no new model of rationality is involved.

What saves the Nyāya theory is the idea that one can “monitor” the 
competence and sincerity of the speaker without forming any beliefs about her
competence or sincerity. One might simply have an internal “lie-detector” 
subconsciously monitoring for signs of blushing, fidgeting, and so on. The exis-
tence of such a mechanism makes the following counterfactual conditional true:
if the speaker were lying, one would come to believe it. In the presence of a sub-
doxastic faculty of this sort, one need not attempt to acquire knowledge about
the speaker’s credentials. For one’s readiness to assent to what is being said will
be overridden if she were to lie. Assent is made rational in a negative way, by the
absence of evidence that the speaker is deceitful, rather than by positive evidence
that she is sincere. it is rational in the same way that it is rational for one to
believe that one has not just trodden on a nail. One need have no positive reason
for so believing (a visual inspection of the foot, for example) for one knows that,
if one had just trodden on a nail, one would have come to know about it. The
“reasoning” is ab ignorantiam and not inductive.46

While the worry about the reduction of testimony to inference is raised in the
Nyāyasūtra (NS 2.1.49–51), this defence is not to be found there. It emerges in
the later idea that a precondition for testimony is the “absence of knowledge of
unfitness” and not the “knowledge of fitness,” Vātsyāyana says only that testi-
mony depends on the speaker’s credibility and that “inference is not like this.”47

1.9 Reason’s Checks and Balances

I began this examination of rationality in the early Nyāya with a description of
the disreputable “reasoners” mentioned and criticized in the epics. The ill-repute
was on the grounds that their use of reason was unmotivated, groundless,
unconstrained. The Naiyāyika is very careful to avoid this charge. The very term
nyāya, which Vātsyāyana identified with reasoned inquiry itself, is contrasted
with another, nyāyābhāsa – a pseudo-inquiry. A pseudo-inquiry is one which,
although-otherwise in accord with the rules governing proper reasoning (setting
out the demonstration in a five-limbed format and with a proper reason prop-
erty), contradicts observation and authority (see section 1.2). The same point is
made time and again. A properly conducted debate, one which is friendly and
truth-directed, is one which proceeds with the help of the methods of know-
ledge-acquisition, employs the five-limbed format, and is not in contradiction
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with, any doctrinal base (NS 1.2.1). A reason property which proves a thesis
contradictory to a doctrinal base is a mere bogus reason (NS 1.2.6). Reason in
Nyāya has had its wings clipped. It can override neither observation nor author-
itative doctrine!

Descartes observed that our perceptions can sometimes contradict one
another, and that when they do it is the role of reason to adjudicate. A tower
might look round from a distance, but square closer up. A star and a distant lamp
both look like specks of light, but one is vastly larger than the other. It is reason
(belief and inference) that tells us that the star is larger than the lamp, even
though they both look the same size. It is reason that allows us to decide whether
the tower is really square or round. How, then, can one deny that reason some-
times overrides perception? However, there are cases where perception overrides
reason. Vātsyāyana tries to find a case where a reasoned argument meets all the
criteria as laid down in the theory of inference, but whose conclusion has to be
rejected because it goes against perception. His example is: fire is not hot, because
it is a creation, like a pot. Fires and pots are alike in that they are both products
of human effort (let us restrict the extension of “fire” to those produced by
humans). A pot, however, is a thing made of clay and so is not hot (material
things are composed out of the four material elements, earth, water, fire, and
air, and only those containing elemental fire are hot). So fire too is not hot! The
inference goes through even if we insist on a universal connection between
reason and target. For it is indeed true that, among everything seen, created
things are not hot. The point is that the inference extrapolates from the seen to
the unseen, and fire’s heat therefore belongs here with the unseen. The thermal
properties of fire, as the matter under investigation, are, as it were, sub judice.
Every created thing ever encountered (excluding fire) has been found to be cold.
So, extrapolating fire too as a created thing must be cold. Uddyotakara says that
the inference is baffled by a perception of fire.

The conflict here is between a prediction based on an inductive generalization
and an actual observation. In general, one faces a choice whenever one has both
an inference to the truth of some conclusion and strong evidence that the con-
clusion is false. One can either reject the evidence for the falsity of the conclu-
sion, or else reject one of the premises in the inference. The examples of
Descartes are cases where the first option is the correct one to choose. The evi-
dence of the senses is defeated in one case by its own internal inconsistency and
in the other by a generalization with enormous empirical support (that things
look smaller when they are further away). But the example of Vātsyāyana is a
case where the second option is the correct one. In the face of incontrovertible
observation, one must reject the similarity metric on the basis of which the
extrapolation was made.

When is it rational to reject the premise, when the conclusion? Is this not a
question for reason itself to decide, and when it decides in favor of the conclu-
sion (i.e. of perception) does it not therefore decide to override itself? It is to avoid
the apparent absurdity of such a result that the Nyāya insist on there being two
different models or faculties of reason: reason as the rational extrapolator, and
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reason as the rational integrator of mental contents (perceptual and inferential).
Integrative reason strikes a balance between perception and extrapolation, pre-
ferring one or the other according to its own standards. What is true of the rela-
tion between perception and inference is true too of the relation between
testimony and inference, and true also of the relation between perception and
testimony. What is the norm on integration? What principle does it follow in
deciding who to override? Maximizing consistency is the obvious answer, but
there is scope for weighting. The Nyāya, it would seem, wants to weight testi-
mony (and especially scriptural testimony) more heavily than anything else, and
to weight observation more heavily than extrapolation. The pure reasoner of the
epics would maximize the weight given to inference – no doctrine is unrevisable,
no scripture sacred – or else, like the materialist, to observation. Such an anti-
dogmatism may have led him to be banished from the company of the virtuous,
but for us a question still remains. If there is a choice of weightings, which one
is the rational choice? On what principle does one choose? The search for reasons
goes on. Unfortunately there isn’t sufficient space here to discuss how the later
Naiyāyikas brought this search for reasons to a close.

Can reason really override itself? As we have seen (section 1.7), five sorts of
bogus reason are mentioned in Nyāyasūtra 1.2.4. In two of them, the unproven
and the counter-balanced, reason acts as its own regulator. These are important,
for they are favourite weapons of the sceptic. The situation called “counter-
balanced” is one in which, in order to resolve the point at issue, the debater
adduces a reason which might equally well prove the point either way. The
reason meets all the criteria for warranted extrapolation, and would have been
entirely adequate in settling the matter, were it not for the possibility of an
equally acceptable and adequate extrapolation to the opposite conclusion.
Vātsyāyana’s example is: sound is non-eternal because we do not apprehend in
sound the properties of eternal things, just like the pot, etc. The objection to this
otherwise admissible extrapolation is that it is reversible. For we can equally well
argue as follows: sound is eternal because we do not apprehend in sound the
properties of non-eternal things, just like the sky, etc. This too, on its own, would
have been an admissible extrapolation. (A simpler, if not entirely suitable,
example would be: sound is eternal because it is eternal; and: sound is non-
eternal because it is non-eternal.) In the absence of any ground for preferring
one of these over the other, the most reasonable thing to do is to accept neither.
Behind this bogus reason is another maxim of extrapolation: when faced with
equal, but opposite bases for extrapolation between which you cannot choose,
do not extrapolate. When reasons are balanced against each other, one is driven
instead towards the skeptic’s ataraxia.

The other bogus reason of interest to us here is the one called “unproven,” or
more literally, “same as the thesis” (sādhyasama). The reason is one which has
not itself been established, and in that sense is in the same state as the thesis to
be proved. Vātsyāyana’s intriguing example is: a shadow is a substance because
it moves. We have again an otherwise admissible extrapolation, but one that
would be a false move in a debate. The problem is that the movement of shadows
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is not itself an established fact: it is neither a shared doctrine nor an indisputable
observation. For one needs to know whether shadows are seen to move like men,
or whether what takes place is a succession of perceptions of dimly lit things pro-
duced by the obstruction of the light by a moving cover. Extrapolation proceeds
from the seen to the unseen or more generally, from the proven to the unproven.
The underlying maxim on extrapolation is therefore: only extrapolate from what
you have already established. The fault of being “the same as the thesis” is a 
violation of this maxim.

The Mādhyamika sceptic Nāgārjuna uses this fault to devastating effect. He
argues that any reason adduced to refute the skeptical thesis will suffer the fault
of being the same as the thesis. For if the skeptical thesis is that nothing can be
known, then to refute it is to prove that something can be known. But if it is not
yet established that anything can be known, one can adduce no known or estab-
lished fact to prove it. So any putative reason one adduces to prove that some-
thing can be known will be the “same as the thesis” in being as yet unproven.
The two propositions, “A proves B only if A is proven in advance of B” and 
“B = something is proven” in combination entail that A has to be something
which is proven in advance of anything being proven, and this entails that there
is no such A. The skeptic’s thesis is indefeasible!

Such is the account of reason as it was conceived in early India. The concept
is a shifting, not to say shifty, one, an interplay of different themes. The collec-
tion of ideas presented here was supposed to describe the way people actually do
reason and explain why they are justified in doing so. It is a common-sense
theory of common sense. In the subsequent chapters [of Philosophy in Classical
India, 2001, the source from which this chapter is extracted], I look at attacks
on this account from several directions. The Mādhyamika skeptic’s claim that
reason is self-defeating has already been mentioned. It is self-defeating because,
if true, it is provable that nothing is provable (chapter 2). The Jainas are dia-
metrically opposed: reason, they say, is over-complete: everything is provable
(chapter 5). And Din. nāga, a founder-member of Yogācāra-Vijñānavāda 
Buddhism, is neither a skeptic nor a syncretist, but a unificationist about reason.
What he rejects is the idea that there is a plurality in the concept of rationality
(rationality qua integrator, qua extrapolator, and qua recipient of testimony).
Such a unification of reason, it turns out, necessitates a radical departure from
naiveté (chapter 4). At the end of the book, I return to Nyāya, and see how in 
the later period, responding to the many and varied assaults on the concept of
rationality embedded in common sense, it revitalized its defense of the common-
sense account.
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Wilhelm Halbfass, “Darśana, Ānvı̄ks. ikı̄, Philosophy,” in his India and Europe: An Essay in
Understanding (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988), pp. 263–86.

Bimal Krishna Matilal, “On the Concept of Philosophy in India,” in Philosophy, Culture
and Religion: Collected Essays (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001).

Bimal Krishna Matilal, Perception: An Essay on Classical Indian Theories of Knowledge
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), ch. 3.

C. Ram-Prasad, Knowledge and the Highest Good: Liberation and Philosophical Inquiry in
Classical Indian Thought (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000).

Perception, mind (1.4–5)

Bimal Krishna Matilal, Perception: An Essay on Classical Indian Theories of Knowledge
(Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1986), Chs. 6, 8.

Bimal Krishna Matilal, “A Realist View of Perception,” in P. K. Sen and R. R. Verma, eds.,
The Philosophy of P. F. Strawson (New Delhi: Indian Council of Philosophical Research,
1995), pp. 305–26; repr. in his Philosophy, Religion, Culture: Collected Essays (Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 2001).

Arindam Chakrabarti, “I Touch What I Saw,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research
52 (1992): 103–17.

Kishor Chakrabarti, Indian Philosophy of Mind: The Nyāya Dualist Tradition (Albany: State
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CHAPTER 21

Restoring “Hindu Theology”
as a Category in Indian 
Intellectual Discourse

Francis Clooney, SJ

Setting the Framework

The opening question: should there be such a thing as 
Hindu theology?

Two questions guide this chapter. First, can we identify a mode of discourse
which can justly be called “Hindu theology”? Second, if we can, is it worthwhile
to do so? In this introductory section I consider both questions.1

In general, theology, philosophy, religious literature, and a wider range of
value-oriented cultural studies resist neat division from one another. Both the
intersections and overlaps are of value, and usually one need not fuss over fixed
separations. In particular, the relationships and differences between philosophy
and theology are rich and important, and it is difficult to distinguish them
without caricaturing one or the other as if to postulate a philosophy devoid of
spiritual values, or a theology bereft of intellectual credibility. Both are theoreti-
cal discourses which edge into more practical and moral concerns, or indeed
derive from such concerns. Both theology and philosophy prize the cultivation
of insight and the achievement of wisdom through disciplined practice; in turn,
both quests, once properly defined, can be broadened again in relation to a yet
wider range of popular resources in mythology, narrative, poetry, ritual practice,
imagery, etc., all of which can flourish in numerous forms which resist neat
definition according to particular academic terminologies. When these rich pos-
sibilities are recognized, we are still left with the question: what merits the title
“theology,” or, indeed, which schools of Hindu thought are not “theological”?

The project of identifying theology as distinct from other religious or intel-
lectual discourses involves challenges which for the most part are not peculiar
to the Indian context. To understand the presuppositions of a search for “Hindu



theology,” it is helpful first of all to back up and recall some aspects of the 
religious and cultural situation in the West, where “theology” evolved as a useful
term, and not always a term of approbation. In the pre-Christian Greek context
theology was a lesser discourse, a reflective narrative about gods, and akin to
mythological discourse. As such, it did not measure up to the newer, higher 
standards marked by “philosophy.”

But thereafter the Christian tradition rehabilitated “theology” and used the
term to mark a superior mode of human reasoning which, infused with divine
light, was able to inquire deeply into the mystery of God and into matters of faith
related to God. Rooted in gracious divine revelation, theology was nonetheless
also careful reasoning aimed at apprehending the mysteries of God insofar as
the mind was capable of such an apprehension. One of theology’s goals was also
to enunciate defensible truth claims in accord with the faith, and arguable in the
wider public sphere. In the emerging Christian context, theology was considered
foremost among modes of human knowing, and in the medieval West it was the
“queen of the sciences.”

More negative connotations resurfaced in Enlightenment Europe, where
leading intellectual voices favored philosophical and scientific knowledge over a
“theologizing” burdened with myths and constrained by narrow-minded faith,
the pseudo-science of the Bible, and extrinsic ecclesiastical authorities.2 Instead
of philosophy being completed in theology, one now had to rise beyond theology
to philosophy and true science. Today, though, the views of theology in relation
to science and philosophy are more nuanced and less heated. Depending on one’s
discipline and intellectual position, one can formulate a variety of pro- or anti-
theological stances or, often enough, simply ignore the category of “theology”
altogether. Yet as we shall see below, theology persists in resurfacing as a serious
intellectual discipline, and today it again commands more urgent attention. Here
I will argue that it is also an appropriate and useful term in the context of the
study of Indian thought.

However the debate worked out in the European context, there is no exact his-
torical parallel in India, and so too there is also no identical requirement to 
differentiate the terms “philosophy” and “theology” (or any other candidates) in
the same way. Nevertheless, when Western scholarship turned its attention 
to India, one of the carry-over battles pertained to whether Indian thought 
was respectable, like science and philosophy, or secondary, like theology.3 Modern
Indian scholars have often enough appropriated the European debate on Euro-
pean terms, found persuasive the Western scholarly skepticism about “theology,”
and therefore taken the very idea of “Hindu theology” to be a pejorative term
aimed at relegating Indian thought to a level below philosophy. On this basis,
twentieth-century Indian scholars have reasonably resisted the appellation “the-
ology” for the works of major Indian thinkers, even those who were scriptural
exegetes, temple priests, etc.4

But I suggest that denigrating or excluding “theology” is not a service 
to Indian thought. Rather, such a denigration reads a problem indigenous to
European history into an Indian context where religious commitments have 
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so often been deeply intertwined with the most rigorous reasoning; even a richer
sense of philosophy seems inadequate to the spiritual and religious values at
stake; differences aside, “theology” remains a most viable and useful term.

But such a claim in favor of theology is only a beginning, not a conclusion. If
one decides to look for theology in India, the task involves reflection on Hindu
intellectual discourses and an intelligent re-use of ideas rooted in Christian and
Western intellectual sensitivities.5 As we shall see below, theology marks a kind
of reasoning located between attention to sacred texts (śravan. a) and meditation
(nididhyāsana); it is sufficiently respectful of religious sources and authorities so
as to allow them to affect how one thinks; it is likewise open to logical and rea-
soned conclusions which are powerful enough to change how religious people
think about their beliefs. When Hindu reasoning is studied by Hindus and others
who are genuinely interested in learning religiously from Hindu thought, the
recognition of “Hindu theology” seems a timely step toward making different
faiths and different reasons mutually intelligible.6

Why bother identifying “Hindu theology”?

But why? We must ask a bit more closely whether it is really important to defend
reference to “theology” in the Hindu context, and whether “theology” is more
useful than “philosophy” in identifying key aspects of Hindu thought. To begin
with, we can observe that numerous Hindu traditions were not oblivious to 
differences which support reference to the “theological.” Reasoning carried
forward without regard for authoritative religious sources needs to be distin-
guished from reasoning marked by attention to scripture and other religious
authorities; the latter is theological reasoning. Some Hindu reasoning is only
very indirectly connected with religious truth claims or religious practices; some
Hindu piety is deeply religious, but relatively immune to critical examination.
But much reasoning and piety express a faith received and reviewed in a critical
fashion. The former reasoning and piety are close to what we mean by “philo-
sophical reasoning” and “religious sentiment,” while the latter is more properly
“theological reasoning.” These distinctions are important, since “theology” most
accurately describes some of the major trajectories of Hindu thought. Since
modern India has in fact been influenced by distinctions which originate in the
West – everything ultimately will have some name in English – and since 
the designation “theology” need not be pejorative,7 there is no a priori reason to
avoid talking about “Hindu theology” in distinction from “Hindu philosophy”
and “Hindu religiosity.”

Rather, it is also profitable to use the category, “Hindu theology,” even when
as scholars our goal may first of all be simply to describe what we find in Indian
texts, without making claims about the interconnections of faith and inquiry. If
we work with a broad and nuanced notion of theology – along with a less ide-
alized and less all-encompassing notion of philosophy – we will be able to see the
virtue of reviving theology as a category for understanding Hindu thought. If
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we do so, we can more accurately understand which strands of Indian thought
are most fruitfully aligned with which strands of Western thought. While
Western philosophy can provide a viable conversation partner for some Hindu
thought, the sharp divergence of much of contemporary Western philosophy
from much of contemporary Western Christian theology suggests too that the-
ology will probably be a better partner for illuminating comparisons with the
majority of the great works of the premodern Hindu tradition.

We can also point to experiments in comparative theology which take
theology seriously as a viable crosscultural category, and which illumine Indian
thought successfully, and more fully than would simple religious or philo-
sophical analyses. A clear example is the volume Scholasticism in Cross-cultural
and Comparative Perspective. Jose Cabezon, the editor, and his fellow contributors
(myself included), begin with the intuition that although the elaborate theo-
logical production and system of thought known as “scholasticism” is most
easily rooted in the theology of medieval Europe, and in the works of authors
such as Thomas Aquinas, it is possible and fruitful to use “scholasticism” to
identify ways of reasoning and even areas of content in other religious tradi-
tions (although similarities will always be accompanied by differences in detail
and in overall structure).8 As “scholasticism” is useful cross-culturally, so too
“theology.”

Perhaps the most extensive recent evidence of the fruitfulness of theological
comparison lies in the lifelong work of Gerhard Oberhammer, retired Director 
of the Indological Institute at the University of Vienna. For more than three
decades Oberhammer has been committed to comparative study involving Asian
and Western thought (primarily Hindu, Buddhist, and Christian) which oper-
ates at a sophisticated theological level. Throughout, he has presumed that these
traditions share interestingly similar categories (such as “revelation,” “tran-
scendence,” and “sacrament”) which are not reducible to sociological or even
philosophical concepts, and that through comparisons one can illumine the
theological traditions involved. Volumes in his ongoing comparative theological
project focus on the experience of transcendence, the manifestation of salvation,
the transcendental hermeneutic, the notion of encounter as a religious category,
and the sacramental dimension of religious traditions.9 In his writings Ober-
hammer is clearly aware of the perils inherent in comparative study. He knows
that terms like “epiphany,” “transcendence,” “encounter,” and “sacrament” are
rooted in technical Christian theology, and he admits that it would be facile to
reduce the complexities of Indian thought to settled Christian equivalents.
Arguing by analogy, though, he insists that if religious traditions such as the
Vedic, Buddhist, and Hindu traditions of India claim to lead practitioners beyond
the confines of this world, one can legitimately draw out the parallels with what
the Christian theological tradition names as “sacrament,” etc.10 The purposes
and goals of Hindu and Christian thinkers are sufficiently shared that “theol-
ogy” is useful as an overarching term which renders plausible more specific and
detailed theological comparisons. We can add that since this application helps
us to reorganize more lucidly our understanding of Indian thought, it also aids
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us in reconsidering, now in a broader perspective, theology in the West and in
the Christian traditions.

Other examples too can be adduced. Some Hindu scholars (in the West, thus
far) are recognizing the value of theology as a category. For instance, in 1997 a
group of scholars published Meditation Revolution: A History and Theology of the
Siddha Yoga Lineage,11 in which they explicitly turn to the language of theology to
explain the Siddha Yoga tradition and to characterize themselves as theologians,
believers, and practitioners who study their own tradition according to recog-
nized scholarly standards. If it is indeed the first work in what must be a longer
and richer tradition of religious reasoning about Siddha Yoga, Meditation Revo-
lution promises rich theological results. Similarly, John Makransky and Roger
Jackson recently edited Buddhist Theology,12 which similarly brings together the
work of scholars willing both to testify to their own identity as Buddhists and to
characterize their scholarship on Buddhism as “theological.”

Clues toward the Identification of “Hindu Theology(ies)”

In the first part of this chapter I simply proposed an initial case as to why it is
possible and worthwhile to interpret some strands of Indian thought as “theol-
ogy.” I now wish to get more specific by identifying what can justly be called 
theological in the Hindu context. For this task, I now present a series of
considerations – e.g., themes, modes of reasoning, styles, audience expectations,
the judgment of theologians – by the measure of which we can determine
whether a Hindu text or system of thought ought to be counted as theological.
Each of the following clues has some merit on its own, but none is independently
sufficient, and it will not be necessary to accept all of them to justify the accep-
tance of the category, “theology.” Nevertheless, in significant combinations they
can help us to make choices about texts (and systems of thought) that should
be called theological.13

Theology as the study of God

The simplest way to demarcate Hindu theology is to stipulate that texts which
are theological are those which have God as their primary object of intellectual
inquiry. In much of what may be counted as Hindu theology the fact of a focus
on a supreme, personal intelligent being who is the world source and guarantor
of the significance of human life is an adequate working criterion. One can
immediately raise the question of what is meant by “God” and “gods,” and ask
whether it is fair to appeal to terms like ı̄ śvara, bhagavān, purus.a, etc.; much of
the work of theology – Hindu or other – is devoted to specifying what we mean
when we use “God” and accompanying words. Nonetheless an appeal to terms
indicative of a highest and original source of reality – who can be referred to by
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words such as “intelligent,” “spiritual,” “person” – is a legitimate starting point
in the project of identifying “theology.”14

Some substantive issues which characterize Hindu theology

I now list seven themes which help to define Hindu theology. In question are
topics of religious import which have a scriptural basis and practical import,
which are not esoteric, and which can be argued even if rooted in faith. I suggest
just seven topics which can usefully distinguish theological discourse: a) the
nature of a sufficient world cause, world maker; b) whether God is one or many;
c) divine embodiment; d) the problem of evil; e) the nature and time of libera-
tion; f) the appeal to revelation; g) “ignorance” as a theological category.

a) The nature of a sufficient world cause, world-maker In general, the debate over
the existence of God can be understood as a subdivision of a wider debate about
whether the world itself does or can have a satisfactory explanation. While the
wider topic can be termed scientific or philosophical, the narrower form, focused
on the hypothesis that there is a person who is the source of the world, is a specif-
ically theological topic. More particularly, the question is whether the world
cause can be thought of as simply a material principle, or whether a spiritual
and conscious principle is the most reasonable prospect.

A more particular form of the preceding initial question within the broader
Indian arguments regarding religious matters and the reliable means of reli-
gious knowledge is whether there can be a convincing induction of the existence
of a world-maker. Can one offer a satisfactory explanation of the world without
positing that it has a maker? This question can be raised as an issue of episte-
mology or an example of induction, but eventually it became a question about
God and a distinctively theological matter. In Vaiśes. ika empiricism, particularly
in its earlier stages, the project of a complete description of material reality led
to the question of whether that reality is explicable without reference to an exter-
nal cause and measure of intelligibility, God. Eventually the Vaiśes. ika thinkers,
and more prominently the Nyāya logicians who commented on the basic Nyāya
Sūtras (from before the beginning of the Common Era), decided that reality could
not be self-explanatory, and that accordingly some appeal to an exterior cause
was required. The facts of ordinary reality raise questions which cannot be
answered by appeals to other aspects of ordinary reality. A clay pot is relatively
simple, but one must still explain how it got its particular shape, and perhaps too
who fused its upper and lower parts into a whole. All the more, the complexity
of the world requires the postulation of an intelligent maker. Even if this maker
is not seen, “he” must be posited as the cause who synthesizes the things that
are seen. This synthesizer is God.

Once the Logicians entered upon this debate and decided to link the postula-
tion of the existence of God with the foundations of intelligibility, they pursued

452 francis clooney, sj



the argument with great vigor. There was significant support for this kind of rea-
soning about God’s existence, but the Nyāya position was also criticized on
logical grounds and with respect to its religious implications, not only by non-
theists but also by some theists who were not eager to adhere to a “God” (merely)
knowable by induction. The outcome was a widespread debate, which included
a variety of Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain interlocutors, and it was a debate which
made sense intellectually because “God” was accepted as a term worth arguing
about.15

Many Hindu thinkers – in Nyāya and Vedānta, for instances – defended the
idea that the world has a maker. While this argument can certainly be treated
as philosophical, particularly regarding one’s preliminary understanding of
terms such as “cause” and “effect,” “world” and “person,” most of those willing
to debate the issue agreed to make the question of the nature of the cause a ques-
tion of the nature of God; and for many this was also a question of under-
standing God as known in scripture. In the Vedānta version, the point is argued
repeatedly in key texts, such as Uttara Mı̄ mām. sā Sūtras 1.1, 2.1, and 2.2, often
in opposition to Sām. khya thinkers who held that there were two principles,
material and spiritual. By Sām. khya reasoning, the material principle itself
simply evolves into complex forms, and there is no need to hold that some spir-
itual power governs the material principle or is its ultimate source. According to
Vedānta, the Upanis.ads offer a more reasonable explanation: the world cause
must be a unitary principle which evolves into both spiritual and material real-
ities. Since “God” is one of the more familiar terms (in English) for this spiritual
cause, and since terms such as “Brahman” do not shift the force of the argu-
ments significantly, the debate in general seems most easily described as 
theological.

b) Whether God is one or many Even if it makes sense to argue about causality
– divine or other – and about the possible existence of a divine world-maker, it
requires a greater and more intense consensus to argue about further, more spe-
cific issues, such as whether more can be said about God. In some circles, though,
the topic of more specific knowledge of God was considered arguable, not merely
a matter of belief and personal preference but as a matter of sense and truth,
and was debated vehemently, in a debate best described as theological.

To draw on just one sectarian example: Vedānta Deśika, the fourteenth-
century theologian of the Viśis. t.ādvaita Vedānta school (in turn rooted in the the-
ology of Rāmānuja [eleventh century]), argues that there is only one ultimate
reality, who is the Lord Nārāyan.a (Vis.n.u) eternally accompanied by the Goddess
Śrı̄ . At the same time Vis.n.u is also Brahman, the Reality described in the ancient
Upanis.ads. In his Śrı̄ mad Rahasyatrayasāra, after a consideration of God’s per-
fections in relation to other components of reality, Deśika turns to the question
of Nārāyan.a’s relation to other deities. He argues that there can only be one true
God and it is possible and urgent to decide which deity is that true God. Since
religious practice and salvation are ultimately dependent on a right relationship
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with the true God, it is possible and necessary to know this God correctly. Proper
exegesis and clear reasoning will indicate that Nārāyan.a alone is the lord of the
universe, neither Śiva nor Brahmā.

In his Nyāya Siddhāñjana Deśika sets the argument on a firm philosophical
ground, arguing that the notion of divine perfection requires that God be one,
while the human experience of the divine, however limited, does not require that
God be imagined in numerous forms rather than one form.16 Although nondu-
alist Vedānta thinkers did not see a personal God as a primary constituent in
their system, they were willing to debate the oneness of God; a multiplicity of
gods makes no sense in terms of ultimate reality, but only on the level of popular
piety.17 This kind of argument – one God, or several gods, or a Reality beyond
gods – makes sense only within the frame of certain presuppositions which, I
suggest, are “theological.”

c) Divine embodiment A third, consequent theological topic has to do with
whether it is meaningful to claim that God can be embodied. The Hindu (and
Buddhist and Jaina) intellectuals who argued for and against the existence of
God and about the divine nature also asked whether it makes sense to say that
God can have and actually does have a body. On one level, this is a faith matter
of great importance for the Śaiva and Vais.n.ava communities; each in its own
way celebrates divine embodiment. But in both cases, it is also an issue requir-
ing extensive intellectual inquiry.

On the Śaiva side, for instance, Arul.nanti’s thirteenth-century Civañānacit-
tiyār offers a rich positive exposition of Śiva’s embodiment, developed forcefully
and in considerable detail. In section I.2 of the constructive part (Supakkam) of
Civañānacittiyār Arul.nanti defends the idea that the Lord can have a body, for
the simple reason that God is all-powerful and can do anything he chooses.
Arul.nanti firmly asserts the perfection and freedom of Śiva in his choice of forms
simply as a matter of divine freedom. Śiva’s mysterious play of forms, his
complex and shifting use of forms, is a purposeful divine pedagogy, aimed at
leading humans through the mystery of physical and spiritual forms of exis-
tence, from mere identification with material form to deeper and more spiritual
understandings of the true meaning of “self ” and “having a form.”18

For Vais.n.ava theologians too, the discussion of body as limitation aimed at
ruling out notions of divine embodiment which would constrict the divine per-
fection. Yet in certain important features the Vais.n.ava theology of the divine
body differs from Śaiva theology. Both material and spiritual realities arise from
a single source and need not be seen as contrary to one another. God relates to
the world as that upon which the world depends entirely and that which gives
it life, though without God’s being dependent on the world; analogously, the soul
inhabits, gives life to, and guides the material body, without itself suffering mate-
riality. Accordingly, Vais.n.ava theologians seem more open to the idea that God
can assume specific bodies, either animal or human, and live over time within
those specific forms.
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Whether or not one agrees that it makes sense to claim that God can assume
a physical body, I suggest that in the Hindu context this is an intelligible issue
perceived of as worthy of argument. So too, it is best seen as a marker of a debate
which is best understood as theological and not simply philosophical nor merely
a sectarian protestation.

d) The problem of evil The problem of evil is discussed in India as in the West,
despite important differences in the framing of the discussion, ranging from the
factor of rebirth to the significance rendered to pain itself. But theodicy was still
an issue: if there is a God (or transcendent world source) who is all-powerful,
how are suffering and inequality to be accounted for? In Uttara Mı̄ mām. sā Sūtras
2.1.34–6 this question is addressed by both nondualist Vedānta thinkers (such
as Śam. kara) and theistic thinkers (such as Rāmānuja). To argue that the intelli-
gent divine source who consciously arranged the world is cruel and unfair is also
an argument that the Vedānta position in favor of a unitary material and spiri-
tual cause is ultimately incoherent; to support their view of the origin of the
world, the Vedānta thinkers must account for evil. This argument, for and
against the idea that divine perfection is harmonious with the state of the world
as humans experience it, is important and intelligible in a theological context
where notions of God, divine power, moral standards of good and evil, respon-
sibility and guilt, are accepted as arguable and intelligible. While the argument
that there is an ultimate right order and justice in the world need not be theis-
tic, they are most likely theological. The problem of theodicy can arise because
there is some expectation of perfection or of an intelligible order, which leads to
the mounting of a defense of the world as a coherent and intelligible whole. If
there is no such perfection, the theology dissolves and the problem loses its
urgency.19

e) The nature and time of liberation Another important question which serves to
mark off theological ground is whether liberation is possible within a given life-
time (as jı̄ vanmukti) or only after death. This too is a “boundary” question best
considered theological, since it relies on the premise that it is intelligible to speak
of “liberation,” and that arguing between the alternatives of “liberation while
alive” and “liberation after death” is important and makes sense, given intelligi-
ble positions about the world and the possibility and need for liberation. To be
sure, arguing about jı̄ vanmukti involves factors which can be examined nonthe-
ologically: for example, estimates of the human condition, whether that condi-
tion can be radically improved, the means by which one overcomes the ailments
of life, why death might be considered not merely the end but also a transitional
state, and how one might even know that a person is to be judged not merely
holy or wise but actually liberated. The presuppositions are specific enough and
involve sufficient religious values that one can rightly see discussions of libera-
tion as most intelligible in a theological context.20
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f) The appeal to revelation Our sixth example of a kind of discussion that is 
most properly termed “theological” has to do with the appeal to revelation,
authoritative verbal testimony. We can begin by noting that Indian intellectuals
were concerned to determine the proper modes of knowing which produce
proper and reliable knowledge, and likewise uncover and dispel ignorance. The
concern to understand properly the criteria for right knowledge is of course not
a disposition unique to theology; but the disposition of some Hindu systems not
only to defend the need for reliable verbal communication but also to highlight
specific privileged (oral and written) texts does characterize theological
discourse.

In arguments among themselves and also with Buddhist and Jaina inter-
locutors, Hindu thinkers analyzed the knowing process in a sophisticated
fashion, arguing the viability of truth claims and proposing subtle distinctions
and relations among the means of right knowing (pramān. a), objects of right
knowing (prameya), and right knowledge (pramā).21 Ideally, perception is the 
sufficient reliable means of knowledge.

But since the argument that everything knowable can be known by simple
perception is never persuasively argued, supplementary means of right knowing
multiply. Intellectuals who are theologians are concerned with the truth of their
faith positions, and are compelled to articulate and defend verbal authority, and
ultimately a idea of a privileged verbal knowledge, revelation. It is properly 
and distinctively theological to ask whether there is something that can be called
“revelation,” a privileged body of verbal testimony which informs humans about
aspects of reality which are not otherwise knowable.

It is within a theological context that one can argue about this. Indian intel-
lectuals may be divided into those who accept this privileged verbal information
and those who do not. In turn, those accepting revelation are further differenti-
ated when one attempts to discern which words and texts, in which language(s),
are revelatory. We see revelation defended in the Mı̄mām. sā and Vedānta, for
instance, particularly in argument with Buddhists and others skeptical about 
the authority of the Veda. Here one can distinguish thinkers inside and outside
the Vedic tradition, and those adhering strictly to Sanskrit-language revelation
from those willing to admit vernacular revelations.

g) “Ignorance” as a theological category If right knowledge becomes a theologi-
cally distinctive category, it follows too that ignorance too becomes an episte-
mological issue with theological and soteriological import. In the nondualist
Vedānta tradition avidyā is treated as a problem but also afforded an explanatory
role, since this Vedānta tradition has a vested interest in seeing ignorance as the
cause of suffering and its removal as the appropriate response to suffering. The
issue is both whether the incongruities between scriptural promises and reali-
ties on the one hand and the evident realities of ordinary life on the other have
to be explained in terms of objective differences and contradictions, or rather by
appeal to a concept of ignorance which reduces differences to temporary defects
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in the observer. Perhaps things are as they are because of an individual and even
cosmic confusion which distorts reality and alienates humans from their world.
“Ignorance” thus has considerable implications for the analysis of the human
condition, the problem of bondage, and prospects for liberation. The study of
ignorance too merits the title of a theological topic and, since it is not a topic
which is restricted to one or another sectarian audience, it can be argued among
a wider range of Hindu thinkers.

To conclude this section: the preceding considerations sketch a range of themes
likely to be found in theological discussions and so too to distinguish those dis-
cussions. Someone can believe that there is one God who is maker of the world,
takes on a body, is testified to in scripture, yet without also being willing to argue
in defense of those beliefs. So too, there can be intellectuals who disagree with
such beliefs, but who also think that it is possible and important to argue
through one’s objections to those beliefs. It is when we find a context in which
these matters are subjected to intellectual scrutiny, for the sake of approval or
disagreement, that we have a theological context.

Manana as theological reasoning

In the preceding sections I have linked theology not simply to religious beliefs,
but also to religious truths and “public” positions liable to reasoned argumen-
tation. Now I further develop this view, since key to theology is the convergence
of belief and reason: certain strands of Hindu thought are theological also
because in them we see operative a certain kind of reasoning that is focused –
and constricted – by religious concerns. Often appeals to this kind of reasoning
balance an insistence that such reasoning is entirely logical with an insistence
that it is deeply indebted to sources ordinarily inaccessible to the hman mind. It
is a reasoning “freely” constrained by boundaries set according to some recog-
nized authority, most commonly (though not only) verbal authority as revela-
tion and/or scripture.22 The Vedānta commentators, for example, agree that
reasoning leads to knowledge of Brahman, but also that Brahman can be known
only by a reasoning which submits to revelation and draws its conclusions 
consequent upon revelation.

A key source for the influential Vedānta understanding of the ordering and
organization of knowledge as theological is related to the injunction in the
Br. hadāran. yaka Upanis.ad, 2.4.5: “One’s self must be seen, must be heard, must
be reasoned about, must be meditated on” – hearing properly (śravan. a), reason-
ing properly (manana), meditating properly (nididhyāsana), together climax in
vision (darśana). As attention to scripture, hearing (śravan. a) is the necessary
beginning of the project of learning; it must be followed by reasoning (manana)
which inquires into the meaning and implications of what has been understood.
But neither is reason theologically conclusive, since one must also go farther and
engage in meditation, nididhyāsana.23
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The intermediate stage, manana, is the reasoning which interests us here as
properly theological reasoning. It opens in both directions – toward sacred word
and toward meditation, constrained by scriptural boundaries and oriented to a
completion in religious practice – yet it remains recognizably logical, aimed at
understanding, assertive of truth claims which are to some extent generalizable,
accessible to argument and critique. Other kinds of reasoning, such as might
operate mainly in terms of an analysis of human experience or simply in terms
of repetition of scriptural claims without analysis, can be accounted for by other
terms, e.g., as philosophy or as confessional religious testimony.

In numerous contexts Hindu thinkers sought to defend the possibility of and
need for rational reflection on faith issues, aiming at a delicate balance. Ratio-
nalists, including some philosophers, may argue that reasoning should proceed
simply in terms of questions, problems, and doubts which can be resolved strictly
on logical grounds, and that all other matters are less intellectual matters, of
religious sentiment. Religious conservatives may insist that the Veda is totally
clear, coherent, and need not be subjected to any critical examination. Against
both positions, the theological mean represented by manana holds the view that
faith can be reasonable, yet still faith; thinking can submit to scripture, yet still
be thinking.

To illustrate how this reasoning was understood in the Hindu context I will
draw on three texts, two classical and one modern, which indicate respectively
how there is a reality, beyond texts, which can be known; how even the truth of
scripture can be argued; how theological reasoning is submissive to revelation. I
begin with several of the vārtikas of Sureśvara (ninth century) on Śan. kara’s 
commentary on the Br. hadāran. yaka Upanis.ad 2.4.5. Sureśvara explains how the
four seeming injunctions – “it must be seen, it must be heard, it must be reasoned
about, it must be meditated on” – form a single integral enjoined activity.24 He
says that while the “seeing” mentioned in the Upanis.ad (“it must be seen”)
cannot be enjoined, the means to that seeing – i.e., the “hearing” of the
Upanis.adic texts, and the intellectual consideration of those texts – can be
enjoined as the necessary means. This appropriate, always subsequent “reason-
ing” focuses on the direct and implied meanings of scriptural texts and similar
issues. Conformed to the words of the Veda, it aims at determining the relation-
ship between verbal expressions and what is expressed by them. Revelation is the
source of liberative vision, but (with a teacher’s help) one must understand scrip-
ture first. Neither does reasoning conclude merely in understanding texts, since
the primary claim, “one should see,” also indicates a desire to know reality in its
essence. Were the goal simply the experience of insight, without an objective 
referent, the requirement that one must reason about the meaning of scripture
would have no point. Reasoning must therefore open into meditation.

Thus, to draw on another familiar Vedānta text as an example, the Vedānta
student must inquire into the meaning of “that” (tat) and “thou” (tvam) in the
Chāndogya phrase “that thou art” (tat tvam asi). The goal of this inquiry is to
learn about the nondual nature of reality itself. This reasoning opens into that
accomplishment of vision which “dawns” subsequently in meditation, like the
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rising sun. Based in revelation and open to a more experiential completion, this
reasoning, supported by both the Chāndogya and Br. hadāran. yaka Upanis.ads, is a
reasoning which we can call theological reasoning.

A second interpretation of manana is drawn from the introduction to the
Nyāyakusumāñjali of Udayana (tenth century), specifically a section of Vard-
hamāna’s Prakāśa commentary in which Vardhamāna explores the kind of
inquiry that is possible and appropriate when God is the topic of inquiry. In
agreement with other commentators on Udayana’s text, Vardhamāna seeks to
justify the kind of inquiry that Udayana undertakes in his treatise; he too is con-
cerned to defend it against views which would make reasoning about God unvi-
able: i.e., God is so well known that there is nothing to think about; everybody
knows something about God, but nobody can speak with certainty, so it is all a
matter of opinion; scripture is so perfectly informative that there is no need to
think about God at all, since one already knows.

Vardhamāna discusses the Br. hadāran. yaka injunction to think – “one should
reason on it” in light of its implications for reasoning that is submissive to the
Upanis.ads, and specifically with regard to whether it is even possible to argue
about “God.” Following the intuition which underlies the Nyāyakusumāñjali, he
wants to explain the inquiry into God as respecting scripture without treating it
as inadequate, yet too without allowing it to snuff out thinking; respecting
common opinions while critiquing them; and not projecting knowledge of God
as merely the ever-receding horizon of inquiry.

Vardhamāna argues that the inquiry into the existence of God which is taken
up in the Nyāyakusumāñjali is a real inquiry, not simply a review of positions
already known by faith. While some observers might be tempted to reverse the
sequence of “hearing” and “reasoning” and give preference to reasoning, such
that scripture is to be consulted only for clarification, it is more plausible, given
the sequence found in the Br. hadāran. yaka text – “it must be heard, it must be rea-
soned about” – that the study of the texts comes first, and that reflection is sub-
sequent to that study. It is economical to see this reasoning as focused on textual
interpretation and not more broadly on the wider variety of aspects of “God”
that might come to mind. Were the objects of “it must be heard” and “it must
be reasoned about” different, then no real progress could be made by combining
the study of texts with reasoning. The implication is rather that real exegesis
must lead to real reasoning.

It is true, Vardhamāna concedes, that religious people may not have doubts
about God, since there is nothing to be learned about the lord which is not in
scripture, and since what scripture says about the lord is reliable knowledge.
Manana must therefore be respectful reasoning, which does not call into ques-
tion the authority of the scriptures. Indeed, there would be no motive to think
about scriptures were they not authoritative. But neither is this reasoning merely
an explication of the texts which sorts out what is to be taken literally over
against what is metaphorical. Rather, reasoning aims at grasping the texts’
meanings more precisely, even while never doubting their truth. Moreover,
doubts can arise. Even if one may not doubt God’s existence, one can take
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seriously doubts about the inference of a world-maker. One cannot know God
without attributing some characteristics to him, which can be sorted out only
by comparing and contrasting them with one another, in a reasonable fashion.25

Our third reference which illuminates the nature of manana as theological
reasoning draws on the theory of a twentieth-century pandit, Vasudeva Shastri
Abhyankar. In his Sanskrit introduction to the Sarvadarśanasam. graha of
Vidyāran.ya (fourteenth century), he distinguishes two kinds of darśana (ways of
thinking, systems of thought): the “scripturalist” (śāstriya) darśanas and the
“rationalist” (tarka) darśanas. In the former category he places Mı̄mām. sā ritual
theory, Vedānta Upanis.adic interpretation and system, and Grammar
(Vyākaran. a), while in the latter he places Nyāya logic, Vaiśes. ika naturalism, and
the Sām. khya/Yoga theory of the separate material and spiritual causes. The
reason for the distinction of the śāstriya darśana and tarka darśana is not simply
that the former rely on scripture while the latter rely only on reason; thinkers in
both groups respect both sources of knowledge. But Abhyankar’s concern is the
“bottom line”: if one is concerned with ascertaining the real truth about some-
thing, and if there is a conflict between scripture and reason, what is one’s final
resort? He says that Mı̄mām. sā, Vedānta, and Grammar are all śāstriya darśanas
which come down on the side of scripture, to which reason must conform itself.
Conversely, Sām. khya, Yoga, and Nyāya are tarka darśanas because even if
their theoreticians respect scripture, the fundamental resource is reason, not
scripture. Arguments and authorities must make sense, and scripture must be
interpreted in such a way that it conforms to reason. It seems evident, I suggest,
that the śāstriya darśanas are “theological,” and the tarka darśanas are
“philosophical”;26 manana is theological, tarka philosophical.27

Throughout, however, it is important to retain a sense that even theological
positions are arguable positions. This arguability is crucial, since where positions
are asserted merely on the basis of authority – the text, a guru, a divine speaker
– we have something less than a rational discourse, something which is not theo-
logy. When argument is possible, it characterizes important, complete systems
of thought in which progress is possible even on matters important for religious
believers and practitioners. Most Nyāya, Mı̄mām. sā, and Vedānta texts, and some
vernacular texts, e.g., in the Tamil Vais.n.ava and Śaiva traditions, demonstrate
this argumentative possibility, and thus are theological texts.

Language, commentary, and community

A final set of clues has to do with issues related to style, context, and 
community: like other intellectual discourses, theology communicates in a
certain way, and meets certain expectations. Here I suggest just three ways of
beginning to explore these more elusive, contextual factors.

Commentary Some religious texts stimulate commentary while others do not;
some texts are commentaries, while others are not. I suggest that within the
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broader range of religious literature, the fact of commentary can be an import-
ant clue to the presence of theological discourse. While being-commented-on is
not an obligatory feature of a theological text, texts with commentaries are
better candidates for the title “theological” than those not commented on, since
commentary indicates the recognition that the text’s ideas are worthy of further
reflection and expansion. Authors who comment on some older religious texts
are marking those texts as possessed of important though often difficult or subtle
theological import which needs to be brought to articulation. Some texts deserve
and require commentary, because they contain truth which requires elucida-
tion; and such texts, along with their commentaries, are theological. Sacred texts
which are not commented on, or only in the simplest of word by word explica-
tions, may be considered religiously inspiring but not theologically weighty.
Thus, the Bhagavad Gı̄ tā receives multiple serious commentaries, while most
other portions of the Mahābhārata do not. In turn, we may attribute theological
significance to secondary texts, some themselves commentaries, which have in
fact generated further commentary, since further commentary too indicates the
intellectual respect afforded to such relgiious texts.

Must Hindu theology be Sanskrit-language discourse? A still more elusive clue has
to do with the importance of the Sanskrit language itself with respect to Indian
intellectual systems. While one cannot endorse the assertion that Indian intel-
lectual discourse is always Sanskrit language-discourse, one can say that much
of it is precisely that, or at least composed in a context heavily indebted to San-
skrit. Of course, a pervasive reverence for sacred sound and sacred word accrues
to writings in Sanskrit; it seems that almost anything written in Sanskrit can
elicit religious reverence. But in addition we can more narrowly assert that
“Sanskrit reasoning” distinguishes much of what in fact counts as integral
Hindu theology. To think and write systematically in traditional Hindu India was
to compose in Sanskrit or in a way deeply indebted to Sanskrit. On this basis,
theology might be treated as a Sanskritic mode of discourse, while writings 
in vernacular languages are less likely to achieve the “religious intellectuality,”
systematic specificity, and arguability which characterize the theological.28 I
propose that Hindu theology is ordinarily Sanskrit-language discourse, either
composed in the Sanskrit language or in languages deeply influenced by San-
skritic reasoning. While in theory this need not be the case, it seems in fact to be
so.

There are vernacular texts which fit the description of theology offered here
without being deeply influenced by Sanskrit language discourse, but they are
rare. I think immediately of key Tamil Vais.n.ava and Śaiva texts, works which are
richly reflective and critical in their reasoning: e.g., in the Vais.n.ava tradition,
Tirumal
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¯
vār’s Nān

¯
mukan

¯
Tiruvantāti and Śat.akōpan

¯
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i (ca.

ninth century) and the long and rich tradition of commentary and treatise
which the latter inspired,29 and the Śaiva Civañānapōtam, works which it inspired
such as Arul.nanti’s Civañānacittiyār, along with other Śaiva treaties such as
Umāpati’s Tiruvarut.payan

¯
(fourteenth century).30
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Theology within a community at home with theology Finally, it is worth observ-
ing that theology does not occur in isolation from the community of those who
write it and those who read it. It is recognizable as it is received, according to
certain audience and professional theological expectations. We have already
seen that the reasoning here proposed as theological is a reasoning which opens
itself for a completion in religious realization, e.g., in that meditation (nidi-
dhyāsana) which is subsequent upon a reasoned reflection (manana) on what one
has learned from scripture (śravan. a). Theological reasoning imposes particular
expectations upon persons who read particular texts, texts revered within some
community.

These expectations can be read in two directions. From one vantage point, a
community may have specific expectations regarding particular authors who
are, or aren’t, to be called theologians. If a community expects an intellectual
production to be merely informational or merely the explication of technical
details for the sake of a specialized audience, that writing will probably not be
theological. If a community expects a text to report encounters with God, to
arouse deep inspiration, or offer instruction on moral and ritual practices, the
likely author may be honored as a saint or prophet or teacher, but not as a 
theologian. Only if a community (or at least its elite) values the intellectual
content of religious texts and the truth claims generated in relation to those texts
will it interpret texts or commentaries as intelligently explicating the beliefs of
the community, undergirding them with sufficient philosophical foundations,
and defending them against competing philosophical and religious systems.
Received in this way, texts may be properly recognized as “theological,” and their
authors as theologians.

From the author’s vantage point, of course, the matter comes to much the
same thing, since authors intend particular audiences. Communities expecting
theology and authors seeking a theological audience find one another within
larger religious communities. If an author aims at aiding a religious audience
in thinking through the meaning and implications of its faith (in general, and
particularly in its scriptural sources), or at least in defending the intelligibility
and plausibility of faith, then that author’s work is an intellectual production
distinguished by theological intentions. But if the author intends no such com-
munication with a practicing religious community, he or she is likely not to be
a theologian.

Finally, a simpler way to state the preceding is to suggest that theology will 
be recognized by those who have theological commitments already. If one has
theological sensitivities, one will be able to decide what is theological and what
is not. It makes no sense to leave the judgment on this matter to those who have
decided that theology is not a possible and useful category by which intellectual
materials can be categorized. This circularity is surely not very different from the
situation evident in other fields; it is no surprise that historical or literary studies
depend on historians or critics for apt recognition of the categories of texts
involved. Indologists recognize other Indologists, subaltern critics their own con-
trary peers, and theologians find their own kind too. I admit this circularity not
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to mark off theology as the exclusive preserve of theologians – it must remain
intellectual, arguable, etc., and surely others can have negative as well as posi-
tive opinions – but rather to stress that judgments in this regard cannot be
entirely bereft of theological sensitivity.

Of course, since theology has communal roots, it must be the theologians of
the Hindu tradition who must take the lead in maintaining and fostering Hindu
theology. Theologians from other traditions (such as this author) must make
only tentative judgments about what seems to be theological and where Hindu
theologizing might lead. In any case, it is opportune to admit here that if much
of this chapter is dedicated to identifying “Hindu theology” in the great classi-
cal traditions, it will be up to intellectuals writing today, who are willing to be
called “Hindu theologians,” to chart the course of the future of Hindu theology.

Theology as complex discourse

Even if we decide that there is such a thing as Hindu theology and are willing to
draw upon the preceding suggestions to build a case for identifying specific
Hindu theological texts, the decision about what is theological will never be a
matter of determining a text “theological,” or not, in a simple, straightforward
manner, as if theology can be only a simple discourse produced simply. A work
that is justly called “theological” need not be uniformly theological in all its
parts; theology can be divided into parts and subdisciplines, some of which are
not theological. In the Catholic theological context, for example, in schools 
and seminaries where theology is taught, one finds it standard to differentiate
theology into disciplines such as Biblical Studies, Church History, Dogmatic and
Systematic Theology, Moral Theology (and/or Theological Ethics), Pastoral 
Theology, etc. In his Method in Theology, the twentieth-century Christian the-
ologian Bernard Lonergan argued that theology is a necessarily complex activ-
ity which operates in harmony with the different levels of human cognition and
includes eight disciplines which complement and confirm one another.31 “The-
ology” is the umbrella term for all these disciplines in the Roman Catholic 
tradition, since they are all intended to contribute to an overall theological 
education which necessarily includes such subareas, and since all together con-
tribute to the still larger task of understanding the faith, accomplishing know-
ledge of God insofar as this is humanly possible. Moreover, a line of reasoning
or argument that at one point meets the criteria for theology may later on cease
to be theological. Theology is complex and complicated, and it has a history.

There is no reason to assume that Hindu theology should be any more simple
or uniform than Christian theology. It is necessary to differentiate Hindu theol-
ogy according to its subsidiary disciplines, some of which may be particularly
philological or philosophical, others more exegetical, and still others more prac-
tical. For instance, a very old model for the distinction among disciplines con-
tributing to a single whole is found in the Vedic ritual field, where the Veda, as
(oral) text and practice, is supported by six ancillary disciplines: recitation
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(śı̄ ks.ā), metrics (chandas), grammar (vyākaran. a), etymology (nirukta), astrology
(jyotis.a), rubrics (kalpa). Taken in isolation, some of these disciplines are 
intellectually interesting discourses which can well be studied apart from any
relationship to Vedic performance, but in light of the stipulation that they are
ancillary to the Veda they are defined as contributing to the overall project of
Vedic theory and practice.

Other models too are available. After 300 bce the Mı̄mām. sā ritual theorists
formalized their division of the Veda into a series of interlocking subsidiary
modes of discourse, for example, mantras (recited in rituals), brāhman. as (descrip-
tive and prescriptive of ritual actions), and arthavādas (narratives and other 
literary formations supportive of performance). Underlying this division is the
recognition that the fundamental Mı̄mām. sā project, dharma-jijñāsā (the inquiry
into the intelligibility of dharma) was rightly differentiated into subdisciplines,
all of which together constituted the study of dharma.

Similarly, the Vedānta (Uttara Mı̄mām. sā) system distinguished the funda-
mental inquiry into brahman (brahma-jijñāsā) by discerning more limited tasks,
such as demonstrating that Brahman alone is the real topic of Vedānta (Uttara
Mı̄ mām. sā Sūtras I), defending the reasonability of Vedānta exegesis against 
a variety of theological and nontheological opponents (II), harmonizing  medi-
tation texts with one another (III), and clarifying the cosmology of the 
post-mortem world and other objective referents important for the coherence 
of the Vedānta system (IV). None of these tasks is the same, and some may be
conceived of as pretheological, yet together they form a unitary theological
system.

Or, in Śaiva Āgama and Vais.n.ava Pañcarātra texts, we find a standard dis-
tinction of four sections devoted respectively to knowledge, ritual practice, 
meditative practice, and proper behavior. This differentiation too makes sense.
While the “knowledge section” and its discussion of God’s existence and nature
most smoothly fit the notion of a systematic theology, it would be pointless to
limit theology to this kind of theory; the more practical considerations of ritual,
meditation, and ethics are important too, as complementary discourses which
fulfill a theological function and together combine to form a richer whole that is
theological.32

Using the Clues: Some Theological and Nontheological Texts

We have thus far identified clues toward the identification of Hindu theology:
content, mode of reasoning, “style,” and (in an admittedly circular fashion) 
the expectations of communities valuing theology. In calling these factors 
“distinguishing features” or “clues,” I readily concede that there is unlikely to be
a sure and exclusive determination of what’s theological and what’s not. But let
us conclude by applying what we have discovered, nominating some texts for the
title “theology” and denying this appellation to others. The point of what follows
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is not to determine a conclusive list of major Hindu theologians and theological
works, but rather to illustrate the nature of the judgments necessarily involved,
by attention to some Nyāya, Vedānta, and Mı̄mām. sā texts, and a few other
instances of Hindu intellectual discourse. I assume from the start that our
attention is focused only on plausible candidates for the title, and thus omit con-
sideration of the wider range of intellectual production in the sciences and lit-
erary fields. I also exclude works which may be theology, but not Hindu theology,
e.g., the entire corpus of Buddhist and Jaina writings in traditional India. Finally,
I limit my consideration to premodern works, though one could easily extend
the analysis to the theological credentials of more recent authors, ranging from
Ram Mohan Roy and Keshab Chandra Sen to Sri Aurobindo and Ramana
Maharshi, and to contemporary Hindu scholars writing both inside and outside
of India.

Let us begin with Nyāya. The early commentators on the Nyāya Sūtras and
authors like Jayanta Bhat.t.a (ninth century) who wrote more systematic trea-
tises developed increasingly sophisticated treatments of God’s existence and the
divine nature. Theological reflection – about God, using religious sources of
knowledge – came to the fore in the midst of a broader concern for proper logic,
rhetoric, epistemology, and ontology. Much in the commentarial texts and 
in Jayanta’s Nyāyamañjarı̄ is not solely or primarily theological, and could 
just as well be located in some other disciplines. By contrast, Udayana’s
Nyāyakusumāñjali is a substantive theological work entirely devoted to the topic
of God’s existence. Building on earlier resources in the Nyāya tradition, it brings
great originality to its consideration of the question of God, and argues its claims
about God within a broad framework capable of convening a conversation across
numerous religious boundaries.

But some Nyāya treatments of God move from the realm of intentional 
theology to that of a more rarified logical analysis which simply retains older
and more theological elements. Although “God” is considered in a way that 
may be theologically useful in such works, they need not be thought of as the-
ological. For example, I suggest that the Īśvaravāda (Discourse on God) section of
Gan. geśa’s Tattvacintāman. i (thirteenth century) takes up the topic of God as an
intellectually interesting one, but not as a living theological concern. Gan. geśa
explores the arguments about God’s existence in great detail, yet only within 
an exhaustive treatment of a wider range of epistemological concerns.33

The Īśvaravāda is only the twenty-first part of the second book, itself devoted 
to an analysis of inference. The consideration of God is preceded by sections on
the construction of a good inference, fallacies, and generalization. It is followed
by sections on causal efficacy and liberation. The third book then turns to the
topic of comparison (upamāna). “God” is one more topic to be sorted out and
understood properly, one component within a much larger philosophical 
work; what had been a standard theological topic is taken up by Gan. geśa 
primarily for its epistemological value. Gan. geśa is a superb logician who can
analyze theological topics with subtlety; but he is not a theologian even when
discussing God.
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If we can admit that a tradition need not be focused on God to be theological,
we can recognize many writings in the Mı̄mām. sā tradition of ritual analysis as
theological, despite Mı̄mām. sā’s rejection of the notion of a God who is creator
of the world or author of the Veda. Given the orientation of the earlier Mı̄mām. sā
texts to the proper understanding of ritual and text – the dharma in theory and
practice – we can hypothesize that much of the writing of the eighth-century
scholars Prabhākara and Kumārila is theological, even if sections of their
lengthy commentaries are primarily grammatical or epistemological. Among
later treatises, one notices texts like the Mı̄ mām. sā Paribhās.a of Kr. s.n.a Yajvan
(eighteenth century) which focus on the terms and distinctions essential to ritual
analysis.34 Others, such as the Mānameyodaya, a seventeenth-century Bhāt.t.a
Mı̄mām. sā work composed by Nārāyan.abhat.t.atiri and Nārāyan.asudhı̄,35 focus on
epistemological issues and a standard list of the objects of proper knowledge,
including God, the elements of the cosmos, and the self of the ritual agent. Both
the Mı̄ mām. sā Paribhās.a and the Mānameyodaya may be considered primarily 
theological works which however include major sections only propaedeutic to
the specifically religious topics related to ritual performance. Finally, however,
we can point to a nontheological Mı̄mām. sā treatise, such as the thoroughly 
analytic Nı̄ titattvāvirbhāva of Cidānanda (thirteenth century), which focuses on
the nature of causality, sense perception, etymology, relation, the ultimate 
constituents of reality, truth and falsity, the nature of reality as nondual or dual
(argued on logical grounds), and the nature of God, self, and words. Even if
Cidānanda takes up issues of vital importance in theological contexts, his trea-
tise is significantly enough removed from the concerns of ritual, dharma, theism
and atheism, that his tour de force can be treated as a philosophical and not 
theological work.

Vedānta, in its various schools, is by most standards theological, the hesita-
tions reported by DeSmet notwithstanding. Vedānta gives clear priority to scrip-
ture over all other means of right knowledge. In the nondualist Vedānta we see
operative that theological reasoning (manana) which positions itself between
scripture and religious practice; yet one also sees Vedānta works which stand at
a slightly greater distance and contribute indirectly to Vedānta theology. These
points can be exemplified with reference to two nondualist Vedānta texts, the
Vedānta Paribhās.a and the Vivekacud. āman. i.

The Vedānta Paribhās.a by Dharmarāja Adhvarı̄ndra (seventeenth century) is
a basic Nondualist Vedānta manual.36 In its first six chapters it analyzes the
means of right knowledge, including perception, induction, comparison, verbal
knowledge, presumption, and non-apprehension. These chapters can be taken
as philosophical clarifications of issues which must be worked out for the sake
of a smoothly functioning theology, and in light of them Dharmarāja considers
the specific scriptural subject matter and religious purposes of Vedānta in the
Paribhās.a’s seventh and eighth chapters respectively. While most of the Vedānta
Paribhās.a might be taken as philosophical and not theological, all the parts
cohere and find integration in the final soteriological concern, so one can term
the whole of it theological.
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The Vivekacud. āman. i (after 800 ce) is a work of 580 (mostly) two-line verses.37

It is implicitly and sometimes explicitly structured according to the line of think-
ing evident in some key Upanis.adic texts; it subtly weaves together the tasks of
studying the texts, reflecting on their meaning, and drawing that meaning into
meditation leading to realization. The Vivekacud. āman. i is explicitly religious and
critically reasonable all the way through, and likewise it subjects that religious
reasoning to critical reflection. In a more integral fashion than is the case with
the Vedānta Paribhās.a, the Vivekacud. āman. i is a coherent theological text from
beginning to end. We must also note, however, that there seem to be few pre-
modern commentaries on this work; perhaps it was not deemed weighty enough
to deserve commentary?

By contrast, Vimuktātman’s Is.t.asiddhi is a formidable Advaita work which
treats in great detail an entire range of epistemological and ontological matters,
and even issues specific to the terminology of Vedānta on Brahman, self, libera-
tion, etc. While there is no strong reason to exclude the Is.t.asiddhi the title of a
theological work, its strong interest in the logical and philosophical under-
pinnings of theological concerns suggests that it too, like the Tattvacintāman. i,
might well be termed a philosophical treatise which addresses some theological
topics.38

When we turn to a clearly theistic school of Vedānta such as Rāmānuja’s and
Vedānta Deśika’s Viśis.t.ādvaita, it will be no surprise that many of its works can
easily be counted as theological. Commentaries, such as Rāmānuja’s Śrı̄ bhās.ya
and Gı̄ tābhās.ya are richly theological, and so too treatises such as his
Vedārthasam. graha, which expounds both right exegetical principles and right
ontology in support of theistic Vedānta. But even in regarding theistic Vedānta
it is illuminating to distinguish primary theological writings from those which
are either accessory or devotional. Rāmānuja’s three more devotional writings,
collected in the Gadya Traya, are best taken as intelligent devotional masterpieces
intended to inspire the community of believers. But I suggest that they are not
theological works, even if the Śrı̄vais.n.ava tradition has rightly found in them a
wealth of theological meaning.

Vedānta Deśika presents us with an array of works, some of which may merit
the title of “philosophy” or “philosophical theology,” some “devotional compo-
sitions,” and some “theology.” For example, a work such as the Paramatabhan

.
ga

aims at refuting the doctrines of other schools, as Deśika argues his views largely
on the basis of correct reasoning; this might be counted as philosophical or
apologetic theology.

More complicated is the case of the paired volumes, the Nyāya Pariśuddhi and
the Nyāya Siddhāñjana. The Nyāya Pariśuddhi offers primarily philosophical
analysis in support of theology; in it Deśika meticulously considers Nyāya posi-
tions and also corrects them wherever necessary. Throughout, his aim is to
review and clarify problematic and unclear aspects of the system of logic set
forth in the Nyāya Sūtras of Gautama. It seems clear that this is a corrective work
which is preparatory for theology, and only indirectly theological itself. The cor-
rective work of the Nyāya Pariśuddhi is complemented in the Nyāya Siddhāñjana
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which itself has a kind of philosophical focus in its concern for the objects of
knowledge: inert material reality; the individual dependent self; the lord; the
eternal abode of the lord; understanding, constitutive knowledge; qualities as
real but not material elements. But here the emphasis is on the truth of the com-
munity’s faith positions. If the Nyāya Pariśuddhi is preparatory to theology, the
Nyāya Siddhāñjana, its deeply logical and philosophical nature notwithstanding,
is more explicitly a reasoned defense of faith positions and accordingly more
obviously theological.

For the sake of argument I have stated that texts such as the Tattvacintāman. i,
Nı̄ titattvāvirbhāva, Is.t.asiddhi, and Nyāya Pariśuddhi are not theological, on the
grounds that although important components of their subject matter are rec-
ognizably theological, they stress logic and epistemology over against theologi-
cal issues. Other texts can be denied the title of theology because they are
primarily religious, edifying, or inspirational texts in which religious reasoning
is secondary. In this category we can place most ritual manuals and most
mythology – not because such are devoid of intellectual content, but because
that content has not been explicitated in an arguable form conducive to manana.
So too, various hymns of praise – Vedic hymns and later praise hymns (stotra) –
which laud a supreme God or Goddess may be religiously rich and even provoca-
tive of theological reflection, but in themselves they are primarily meant to
inspire and deepen religious faith. Hindu India abounds in religious works which
promote religious values in various ways but (unless one mentally transposes
them into more theoretical and prose discourses) without providing a sufficient
space for critical reflection on arguable themes.

There are religious works which have great religious and intellectual power
but nonetheless are best counted as not theological because they do not sys-
tematize their intended meanings in ways that can be analyzed, debated, and
argued. The Rāmāyan. a, for example, is a persuasive and vastly influential reli-
gious narrative which manifests great religious intelligence, but in itself it does
not give evidence of a critical distance which invites the believer to stand apart
from the text and think about it. It may be that some Rāmāyan. a commentaries
are more theological than the epic itself. The Mahābhārata surely has sections of
great theological import in it – most notably the Bhagavad Gı̄ tā – but it would be
uselessly broad to claim that the whole of the epic is theological. The Gı̄ tā itself,
though perhaps inherently rich in theological meaning, is established as pro-
perly theological only by its further specification through commentaries and
synthetic summations such as Yāmuna’s Gı̄ tārthasam. graha (eleventh century)
and the commentaries of Śam. kara and Rāmānuja.

If reasoned theistic texts may be judged more readily theological, we will 
want to scrutinize closely and possibly differently works about Goddesses which
often expound comprehensive even if not entirely systematic Goddess theol-
ogies. Perhaps gender is yet another issue affecting how theology works out.
Some Goddess treatises are poetic, and perhaps deliberately dissimilar to “stan-
dard” theological texts. For example, the Śrı̄vais.n.ava Gun. a Ratna Kośa of
Parāśara Bhat.t.ar (twelfth century) is a Sanskrit language text of 61 verses 
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in honor of the Goddess Laks.mı̄. Though florid in its descriptions and not 
easily read as a treatise in Goddess theology, commentators find in it all the the-
ological depth one might hope for in terms of spelling out the relationship of
Laks.mı̄ and Vis.n.u. If not formally theological, it is certainly a rich resource
which encapsulates earlier reflection on Laks.mı̄ and prepares for later theologi-
cal reflection.

In Tamil we find the Apirāmı̄ Antāti (ca. eighteenth century), 100 verses in
honor of the Goddess Abhirāmi who is both a consort of Śiva and a preeminent
Deity by herself. The 100 verses are similar to those found in other Tamil devo-
tional works, such as those of the āl

¯
vārs and nāyan

¯
mārs, and thus easily fall into

that category of poetic works which are deeply reflective on divinity. Whether
they are profitably counted as theological is another matter; part of the answer
has to do with how much emphasis one places on critical reasoning and sys-
tematic presentation, and how determined one is to dig deeper inside the decep-
tively simple verses. For this chapter, however, I leave it an open question as to
whether the Apirāmı̄ Antāti ought to be called theological.

The Tamil-language drama Cilappatikāram (ca. fifth century) is a striking 
work which can be appreciated for numerous insights of great theological in-
terest. Though dramatic and poetic in form, it proposes an (ultimately Jaina)
analysis of the individual, social, political, philosophical, and religious con-
stituents of society, while offering a good deal of Goddess theology along the 
way. But here too, the form of the arguments does not invite further elaboration,
and (to my knowledge) the drama has not received significant theological
commentary.

Different problems are posed by a work such as Pān. ini’s As.t.ādhyāyı̄ (fifth
century bce) the normative Sanskrit grammatical treatise. We know that
Grammar is not merely a instrumental discipline, but one with great religious
import. Earlier, we saw Abhyankar’s comment that Grammar, like Mı̄mām. sā and
Vedānta, is a scriptural system of thought (śāstriya darśana), due to its commit-
ment to the words of the Veda. But Abhyankar seems to have been thinking
mainly of Bhartr.hari and other such grammarians who made explicit their “the-
ologies of language,” e.g., in relation to Brahman as sound (śabda brahman).
Such commitments and understandings can be taken as signifying Grammar as
“theological.” But in terms of the actual content of Pān. ini’s Grammar, though,
we might also be inclined either to exclude the work or to relegate it to an import-
ant but ancillary role.

So too, even some systematic religious texts present religious truths in ways
that are evidently deeply intellectual and reasoned with scriptural roots, but
without presenting them as arguable conclusions open to the kind of argument
that characterizes theology. For example, The Laws of Manu gives evidence of a
kind of juridical theological intent, as it reorganizes earlier legal materials,
schematizing them according to the idealization of society according to class and
stage of life, and then imbedding the whole in an account of the origins of the
world as a natural, social, and religious reality. Manu thus reorganizes earlier
religious and legal debates in a way that could well be taken as theological yet,
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since it also presents its arguments in a way that appears final and intended to
preclude further debate, perhaps it strives to be a post-theological text.

As noted above, though, decisions about which texts are theological or not
are ultimately more than descriptive claims about past learning and writing; at
an important level, such theological judgments must be made within a com-
munity of Hindu theologians willing to take up the task today.

Some Final Reflections

I do not suppose that all readers will be persuaded by the complex case made in
favor of “Hindu theology” in the preceding pages, but I do hope that they will
give a serious hearing to my case. Nor would one have to accept every argument
or definition proposed in order to agree that “theology” is a viable and useful
term in the Indian context. The acceptance even of various portions of my argu-
ments should suffice: certain topics and themes are justly termed “theological”;
manana, which reflects on verbal knowledge but has its finality in meditation, is
justly termed “theological reasoning”; the presence of commentary and, in most
cases, a Sanskrit language discourse, can confirm that a religious text is also a
theological text; communities which accept the project of faith in tension with
reasoning will value theology; and so on.

For now, my approach should at least alleviate some of the misapprehensions
about theology which arose in the earlier history of Europe and which have
influenced Indian thinking about theology. With the ground cleared, we should
be able to consider with some objectivity the claim that better than any other
term “theology” names in English what many important Hindu thinkers have
done and are doing. In turn, the admission of this term opens more fruitful ways
of understanding traditional Hindu thinking, and stimulates an exchange of
ideas between India, still coming to terms with its own theological and non-
theological heritage, and the contemporary scholarly world.

I close then with two observations. First, I claimed at the beginning of this
chapter that it was not my task to explain the word “Hindu.” This is of course
an admittedly difficult task in light of the contemporary consensus that it may
be misleading to apply “Hinduism” to how people believe, think, speak, and act
religiously in India; historians, social scientists, and Indologists have all in 
their own way determined that “Hindu” and “Hinduism” refer to nothing sub-
stantial or particular, and they have often concluded that the words ought not
be used at all. However, without disregarding the historical and religious factors
which make caution imperative, I suggest that it may be from a newly rejuve-
nated appreciation of “theology” that “Hindu” can be reestablished – as a plau-
sible, arguable, and useful theological category with which one can usefully
begin to understand the predominate Indian religious ways of believing and
practicing.
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Second, as conceded above, I admit that since we are speaking of Hindu the-
ology and not just theology, the final test must occur in a communal context,
among thinkers who are willing to identify themselves as both “Hindus” and
“theologians.” If this chapter has been properly dedicated to a retrospective con-
sideration of where “theology” may be appropriately found in the Hindu tradi-
tions, it will still matter, and matter more, to discern the present and future of
Hindu theologizing by listening to those willing to think through the Hindu
faith(s) in a way that is intelligible in the contemporary, global conversation of
believers and scholars interested in religion.

Notes

1 It is not part of the task of this chapter to explain or defend usage of the word
“Hindu,” but see my comment at the conclusion of the chapter on the rehabilita-
tion of “Hindu” as a theological term.

2 See Dictionnaire de Théologie Catholique, vol. 15.1, cols. 342–6.
3 See Wilhelm Halbfass, India and Europe (Albany: State University of New York Press,

1988), particularly “On the Exclusion of India from the History of Philosophy,” pp.
145–9.

4 Over 40 years ago Richard DeSmet surveyed the Indian antipathy toward “theol-
ogy.” He showed how in the twentieth century it became commonplace to see “the-
ological” as equivalent to “burdened with dogmatic commitments” or “deficient in
rational excellence.” Even religious thinkers like Śam. kara were best defended by
declaring, as did S. Radhakrishnan, that “the austere intellectualism of [Śam. kara’s]
system, its remorseless logic, which marches on indifferent to the hopes and beliefs
of man, make it a great example of a purely philosophical system” (Richard DeSmet,
unpublished dissertation, “The Theological Method of Śam. kara,” Gregorian
University, Rome, 1955, p. 8; my emphasis). DeSmet’s thesis will be published in
2004 by the University of Notre Dame Press.

5 One also needs to be able to find one’s way back and forth between the terminology
of Sanskrit (and other Indian) languages and English (and other contemporary
Western and global) languages. This is not an endeavor for those who think that no
term in English can ever suitably represent a term from the Sanskrit language. While
we concede from the start that no single term from an Indian language can trans-
late “theology,” we need not be limited to the strictures of literal or one-to-one trans-
latability, and we need to resist the temptation to exclude all English-language terms
as inappropriate to the interpretation of Sanskrit discourses. As a model for the kind
of distinctions we need to make, we can recall Wilhelm Halbfass’s useful sorting out
of questions related to whether Hindu thought can be treated as “philosophy.” His
analysis combined philological interest in the uses of terms like darśana (perhaps:
viewpoint, worldview), mata (opinion, school of thought), and anviks. ikı̄ and
mı̄mām. sā (analysis, inquiry), with a sense of the larger comparative issues which
come into play when one affirms or denies that certain strands of Indian thought
should be acknowledged as philosophical. He rightly looks for exact correlates to
“philosophy,” but rightly too does not rule out the possibility of Indian philosophy
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even after determining that no one term adequately translates “philosophy.” See
Halbfass, India and Europe, “Darśana, Anviks. ikı̄, Philosophy,” pp. 263–86.

6 Here and throughout this chapter I draw examples from those several areas of
Hindu thought which are most familiar to me. I do not attempt a broad survey of
positions, but neither do I wish to suggest that theology is limited to the schools of
thought highlighted in my examples.

7 Naming something “theological” will be no more insulting or problematic than
other labels which one might apply to the intellectual systems found in cultures
other than their own. Rather, it is useful to use the term “theology” and not just
“religion,” “philosophy,” or “indology,” when attempting to understand Hindu
thought by correlating it with Western counterparts.

8 Albany: State University of New York Press, 1998. Cabezon highlights several
important features which distinguish scholasticism, distinctions which can just as
well apply to theology: a strong sense of tradition, which includes the handing down
of the texts which define the community; proliferativity, “the tendency to textual
and analytic inclusivity rather than exclusivity”; rationalism, “the commitment to
reasoned argument and noncontradiction”; completeness along with compactness
(nothing missing, nothing extraneous); systematicity (the endeavor to reproduce in
writing “the basic orderliness found in the world”); and self-reflexivity (“the ten-
dency to objectify and to critically analyze first order practices”). Since “scholasti-
cism” has been closely aligned with “theology” in the West, the same features can
apply in a theological context as well. Cabezon’s comment on the comparative
inquiry underlying Scholasticism could just as well be adapted to our inquiry into
“Hindu theology” in this chapter: “Though I see no value in – or need for – an 
a priori definition of scholasticism preceding comparative work on the subject, I do
recognize that as a result of such work there may emerge a series of traits that will
be considered more characteristic of scholasticism than others. They will become
so not by virtue of being part of the innate character of scholasticism – its essence
– but because the traditions that have most benefited from being considered under
the rubric of this category have these as their traits . . . a texture is given to the cat-
egory by the fact that certain traits will be more prominent than others, and this as
a result of the fact that certain traditions will be considered more prototypically
scholastic than others. If scholasticism is a useful category . . . then, like other such
categories (religion, myth, symbol, scripture, ritual), it will survive and evolve in this
way over time” (p. 8).

9 Transzendenzerfahrung, Vollzugshorizont des Heils (Vienna: Publications of the De
Nobili Research Library, vol. 5, 1978), Epiphanie des Heils: zur Heilsgegenwart in
Indischer und Christlicher Religion (Vienna: Publications of the De Nobili Research
Library, vol. 9, 1982), Versuch einer transzendentalen Hermeneutik religiöser Traditio-
nen (Vienna: Publications of the De Nobili Research Library, Occasional Papers 3,
1987), and “Begegnung” als Kategorie der Religionshermeneutik (Vienna: Publications
of the De Nobili Research Library, Occasional Papers 4, 1989), Raum-zeitliche 
Vermittlung der Transzendenz: Zur “sakramentalen” Dimension religiöser Tradition
(Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1999).

10 See also my Hindu God, Christian God: How Reason Helps Break Down the Boundaries
among Religions (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001) in which I show the
common theological ground of mainstream Christian and Hindu theologies on the
themes of God’s existence, the true religion, divine embodiment, and the judgment
of revelation upon religion.
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11 Albany: State University of New York, 1997.
12 Richmond, UK: Curzon Press, 2000.
13 In what follows, I refer to Sanskrit-language and (to some limited extent) Tamil-

language sources; of course, other language traditions of India can also be drawn
upon in this regard.

14 While God or gods can be theology’s central topic, this rule can bear exceptions. 
Too rigid and exclusive a link between “God” and “theology” might unneces-
sarily exclude schools of Hindu thought which on other grounds might seem to
merit the title “theological,” e.g., Mı̄mām. sā ritual theory and nondualist Vedānta.
One might still term a system theological if some other comprehensive explanatory
referent is put forward, such as a transcendent Self (ātman), or a higher reality
which is the source of the world as a whole and yet also the pervasive life-force
within it (brahman), or an apprehension of the world in all its interconnected parts
(dharma).

15 See Johannes Bronkhorst, “God’s Arrival in the Vaiśes. ika System,” Journal of Indian
Philosophy 24 (1996): 281–394, and George Chemparathy, An Indian Rational Theo-
logy: Introduction to Udayana’s Nyāyakusumāñjali, p. 78. On the development of the
argument about God in the Buddhist context, see Roger Jackson, “Dharmakı̄rti’s
refutation of theism,” Philosophy East and West 36.4 (1985): 315–48.
Dharmakı̄rti’s critique of the argument from effects to the existence of God is also
described briefly in Gerhard Oberhammer, “Der Gottesbeweis in der Indische
Philosophie,” Numen XII.1 (1965): 1–34, esp. 10–22. On the general project of the
Nyāya induction of God’s existence, see also Kisor K. Chakrabarti, Classical Indian
Philosophy of Mind (Albany: State University of New York, 1999), pp. 159–73; for
reflection on the induction in a comparative context, see Francis X. Clooney, SJ, “The
Interreligious Dimension of Reasoning about God’s Existence,” International Journal
of the Philosophy of Religion 46.1 (1999): 1–16.

16 See “Vedānta Deśika’s “Definition of the Lord” (Ī śvarapariccheda) and the Hindu
Argument about Ultimate Reality,” in Ultimate Realities, ed. Robert Neville (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 2000), pp. 95–123.

17 Narasim. hāśramin (sixteenth century) offers this critique in the third part of
his Advaita Dı̄pikā. Against the view that it is appropriate to describe Brahman as
possessed of certain qualities which enable one to identify who God is,
Narasim. hāśramin argues that sectarian symbolizations of the divine and indeed all
positive language about Brahman can only be secondary. Sectarian views rely on
misreadings of the Upanis.ads; even texts which attribute qualities such as omni-
science to Brahman are simply corrective of misconceptions, and not positively
informative about real qualities existing in Brahman. All texts which describe God
with attributes must be interpreted in conformity with primary texts which deny
that Brahman has qualities. Distinct gods are really just one, diversely understood;
see Advaitadı̄pikā pp. 447–63.

18 I.2.38–9; see my exposition of this theme in ch. 4 of Hindu God, Christian God.
19 On theodicy, see Michael Stoeber, Evil and the Mystics’ God: Toward a Mystical Theod-

icy (Toronto: University of Toronto, 1991), and Francis X. Clooney, “Evil, Divine
Omnipotence and Human Freedom: Vedanta’s Theology of Karma,” Journal of Reli-
gion 69 (1989): 530–48.

20 See Andrew O. Fort, Jı̄vanmukti in Transformation: Embodied Liberation in Advaita and
Neo-Vedānta (SUNY, 1998), and Living Liberation in Hindu Thought, eds. Andrew O.
Fort and Patricia Y. Mumme (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996).

restoring “hindu theology” as a category 473



21 On the complexities of brahmanical Hindu epistemology, see Théorie de la Connais-
sance et Philosophie de la Parole by Madeleine Biardeau (Paris: Mouton and Co.,
1964), and Śabdapramān. a: Word and Knowledge by Purusottama Bilimoria (Boston:
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1988) vol. 10.

22 The basic Vedānta position is spelled out in the commentaries on Uttara Mı̄mām. sā
Sūtras 1.1.2, even though this sūtra seemingly identifies the subject of the Sūtras in
terms of an induction: “That from which there is the birth, [continuation, and
dissolution of the world].”

23 One might also take up the term jijñāsā, which is important in the Mı̄mām. sā and
Vedānta Sūtra texts, marked respectively as dharma-jijñāsā and brahma-jijñāsā; but it
is the objects which distinguish the systems as theological, not the acts of knowing
per se.

24 Vārtikas 213–19, pp. 692–3 in the Bhās.yavārtikam of Sureśvara with the
Śrutaprakāśikā of Ānandagiri (Mahesh Research Institute, 1982), vol. 1 (Advaita
Grantha Manjusha Ratna, vol. 237).

25 See the Nyāya Kusumāñjali of Sri Udayanācārya with four commentaries (Varanasi:
Kashi Sanskrit Series 30, 1957). I have summarized Vardhamāna’s position as
stated on pp. 19–30 of his Prakāśa commentary, where he is expounding Udayana’s
kārika I.3.

26 Interestingly, though from an Advaita viewpoint and somewhat dubiously,
Abhyankar includes Rāmānuja’s Vedānta among the “concealed rationalist”
darśanas, due to Rāmānuja’s proclivity to reinterpret the nondualist mahāvākyas in
order to make sense of them.

27 See also Cabezon’s introduction to Scholasticism.
28 A good example of how language affects the formulation of issues is Edwin Gerow’s

grammatical derivation of the theoretical issues related to karma as deeds and
rebirth. See Gerow, “What is Karma (Kim. Karmeti)? An Exercise in Philosophical
Semantics,” Indologica Taurinensia 10 (1982): 87–116. Gerow argues that the
traditional Indian philosophical understanding of karma – as action, as deeds
leading to rebirth – bears a significance largely inseparable from the semantics of
the Sanskrit language; the conceptual issues related to human acting and the
nature of agency are more simply understood if we interpret them in terms of how
action is understood grammatically. Gerow certainly would not assert that belief in
karma as rebirth is only a consequence of Sanskrit syntax, but the logic of the case
for karma, and the very significance of karma, are explicable most directly in terms
of the dynamics of the Sanskrit language.

29 To admit the real but somewhat rare possibility of a non-Sanskrit language Hindu
theology, let us consider just Tiruvāymol

¯
i. This work of 1,102 verses can, from

various perspectives, be considered diffuse and unsystematic, rich in myriad themes
and images which are simply juxtaposed. Although it is tightly bound by the strat-
egy of having each verse begin with the word or phrase which ended the previous
verse (the strategy of antāti), it may still seem nothing but a canonical anthology.
Yet as I have explained elsewhere (see Francis X. Clooney, Seeing through Texts
[Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996), ch. 2]), Śat.akōpan

¯
has

exploited the possibilities and strictures of the Tamil literary traditions, to highlight
how God – Vis.n. u, Nārāyan. a – can be talked about yet also encountered within 
the limits of particular literary and religious genres. Certainly, the south Indian
Śrı̄vais.n. ava tradition found enormous significance in Tiruvāymol

¯
i, commented on

it very extensively, and made it the basis for just about all later Śrı̄vais.n. ava theo-
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logy. There are numerous weighty commentaries on the songs, and independent
treatises explicating its meaning. Al

¯
akiya Man. avāl.ap Perumāl. Nāyan

¯
ār’s Ācārya

Hr. dayam (fifteenth century) is a systematic Tamil language analysis of Tiruvāymol
¯

i,
entirely dedicated to showing the rich thematic import discoverable in the words of
the songs themselves. Vedānta Deśika’s Dramid. opanis.at Tātparyaratnāval.i is a suc-
cinct Sanskrit-language assessment of the theological import of each song in
Tiruvāymol

¯
i, a theological commentary which recognizes and a theological primary

text in a vernacular not dependent on Sanskrit, and which seeks to spell out its theo-
logical meaning.

30 Karen Pechilis-Prentiss’s The Embodiment of Bhakti (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1999) finely discusses the conscious development of Śaiva Siddhānta theol-
ogy in the Tamil south Indian context. In particular, the appendices which include
Umāpati Ācārya’s Tiruvarut.payan

¯
(perhaps, “Fruit of the Holy Grace”) and a com-

panion anthology, Tēvāra Arul.mur
¯

aittirat.t.u (perhaps, “Anthology of Verses on Grace
from the Tēvāram”) are fine examples of theological works.

31 Bernard J. F. Lonergan, SJ, Method in Theology (New York: Herder and Herder, 1972).
He lists the eight specialties as follows: research, interpretation, history, dialectic,
foundations, doctrines, systematics, and communications.

32 We can also think of texts aimed primarily at coherent ritual practice, such as some
pūjā manuals, yogic texts such as the Yoga Sūtras, and guides to tantric practice such
as the Kulārn. ava Tantra. Such works may be highly reflective and intelligent, and
rich in theological import, and in some cases attention to their commentaries may
help make the case that these texts are theological.

33 See John Vattanky’s Gangeśa’s Philosophy of God (Madras: The Adyar Library and
Research Centre, 1984).

34 Trans. Swami Madhavananda (Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1987).
35 The Mānameyodaya has been edited and translated by C. Kunhan Raja and S. S.

Suryanarayana Sastri (Madras: Theosophical Publishing House, 1933).
36 For the Vedāntaparibhās.a, see the translation by Swami Madhavananda (Calcutta:

Advaita Ashrama, 1983).
37 Trans. Swami Madhavananda; Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1992.
38 The Is. t.asiddhi has been translated by P. K. Sundaram (Madras: Swadharma 

Swaarajya Sangha, 1980).
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CHAPTER 22

Mantra

André Padoux

Mantras are among the most characteristic features of Hinduism. They existed
in Vedic times and are still widely used today. They permeate Hindu ritual. As
the saying goes, amantraka kriyā na syāt, “no rites should be accomplished
without mantras,” and ritual was and still very largely is part of the daily life of
all observant Hindus. The term mantra, however, having been in use for some
three millennia all over south Asia, has not always and everywhere had the same
meaning. Mantras were used in different ways, in different contexts, and for dif-
ferent purposes: the meaning of the term, like that of all words, is context-
dependent. It is therefore necessary to examine separately the various meanings,
uses, and values attached to it in the course of time in different Hindu religious
traditions. Not only has the meaning of the term mantra varied according to
time and place, but at any given time the word has been used to refer to differ-
ent ritual, meditative, yogic, and spiritual practices as well as to different forms
or kinds of phonetic and linguistic utterance. It is therefore impossible to trans-
late it by a single word in English or any other modern language. Several such
translations have been suggested; none is satisfactory. But we need not dwell 
on them, since the term mantra is now in common use. It is to be found in
dictionaries and needs no translation.

As regards the term itself, the Sanskrit noun mantra derives from the verbal
root MAN, which means to think, but in the sense of an intentional, active form
of thought. To this root is added the suffix tra, which is used to form words denot-
ing an instrument, a faculty, or a function. A mantra, therefore, is etymol-
ogically a means or an instrument of thought, this thought being intense, 
concentrated, efficient: all traits variously to be found, as we shall see, in every
form and use of mantras, ancient or modern. Later, and especially in the Tantric
theory of mantra, the mantraśāstra, the suffix tra was related to the verbal root
TRAI, to save, mantras being therefore seen as a form of thought leading to 
salvation. Thus the Tantric philosopher Abhinavagupta (tenth to eleventh 



centuries) said that mantras are mananatrān. arūpa, thought and salvation, that
is, a liberating form of thought. We should perhaps add here that the language
of mantras is normally Sanskrit. They are formed from Sanskrit words or
syllables, which is logical enough since they are regarded as forms of the power
of vāc, the primordial Word uttered in the sacred Sanskrit language. In Tantric
practice, however, there are exceptions to this rule, especially in recent times.

Mantras in Vedism

In the Vedas, the noun mantra refers to the metrical texts collected in the
Sam. hitas that are recited, muttered, or chanted during Vedic sacrifices, be they
r. c, yajus, or sāman, that is, hymns or poems, sacrificial formulas, or chants. All
that is not brāhmana (rule or explanation) is mantra; and mantras, in Vedic reli-
gion, are the essential element of ritual performance, however complex in its
procedure and mise en scène that performance may be. They are considered as
instrumental in the accomplishment of sacrificial acts: they are what causes and
effects the efficiency of the sacrifice.

The word mantra appears thus in Vedism as referring to something different,
at least in its verbal form – poems, hymns, chants – from what it referred to later
on, but even in those early times some permanent mantric traits were present.
First, mantras constitute the essential and efficient element in all ritual. More-
over, brief ritual formulas such as svāhā (the exclamation used when making an
oblation to the gods) were also regarded as mantras, and the three utterances
called vyāhr. ti (bhūh. , bhuvah. , svah. ) referring to the earth, the intermediate space,
and the sky, chanted during Vedic ritual, were believed to be invested with the
creative power of the primordial Word. Vedic chant also included meaningless
syllables called stobha, such as hā, bhu, phat., while in the Yajurveda other sylla-
bles of that sort (hı̄ m, hum, vet . . .) were used, to one of which, om. , was attrib-
uted a particular and exalted position, which it has kept down to our days, as
the very essence of all that exists. Vedism thus shows the origin of aspects of
mantras which will be developed in the tantric mantraśāstra. The famous gāyatrı̄ ,
the invocation of Savitar, the Sun, a particularly sacred formula which was later
used as a mantra (sometimes with sectarian variants dedicated to other deities)
is also originally Vedic, since it is verse 10 of hymn 3.62 of the R.gveda. In fact,
as formulas or utterances imbued with power and believed to be of supernatural
origin, mantras have inherited and carried down to the present the Vedic con-
ception of vāc, the Word, seen as the supreme power, placed above everything
else, identified with the brahman, the Absolute. But it is an absolute which is also
the sacred formula: from earliest times, godhead has been seen both as power
and as sacred word.

The Vedic solemn sacrificial rites have all but entirely disappeared in India.
When they do endure, it is as a kind of archaeological reconstruction of the past,
or as an artificial, domesticated form of return to some mythical origin. Certain
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ancient Vedic notions and rites, however, have survived as elements, sometimes
very vital ones, of Purān. ic, then Tantric, and even modern Hinduism: and
among these, in particular, are the Vedic notions and speculations on the divine
nature and power of the Word, especially in its mantric aspect.1 Mantras have
never ceased to be regarded as of divine origin and nature, as endowed with
supernatural powers, and as ritually effective for evoking deities or for putting
their user in touch with a deity or even identifying him/her with the deity.
Mantras may be generally described as sentences, words, or syllables of super-
human origin, eternal, used to evoke deities or supernatural powers and also to
put in touch or identify their users with these deities or powers. They are thought
of as able, when uttered according to certain precise rules, to realize the inten-
tional thought they embody and/or to accomplish different tasks or actions.
These characteristics are variously emphasized in different rituals and at differ-
ent times. The function of praising a deity or beseeching it to accept or be pleased
with the gifts or oblations offered is stressed in Vedism, whereas that of evoca-
tion or identification, or of accomplishing some religious or magic task, is more
prominent in the Paurān. ic and still more in the Tantric context. Whatever 
the period, however, an essential trait of mantras is and has always been that
their nature is that of the uttered, the spoken, or rather the speaking word 
(vāc vadantı̄ ), transmitted orally, not in writing.2 Even when they are poems or
hymns, they are not Scripture.

Descriptions of the yogic meditative uses of mantras, mysticolinguistic specu-
lations on their nature, phonetic structure, symbolic values and powers are to
be found in the older (“Vedic”) Upanis.ads and in the Brāhman.as.3 For instance,
in the Jaiminı̄ya Upanis.ad Brāhman.a, the god Prajāpati creates the sky, the inter-
mediate space, and the earth by means of the three vyāhr. tis, bhuh. bhuvah. svah. ,
the essence of his speech being OM. . The Chāndogya Upanis.ad tells the same
mythic tale and adds “the sound OM. is the whole universe.” “OM. is Brahman,”
says the Taittirı̄ya Upanis.ad. The divine nature and power of the mantra OM. is
extolled in other older Upanis.ads, too: this extolling of OM. as condensing and
encapsulating in one syllable the totality of the Vedas (i.e., knowledge) is inter-
esting in that it shows that, from Vedic times, brief, condensed utterances have
been given primacy over extended, discursive ones, a concept to be found later
in the tantric bı̄ jamantras. Vedic sources also show the breaking up of OM. into
its constituent phonemes, A, O, M. , which are then correlated with different
triads: the three Vedas, three parts of the cosmos, three vital breaths, and so
forth, a trait later to be found in the tantric mantraśāstra. Also worth mention-
ing here is the Maitrı̄ Upanis.ad (one of the latest of the ancient Upanis.ads),
which says that OM. is the essence of everything in the human heart, that 
meditation on Brahman rests eternally upon it, and that when stirred up it rises
to the throat as an atom of sound, then reaches the tip of the tongue, finally
flowing out as speech. The person who sees all this, the Upanis.ad adds, sees only
the Absolute and is freed from death and suffering: this mental and bodily
process does not differ much from later tantric mantrayoga practices. The origin
of such anthropocosmic concepts, as well as that of a number of other mantric
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notions and practices, can thus be traced back to Vedic times. The idea, too, that
the whispered (upām. śu) or inaudible utterance of a mantra is superior to, and
more effective than, its audible one, the silent (tus.n. ı̄m) one being the highest of
all, dates from the Vedic period. For the Śatapathabrāh.man.a, the silent or indis-
tinct (anirukta) speech is the highest one of all, since it represents the unlimited.
Ritual speech, says the same text, must be silent, “since seed (retas) is cast
silently.” Another theme which continued to be discussed in later times is the
question of the meaning or meaninglessness (ānarthakya) of mantras. It was first
taken up in the Nirukta, their meaninglessness being upheld by the grammar-
ian Kautsa, according to whom mantras are uttered simply for the utterance’s
sake – uccāran. amātren. a; the question being less whether they themselves mean
anything than whether they are uttered to express a meaning which they have,
or, on the contrary, do not contain. The issue is still relevant, for while some
mantras are evidently meaningless, they all have, as ever, a ritual function or a
magical efficacy.

Mantras after the Vedas

The Vedic mantra needed to be considered first, not only because it came first
historically, but also because in the Vedas the term mantra had the special, wider
meaning of hymn or chant. Also because, as we have seen, some general and
durable mantric characteristics appeared in those early times. The Vedic period,
however, cannot be separated from the one that follows. There never was a dis-
continuity: Vedic mantras, as well as some Vedic rites, never ceased to be in use,
since orthodox Hinduism has always regarded itself as ”Vedic.” While Vedic
hymns and chants recited during solemn Vedic rites tended to fall into disuse,
other mantras of Vedic origin went on being used in the worship of deities and
in various public or private, daily, or calendrical rituals, and still more in the life-
cycle rites, the sam. skāras, which consisted mainly in the utterance (and/or 
transmission) of mantras and which ranged from the rite performed to ensure
conception to those carried out after death. Every morning all twice-born male
Hindus went on (and are still supposed to go on) reciting the sacred gāyatrı̄ (also
called savitrı̄ ), from R.gveda 3.62 (tat savitur varen. yam bhargo devasya dhı̄mahi
dhiyo yo nah. pracodayāt), preceded by OM. and the three vyāhr. tis, bhurahbhuvah.
svah. . Practically all the daily activities (as well as the exercise of bodily functions)
of the pious Hindu (or at least of the observant brahmin) were to be accompa-
nied, preceded, or followed by the utterance of mantras, mostly Vedic ones.
However, as cults other than the Śrauta and Smārta Vedic cults4 developed, other
mantras appeared. In these new systems, which tended henceforth to replace
the Vedic religion and which are called Paurān. ic since their textual theological
and mythical basis was the vast literature of the Purān.as, other mantras were
added to or displaced the Vedic ones – even though some traditions, the Vais.n.ava
ones especially, went on using Śrauta mantras to enhance their claim to 
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brahmanic orthodoxy. These paurān. ic mantras – “Vedic” in the sense that they
were not Tantric – were used in the liturgy rather than to obtain supernatural
rewards. They usually consisted in the name of the deity or of the supernatural
entity being invoked or worshipped, in the dative case, preceded by OM. and fol-
lowed by the ancient liturgical formula namah. , meaning hail or obedience to, or
by svāhā, the exclamation used in making oblations. For instance, Śiva’s mantra
is OM. ŚIVĀYA NAMAH. , or OM. NAMAH. ŚIVĀYA.

It is often said that deities are to be worshipped with their own special mantra,
tattatmantren. a. Whatever the cult, be it the thrice-daily invocation prayer, the
sandhya, or the ritual devotional worship, the pūjā, the rite always consists in the
utterance (uccāra) or repetition ( japa) of mantras, each of which plays an effec-
tive, operative role in the ritual process, the outwardly visible actions of the offi-
ciant accompanying, confirming the action of the mantras rather than being
themselves effective. The importance of the mantras even in the nontantric pūjā,
is also underlined by the fact that the worship of a deity normally ends with a
japa, the recitation of that deity’s mantra. We may note here that the mantra of
a deity is not the same thing as that deity’s name. But since Vedic times lists of
names of deities have existed, the recitation of which was prescribed and con-
sidered as ritually efficacious or as salvific. The Śatarudrı̄ya, The Thousand
[names] of Rudra, of the Yajurveda (4.5), is one of the oldest of these lists. 
Hinduism proposes a large number of nāmastotra, hymns of praise to the Name,
or sahasranāma, Thousand Names of deities, and there are cases where the name
or names of a deity is/are to be uttered like, and with the same expected effects
as, a mantra.5 The Śivapurān.a, for instance, contains a list of a thousand names
of Śiva and enumerates the benefits resulting from its recitation. It also pre-
scribes the recitation of “multiple nāmamantras,” one of which consists of eight
names of Śiva preceded by śrı̄ . For this Purān.a, however, the supreme mantra is
OM. , from which, this text says, all the Vedas were born. The devotional use of
such stotra, stuti, or stava (or nowadays of kirtan or bhajan, devotional singing of
divine names) is and has certainly always been very widespread. This practice is
not to be confused with the japa of mantras, though it too rests on the convic-
tion that certain sacred words have a salvific power.

In theory, Vedic mantras cannot be used by, or for, others than male members
of the three “twice-born” (dvija) classes, a very small minority of Hindus. Hence
the importance of non-Vedic mantras, which are all the more important because
they are the majority of those used in all sectarian cults – that is, Śaiva, Vais.n.ava,
and “Śākta,” domestic or public (temple) cults; in other words, the rites 
performed, or attended by, almost the whole Hindu community for the last 
thousand years of Indian history. In the ritual performed in such temples (whose
priests are normally brahmins, though the rites are either Tantric or tantricized),
both Vedic and non-Vedic (often Tantric) mantras are used. Hindu-Tantric
mantras did not follow Vedic-Brahmanic ones chronologically. Nor are they two
entirely separate sets of ritual formulas: the two categories co-exist, and some-
times overlap.6 Characteristic from this point of view are the sectarian forms of
the Vedic gāyatrı̄ , where the name of the Sun, Savitar, is replaced by that of
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another deity, and sometimes the wording (but not the meter7) is modified so as
to fit the deity invoked or the aim pursued.

Regarding mantras in a non-Tantric context, we cannot overlook the
Yogasūtras of Patañjali, (1.27, 28) which say “The [term] expressing Him (that
is, Īśvara, the Lord) is the pran. ava” (tasya vācakah. pran. avah. ), and “[One should]
repeat and meditate intensely its meaning” (tajjapah. tadarthabhāvanam). The
Yogasūtras thus emphasize two essential aspects of mantra and mantric prac-
tice. On the one hand, that the mantra is the vācaka, i.e. that which “expresses”
the deity, that which brings about its presence for the utterer. The deity being 
“to be expressed” (vācya) by the mantra tends therefore, in the context of the
Indian conception of the power of the Word, to be considered as ontologically
secondary to it – a notion which was to be expatiated upon in the Tantric
mantraśāstra. Then, for the mantra to carry out its functions, it must be repeated
and intensely meditated. The repetition ( japa) of mantras and their intense med-
itation (bhāvana8) remain to this day two essential elements of mantric practice.
The meditation of mantras is also designated by the more general term dhyāna,
sometimes associated with japa, repetition, in the compound japadhyānam. In
this case, it is the continuous flow of thought applied to the mantra being
repeated that is emphasized rather than the intensity of concentration, as is
normal in practices whose aim is devotional rather than magical. The Pāśupatas,
who were pre-Tantric Śaivas, prescribed, too, a meditative muttering of mantras
( japa), but mainly so as to purify the soul of the worshipper and fix his attention.
Characteristically, the five brahmamantras (Aghora, Sadyojāta, etc.) used by the
Pāśupata ascetics were called “the five purifiers” (pañcapavitrān. i), a role of
mantras also mentioned by Vyāsa in his commentary on the Yogasūtras. For the
Pāśupatas, however, the essential function of mantras was to obtain union with
the Lord (ı̄ śvarasam. yoga).

But mantras were considered efficacious and necessary in all aspects, 
religious and secular, of life in post-Vedic times. The Mahābhārata alludes to
their power. The images of deities were ritually established, that is, infused 
with the being of the deity, with mantras. Mantras were also recited when
temples were built. The Arthaśāstra says that sowing is to be accompanied 
by the uttering of appropriate mantras. From ancient times, mantras were 
used for medical and magical purposes. The Āyurveda prescribes the use of
amulets inscribed with mantras to protect children from illnesses caused by
demons. Mantras were used also in veterinary medicine: the Hatyāyurveda, a
treatise on illnesses of elephants, said that no remedy should be used unless it
was consecrated with mantras. Mantras were also used in the administration of
the state, not only to propitiate the deity that protects the kingdom but also to
increase the wealth and power of the king, to support his armies in battle, and
so forth. A minister, in Sanskrit, is called mantrin, not only as a counsellor (root
MANTR) to the king, but also as being able to use mantras for political ends.
Such uses are, in fact, more tantric than śrauta or smārta. But many examples
of the uses of mantras in all walks of life in non-Tantric contexts could easily be
quoted.
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Tantric Mantras and the Mantraśāstra

However important the notion and uses of mantras may have been from early
times, it was only with the development within Hinduism of Tantric notions and
practices that mantras really pervaded all types of religious, ritual, and magical
action. Speculations on the subject thrived, and innumerable treatises, digests,
or ritual manuals were written, dealing with their nature and uses and extolling
their power. Tantric and mantric practices and notions were so interwoven that
mantraśāstra, the science or doctrine of mantras, was not only looked on as the
most important portion of Tantric teaching, but it was also identified with it, the
terms mantraśāstra and tantraśāstra often being taken as synonymous. An early
form of Tantric Śaivism was named mantramarga and a traditional division of
Śaiva tantras is between those of the mantrapı̄t.ha and those of the vidyāpı̄t.ha
(vidyās being female mantras). All tantric texts deal either entirely or in part with
mantras. The extent of this literature (noteworthy, though not always interest-
ing and often repetitive) is enormous. It includes all the basic Hindu sectarian
works: the tantras, āgamas, sam. hitās, philosophico-religious texts of all persua-
sions, hymns, eulogies (stotra), lists of divine names, and so forth, whether Śaiva
or Vais.n.ava – and this literature went on being added to down to our own days.
Even texts of the śruti such as certain upanis.ads came also to include tantric
mantras.9 These were also to be found in a number of Purān.as (the Agnipurān.a,
for instance, is a rich repertoire of mantraśāstra), and even in some dharmaśāstra
texts. And so forth.

Tantric developments, however, did not obliterate earlier practices. Tantric
texts and practices went on prescribing and using śrauta or smārta mantras. 
Formally, too, the Tantric mantras did not always differ very much from
nontantric ones. Their most noteworthy development lay in the increased use of
nonlinguistic elements, that is, syllables or groups of syllables devoid of meaning
but deemed to be imbued with power and efficacy. Either one or several such
syllables were added to the initial OM. of the mantra, or before the final ritual
exclamation, the jāti: namah. , svāhā, etc. (OM. HAUM. ŚIVĀYA NAMAH. , for
instance), or else the whole mantra was made up of one such meaningless
syllable, or of several either enumerated separately or grouped together. Such,
for instance, is the mantra SAUH.

10 of Parā, the supreme goddess of the Trika, or
the mantra of the goddess Tripurasundarı̄, consisting of 15 syllables: HA SA KA
LA HRĪM. , HA SA KA HA LA HRĪM. , SA KA LA HRĪM. , or the Navātmamantra
HSKS.MLRVYŪM. .

The use of such syllables or groups of syllables as elements of mantras or as
mantras was justified by the fact that they are made up of Sanskrit phonemes
and therefore of forms of the power of vāc, the Word originally spoken in the
sacred Sanskrit language. A well-known Tantric saying runs: “All mantras are
made up of phonemes, the nature of all phonemes being that of Śiva” (mantrāh.
varn. ātmakāh. sarve, varn. āh. sarve śivātmakāh. ). As we have seen, the privilege of
brief and esoteric utterances over discursive ones goes back to Vedic times. The

484 andré padoux



idea was also sometimes expressed in this connection that inarticulate sounds
or ungrammatrical Sanskrit (or Prākrit) forms, being farther from the norm of
articulate rule-governed speech, were nearer to the Absolute. The notion that
mantras are in essence made of nāda, the primeval subtle phonic vibration which
is the substrate of verbal enunciations, was also founded on the idea of the par-
ticular power and nearness to the godhead of prelinguistic utterances. The bindu
(the anusvāra, m. , the nasal phonetic element shown in writing as a dot) which
ends most bı̄jas, was also the subject of similar developments, being considered
– because it is inarticulate and written as a mere dot – as a concentrated form
of phonic energy both symbolizing the supreme level of the godhead and encap-
sulating the total power of vāc. Differently, but in the same spirit, OM. was often
considered as divisible into its constituent phonemes, A, U, M, followed by bindu
whose subtle sound was conceived as prolonged by eight other ever-subtler forms
of inaudible phonic vibration until it dissolved into the utter silence of the
Absolute, a plane which is also that of the highest, “transmental” (unmanā), con-
sciousness. Silence was always held in higher esteem than uttered word or
audible sound. As we have seen, this also goes back to vedism, where mantras
are often used silently. We have also seen that the distinction between three 
different ways of uttering mantras was Vedic. In the tantras these three ways 
are usually described as “voiced” (vācika), “made in secret” (upām. śu), that is, pro-
nounced so as not to be overheard, and “mental” (mānasa), each form being (as
in Manu 2.85) higher, but also more effective than the preceding one. Though
this distinction may seem in a way to invalidate the equally stringent rule pre-
scribing the absolutely exact pronunciation of mantras, it remains valid to this
day.

As has perhaps been apparent in the above, Hindus have always tended to mix
up theological, mystico-metaphysical, yogic, and ritual speculation, hence the
(for us) ambiguous and unclear nature of mantras. These hymns or formulas
originally used for sacrificing to the gods not only came to be used in all sorts of
rites or actions, but they were also given metaphysical characteristics and more-
over were put to both ritual and meditative use by means of the somato-psychic
practices of yoga. Tantric texts very often do not distinguish between different
forms or aspects of mantras and mantric practice. In different texts, or in differ-
ent places of the same text, mantras are viewed, defined, or made use of differ-
ently: as mere ritual (but powerful, efficacious) formulas, as esoteric forms of the
divine Word, or as the essence of deities, as what brings them into being and/or
makes them present in their icons, or even as being themselves deities. These
varying conceptions of their nature and role were often used differently, but 
sometimes also without apparently distinguishing between them. This appears,
for instance, in the opposing conceptions of mantras to be seen in, on the one
hand, the dualist Śaiva āgamas, where mantras are often called an. u (which 
means minute, atomic, and, in these texts, soul), and as such are considered as
individualized powers, and are therefore made use of as discrete, quasi concrete,
elements to be employed ritually (and/or yogically); and, on the other hand, 
in the nondualist Śaiva traditions (and especially in the Kashmirian Trika 
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philosophical treatises), where mantras are considered as being, at least in
essence, pure forms of the absolute power of vāc or of the supreme Conscious-
ness, powers used ritually and yogically too, but also and more essentially so as
to unite the consciousness of their user with the supreme divine Consciousness.
When one looks, as we shall (very briefly) do, at the various mantric practices
used from comparatively early times down to our days in Tantric or tantricized
rites or cults, one finds stressed and made use of, according to circumstance,
either the first or the second of these two concepts, but also sometimes both, as
for instance when a mantra is conceived of as an aspect of the absolute divine
Consciousness, or as a deity, yet is nevertheless used as a ritually manipulable
entity, or is imagined and visualized by an adept as circulating in the subtle
centers and canals of his body during a yogic mental-cum-bodily practice. The
dual nature of mantras and of their functions is underscored for instance in the 
Spandakārikā, a Śaiva Kashmirian text of the ninth century, which says that
though they are the very Absolute, mantras act like ordinary living beings, that
is, they perform all sorts of actions, but they also liberate their user, whose mind
is united with them and whom they eventually cause to fuse with the supreme
godhead. We may note here, too, that mantras are also considered as constitut-
ing a particular category of supernatural entities. This is the case notably in
Śaiva texts, which consider that there are seven forms or levels of consciousness,
called pramātr. , “knowers,” the highest of which is Śiva, after whom come the
“Great lords of mantras” (Mantramaheśvara), then the “Lords of mantras”
(Mantreśvara), then the 70 million mantras, followed by three other levels down
to ordinary human beings. This is worth mentioning since it places mantras
(and their “Lords”) in a hierarchy of individual entities, rather than on a par-
ticular level, or as particular forms, of the Word – though, of course, these dif-
ferent mantric entities are deemed to exist on the three different levels of vāc
known to the philosophy of grammar – for vāc is the ever-present substrate of
all that exists. We must also remember – nor did the Indians forget – that
mantras, whatever their nature, must be spoken or somehow uttered when used,
and that they therefore have also an empirical physical existence: mantras as
audible or inaudible sounds articulated by the organs of phonation are some-
times distinguished from mantras as powers.

All deities, supernatural entities, and so forth, have a mantra which is their
vācaka, “that which expresses” them, the deity or entity being “what is to be
expressed” (vācya), a conception which (see above) definitely subordinates the
deity as an entity to its mantra. All deities have a mūlamantra (or mūlavidyā if
they are feminine), a basic or root mantra which, according to some sources, is
the substrate of all the mantras of that deity, for there are mantras corres-
ponding to the different forms, aspects, or constitutive elements of deities. Such
are, for instance, the five brahmamantras of the five faces or mouths (vaktra) of
Śiva, whence all Śaiva Scriptures are deemed to have issued, or the an

.
gamantras,

the ancillary mantras of the “limbs” of Śiva or of Vis.n.u. The “weapons” (āyudha)
or attributes of the deities also have their mantras. All these mantras are used
to invoke the deities or entities concerned and/or to install them ritually in the
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icon, yantra, or whatever support they are to be worshipped on or made use 
of for some purpose. (This empowerment of the icon by mantras is absolutely
necessary: without it the icon would be void of any divine element and there-
fore useless.) Deities to be worshipped have also a mūrtimantra or mūrtividyā
used to invoke or call forth their visible form (their mūrti). There are also
kalāmantras, used to manifest the different parts (kalā) constitutive of the deity,
which is thus conceived as made up of, ritually constructed with, mantras. The
latter are therefore ontologically prior and superior to the former: in many
respects tantric pantheons are systems or configurations of mantras rather than
of deities. Since there are mantras for, or corresponding to, or included among
the constitutive elements or divisions of the cosmos described in tantric texts –
the tattvas, kalās, an. d. as, bhuvanas, adhvans, and even mantras – and since
mantras are used to evoke these entities, the very cosmos can be conceived of
as basically made up of mantras. Indeed, in the cosmogony of the Ahir-
budhnyasam. hitā of the Pāñcarātra, the condition the god Vis.n.u assumes before
creating the cosmos through a phonetic process is described as “mantric”
(mantramaya). In this sam. hitā as well as in Śaiva texts, the manifestation of the
cosmos results from the apparition in the supreme godhead of the 49/50
phonemes of the Sanskrit alphabet,11 from A to KS. A: all these phonemes can be
considered as so many mantras (“seed-mantras,” bı̄ jamantras, rather, since they
are made by adding to each individual letter the bindu m. , from AM. to KS. AM. ).
But the whole alphabet can also be considered as an alphabetic form of the god
Bhairava: “Bhairava of the totality of sound,” Śabdarāśibhairava, who is thus
considered, and can be made use of, as a mantra of 50 syllables. Similarly, a dif-
ferent order of the alphabet (going from Na to Pha), called Mālinı̄, is both a
goddess and a mantra. In such cases it is sometimes difficult to distinguish
mantra from deity, for a deity may be considered as made up of, as being, a
mantra, or as made up of letters of the alphabet – these are “mantra-deities”
(mantradevatā), “alphabet-deities” (varnadevatā), or “letter-goddesses” (lipidevı̄ )
such as Sarasvatı̄ in her form as Vāgı̄ś ı̄.12 The three supreme goddesses of the
Śaiva system of the Trika, Parā, Aparā, and Parāparā, are mantradevatās, being
made up respectively of SAUH. , of a mantra of 38 syllables, and of the three bı̄ jas
HRĪH. HŪM. PHAT. .

Like Hindu deities – only more so – mantras are innumerable. They are tra-
ditionally said to number 70 million – one of those large numbers in which India
delights. But nobody has ever counted them, in spite of the many lists that exist.
The fact that mantras are regarded as secret formulas, powerful spells that can
be used for any purpose, good or bad, may explain the absence from all tradi-
tions of any complete catalog. Moreover, in the existing lists, and more gener-
ally in nearly all Tantric texts, mantras are usually not quoted in full. They are
referred to instead by their names – Śrı̄vidyā, for instance, or Hr.dayabı̄ja, for
SAUH. , Pin.d.anātha or Mātr.sadbhāva, for KHPHREM. , etc. –, or by the name of
their devatā, or by their own names if they are mantradevatās, like Navātman, 
or else by the number of their syllables, such as pañcadaśāks.aramantra for the
Śrı̄vidyā of 15 syllables, etc.
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The secret character of mantras, together with the fact that they embody the
highest and most efficacious power of vāc, the spoken-speaking Word, a power
called mantravı̄rya, is the reason why they may be transmitted and received only
in secrecy and by word of mouth. They go, as is said, “from ear to ear” (karn. āt
karn. am). A written mantra (and this is true not only in Tantric circles) or a
mantra found in a book is lifeless, powerless,13 since it lacks the spiritual element
which only a qualified master can transmit. When their use is prescribed in a
text, secrecy in transmission is upheld by employing conventional names for
their constituent letters, or by quoting these letters in reverse order or in disor-
der, or else by using secret diagrams called prastāra or gahvara (“display” or
“cavern”), which are ritually drawn and in which the letters of the Sanskrit
alphabet from which those of the mantra are to be chosen are displayed in a par-
ticular order. These conventional ways of quoting mantras without actually
revealing them are called their “extraction” (mantroddhāra). The secret esoteric
transmission of mantras applies to those conferred during initiation and espe-
cially to those which are to be used for a specific religious or magical purpose.
Such devices are not necessary for mantras used in the course of ordinary
rituals, even if only selected (initiated) individuals are permitted to perform these
rites.

Each Tantric tradition has its own system of mantras and usually considers
the mantras of other traditions ineffective or dangerous. Such inadequate
mantras, whether they belong to one’s own or to another initianic lineage, are
sometimes described as suffering from defects (dos.a), usually described as of a
very human character (being hungry, asleep, poor, cross-eyed . . .). Rites called
mantrasam. skāra, “purification of mantras,” aim at removing such defects. We
have here cases where mantras seem to be regarded more as supernatural 
individual entities than as forms of vāc – even though the defects so concretely
described consist mostly in the presence (or absence) of particular letters or com-
binations of letters. There are also mantras which are by nature faultless, or
which can be used without restrictions as to their form or nature: OM. is an
example. Such mantras, or those which can be used for different purposes asso-
ciated with other mantras, are said to be sādharan. a, generally applicable. The dis-
tinction between two categories and uses of Tantric mantras is worth noting, for
there appear to be, on the one hand, ritual formulas which do things when used
by authorized persons at the proper time and according to prescribed rules,
which are usually not secret, being found in all ritual manuals, though they may
include bı̄ jas which are esoteric in character. On the other hand, in initiations
and/or for particular rituals, in particular those that may be called magical,
mantras are esoterically transmitted from a master, who is a mantrin in that he
knows and masters mantras, to a qualified disciple. This is especially the case in
the Tantric initiation (the dı̄ks.ā) thanks to which the initiand will be admitted
into a particular group and be permitted to perform certain rites. If the initiate
does not seek merely liberation (moks.a), if he is not what is called a mumuks.u,
but intends to attain particular powers (siddhis), or enjoy particular mundane
or supramundane rewards, an intent denoted by the Sanskrit root SIDDH, he is
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a bhubuks.u, a seeker of bhukti, and more specifically, if he receives the proper
dı̄ ksā, a sādhaka. The mantra he has received (after its compatibility – its am. śa –
with him has been carefully checked) must then be mastered by means of a spe-
cific and often long and complex process of worship called mantrasādhana during
which it will be treated as a deity to be honored and propitiated so that it will
eventually bring this sādhaka all he desires. In the Śaiva kaula dı̄ks.ā, too, there
is a moment when the initiand is possessed by the mantras placed in a ritual
diagram. These are cases where the distinction between mantra and deity tends
to disappear. We cannot enter here into the difficult question of the nature of
Tantric mantras, a subject on which traditions often disagree. We may, however,
say that, depending on texts and circumstances, mantras are seen either as
deities or powers, or as powerful formulas, formulas which exist empirically as
linguistic or metalinguistic elements, but which are divine in essence, and this
is why they are powerful. But they can also be seen and manipulated as both
formula and deity – a deity that is a mantra. This ambiguity probably results
from the fact that Tantric conceptions of mantras unsystematically combine
notions of Vedic origin on the power of vāc with āgamic rites and theological
beliefs. The former are more prominent in the tantras of Bhairava and still more
in the often nondualist Śaiva metaphysical systems (and in the texts of the
Pāñcarātra), while the latter prevail in the generally dualist and highly ritu-
alistic Śaivāgamas.14 In India today, apart from ritual, it is the magical use of
mantras that is the most in evidence.

The scope of this chapter does not permit us to review, even briefly, the many
and varied mantric practices described in Tantric texts; nor can we look at the
beliefs which go with them, however interesting (and sometimes curious) they
may be. The often very subtle philosophical disquisitions on the nature, effective
power, and spiritual ways of access to the power to be found, for instance, in the
work of such Śaiva Kashmirian masters as Abhinavagupta or Ks.emarāja (tenth
to eleventh centuries) must also be left aside in spite of their interest. We shall
therefore limit ourselves to a rapid survey of just two important aspects of the
use of Tantric mantras, namely their ritual and their yogic applications.

As has already been pointed out, all Tantric rituals consist essentially in the
utterance of mantras. A rite, even a ritual worship, a pūjā, can be performed
without any icon or concrete object of any sort, but it cannot be carried out
without mantras. In a pūjā the deity is invoked and made present in the icon or
diagram; it is kept there and made to pay attention to the cult by mantras. It 
is bathed, it is offered flowers, incense, food, etc., with mantras which do not
merely accompany these actions and offerings, but actually perform them.
Indeed, a pūjā can be perfomed without any concrete substances, etc., being
offered, but with only mantras being uttered. This goes on until the deity is “dis-
missed” by the appropriate mantra; after which there normally takes place a
recitation (japa) of the deity’s mantra, which is finally “offered” to it. Since there
is a Tantric rule that “one who is not a god cannot worship god,” the officiating
person’s body and mind must be deified before the worship begins. This prelim-
inary ritual is performed by placing (by nyāsa) mantras on the performer’s body,
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which they pervade with their power. Thus divinized, the officiant must then
perform on himself as a divine being an “inner” mental worship which is carried
out by means of mantras only. During the ritual “outer” (bāhya) worship that
follows, the mantras are deemed to create the body of the deity, and to make up
its throne (a mantrāsana, formed by all the levels of the cosmos, the tattvas, from
the lowest to the highest, all represented by their mantras mentally piled on each
other). Mantras, too, accomplish such ritual acts as transforming water into
nectar (amr. ta), infusing ritual implements or substances with divine power, pro-
tecting the ritual area, destroying obstacles, burning impurities, and so forth.
Their utterance is often accompanied by ritual gestures (mudrā), usually con-
sidered as merely accompanying them, underlining their power, rather than 
as directly operative. The effectiveness of mantras is particularly stressed and
valued in the so-called kāmya, “desiderative,” rites performed so as to obtain
some desired result. In all such practices one finds at work the dual nature of
mantras: as words of power which effect what they say or symbolize, and as 
powerful supernatural entities.

Mantras are also used in meditation and/or yogic practices, where they are
mentally perceived and meditated by the adept so that he may assimilate their
power in mind and body, and thus attain either rewards or liberation. This is done
either through meditation – dhyāna or bhāvanā – or as part of a cult, the Tantric
pūjā often including yogic practices designed to foster the process of identifica-
tion with the deity worshipped, a characteristic feature of the Tantric worship.
These mantric practices sometimes consist in the intellectual and mystical
realization of the “meaning,” that is, the symbolic value, of the mantra. Such is
the case, for instance, when the adept is to realize the inner creative movement
of the supreme godhead as symbolized by the three letters of the mantra SAUH. .
The movement goes from pure absolute being (sat = S), to the coalescence of the
three basic creative energies of Śiva (AU, because this syllable is called trikon. abı̄ja,
triangular seed), energies which are eventually emitted (H. since this letter is
called visarga, which means emission) in the absolute divine consciousness.

The bı̄jamantra (for such practices do not concern longer formulas) can also
be uttered by associating its utterance (uccāra, a term connoting an upward
movement) with the ascent of the kun. d. alinı̄ , the human and cosmic form of
divine power. The adept feels the presence of the mantra in himself as an ascend-
ing subtle phonic vibration, the nāda, going from the lowest of his bodily cakras
to a subtle center above his head. Being carried upward by this movement which
he imagines but also experiences somehow in his body, he eventually unites with
the Absolute on the ultimate plane of vāc as well as of consciousness. In some
cases the mantra, after having reached this supreme level, is imagined as flowing
down like a fluid substance, pervading the whole body of the yogin, who thus
becomes perfect and immortal. This quasi-physical conception and perception of
the mantra is very typically tantric.

We may add that mantras are abundantly used in any number of magic 
practices, often as amulets (kavaca), and so in written form, nowadays at least,
not always in Sanskrit. In some amulets or yantras, they may even be written in
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Arabic script. These are popular forms of mantra, but, like more sophisticated
ones, they are signs of the Indian, nay universal, belief in the power or magical
efficacy of the word.15

Notes

1 It is important to note that Vedic – vaidika in Sanskrit – is the term that has been
used for centuries to denote orthodox Hindu beliefs and practices. But even such
non-Vedic texts as the tantras often tell their adepts to follow orthodox “Vedic” rules
of behavior in their social lives.

2 There are exceptions to this rule, as we shall see; however, they do not affect the
general principle of the fundamentally oral/aural character of mantras. It may be
interesting to note here that though forms of vāc, the Word, the Vedic hymns
revealed to the ancient Vedic poet-seers, the r. s. is were deemed to have been seen by
them.

3 On these texts, see pp. 81–6.
4 Which were “Vedic” – vaidika – insofar as their rules and beliefs did not contradict

the Veda.
5 The ritual and devotional reading and recitation of the Devı̄māhātmya, where the

utterance (uccāra) of this Purānic text is preceded and followed by that of hymns
from the R. gveda, is another example of the religious use of the recitation of a sacred
text. On this, see Coburn 1991.

6 We may perhaps quote here the French indologist Louis Renou, who once wrote:
“It is as easy in India to notice continuities as it is difficult to point out breaks in
continuity” (my translation).

7 A rule which underlines the priority of the form over the “meaning” of mantras.
8 Bhāvanā, from the verbal root BHŪ, to come into being, is an intense form of mental

concentration which activates the mantra, makes it perceptible to the meditating
person, and identifies him/her with it.

9 Such is in particular the case of the so-called Śaiva-, Śākta-, or Yoga-Upanis.ads of
the canonical collection of the 108 Upanis.ads, a collection (as we know now) put
together, and in some cases reworked, in the first half of the eighteenth century by
one Upanis.adbrahmayogin.

10 Contrary to what is often believed, monosyllabic mantras do not necessarily end
with the bindu m. .

11 There are 49 phonemes (varn. a or aks.ara) in Sanskrit, to which is traditionally added
the group K + S = KS.A.

12 The well-known Tantric treatise Śāradātilaka describes a Lipitanu Vāgı̄śvarı̄, a
“Goddess of the Word whose body is made of letters.”

13 This is the general rule. But exceptions could easily be quoted. In India, there are
as many stringent rules as there are exceptions to them.

14 But tāntrikas, whatever their persuasion, are “super-ritualists” – when ritual is
rejected, it is only for those who have attained the highest esoteric plane.

15 For a very interesting study of modern mantric practices see Diehl 1956. The most
thorough study of mantras to date is Alper 1989. It includes in particular a
“Working Bibliography for the Study of Mantra,” which is still the most complete
one available.
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CHAPTER 23

On the Relationship between 
Caste and Hinduism

Declan Quigley

Every serious work on Hinduism emphasizes the extraordinary diversity of that
“religion” to the point where many ask whether it makes a great deal of sense
to call Hinduism a religion at all in the sense of a relatively cohesive or core set
of beliefs and ritual practices. On the other hand, every serious work on caste
emphasizes the extraordinary uniformity of the beliefs and ritual practices asso-
ciated with this institution (or set of institutions). It is a curious fact, then, that
there is a near-unanimous consensus that caste and Hinduism are inextricably
linked. A statement cited in the opening pages of Lipner’s textbook on Hinduism
might well have come from Weber or any of his intellectual descendants whose
interpretations of caste have dominated intellectual discussion of the subject in
the disciplines of sociology and social anthropology: “Caste is the Hindu form of
social organization. No man can be a Hindu who is not in caste” (Farquhar
1913: 216, cited in Lipner 1994: 3). However, Lipner reminds us that there is a
dissenting, minority view which states that one must be very careful in making
this equation: “The caste system, though closely integrated into the [Hindu]
religion, is not essential to it . . . Even the profession of belief in the authority 
of the Veda is not essential” (Brockington 1981: 4, see Lipner 1994: 3).

In this chapter I will support Brockington’s decoupling of caste and
Hinduism, though from a rather different perspective. Those who insist on the
connection, it will be argued, invariably select only certain ideological features
of caste as worthy of consideration while dismissing others as if they simply 
did not exist. This typically goes hand in hand with an obliviousness to certain
historical and sociological features which characterize caste and which explain
its distinctiveness from other forms of social organization, such as tribe or estate
or class.1

What exactly do we mean by caste? What almost everyone can agree on is
that wherever there is caste, certain features are found linked together in a sys-
tematic fashion. Perhaps most noticeable, particularly to Western, (relatively)



liberal, egalitarian eyes, is an apparently constant preoccupation with main-
taining differences between groups and expressing these differences through
concepts of pollution and inauspiciousness. These groups are based on lineal
kinship, and tightly regulated marriage alliances between households of differ-
ent lineages. From one perspective, regulating marriage often appears to be 
a device on the part of wealthy households for inhibiting the dispersal of
land ownership. But non-landowning lineages, whether wealthy merchants or
impoverished groups, also regulate their marriages just as strictly as members
of landowning lineages. The fundamental message being circulated by members
of all “castes” (i.e. groups of intermarrying lineages) is invariably phrased in
terms of an encouragement to prevent one’s own “kind” from being contami-
nated, with the word for “kind” in most Indian languages being jāti (or some
variant thereof), a concept which might also be translated as “species.”

It is as if members of different groups were saying: “We are different from
each other in the same way that different animal species are. Just as cats and
dogs cannot interbreed, neither can we.” Since some relativist thinkers are reluc-
tant to say that people with other cultural ideas are “wrong,” it needs perhaps
to be stressed (if we are going to explain the ideology that different castes must
not miscegenate) that there is, in fact, only one human species and its members
are not prevented from interbreeding because of their different origins. The arbi-
trary, cultural nature of the prohibition on intermixing is shown more clearly
still by the fact that it is not restricted to procreation. Members of different castes
are generally convinced that they should not eat together except on special occa-
sions (and then should not eat “normal,” everyday food), and that they should
abstain from performing certain rituals together.

It is not uncommon for a village to have 20 or more castes all claiming to
abjure relations of any fundamental kind with each other. But why should there
be such a proliferation of “kinds” wherever there is caste? A preliminary clue is
that in caste-organized communities normally one kind predominates in every
sense – politically, economically, numerically, and as the provider of the main
patrons of rituals. Conventionally referred to as the “dominant” caste (following
Srinivas 1959), they are more accurately entitled the “noble” or “kingly” caste,
it being understood that nobility and kingship are refractions of each other, as
will become clearer later. All of the other castes are groups of lineages which
have an obligation to provide people who will perform specialized ritual duties
for the noble caste. To default on these obligations always incurs some kind of
sanction, which is frequently underpinned by the threat, if not the actual use of,
violence. Generally, the only people who can escape from these ritual obligations
are those merchants who are not dependent on landowners, or renouncers who
live a mendicant life outside of the sedentary communities organized along caste
lines.

While there is a great deal of variation among theorists regarding the alleged
underlying mechanisms which generate this phenomenon whereby a multi-
plicity of groups all fastidiously distinguish themselves from each other, most
people would agree that certain features stand out when caste is compared to
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other forms of social organization. Of these perhaps the most striking is the insti-
tution of untouchability whereby members of certain castes are so excluded that
they appear on occasion to be beyond the pale of normal society. One very
common, and perfectly acceptable, way to approach caste is thus by explaining
untouchability.2

Crudely, though not inaccurately, there are two main explanations for
untouchability, both of which present Untouchables as the “opposites” of
Brāhman.as (spelled in various ways). Both of these approaches envisage caste
organization as “hierarchical,” in the commonly accepted sense of this term: a
ladder-like system of statuses. In both approaches, Brāhman.as are at the “top”
and Untouchables are at the “bottom.” According to one approach this is so
because Brāhman.as are priests and priests are pure, while Untouchables are
polluted because they perform degrading tasks which deal with the inauspicious
facets of life and death. According to the other approach, the superiority of
Brāhman.as is fundamentally based on landed wealth and the power which
derives from it, while the wretched condition of Untouchables results from the
fact that they are typically landless and dispossessed. According to this latter
theory, all talk of purity and pollution, whether by those who practice caste, or
those who analyze it, simply obscures the underlying economic and political
reality.

I will show shortly that neither of these theories is sustainable because the
underlying assumption of a stratified, ladder-like series of caste statuses does not
match certain crucial features of the known ethnography. Before elaborating on
this, however, it is necessary to consider the most celebrated and influential
(though also the most attacked) theorist of caste, Louis Dumont, who argues
against the idea of caste-as-stratification but then confuses the issue by appear-
ing to employ precisely this concept. Dumont (1980 [1966]) attempts to escape
from the notion of caste-as-stratification by introducing us to a second meaning
of “hierarchy,” that of the encompassment of the part by the whole, which
implies also the encompassment of something by its contrary. Thus, for example,
in traditional societies the individual is encompassed by society and in caste
society, argues Dumont, the pure encompasses the impure.

Dumont argues that Western theorists and those influenced by them tend to
see caste through modern, individualistic spectacles and to apply a set of judg-
ments which are not applicable in the “holistic” traditions of caste-organized
communities where the individual is subordinated to, encompassed by, the moral
claims of the collective. He is perfectly correct to state that caste ideology gives
primacy to the whole community and has no place for the modern Western
concept of individualism where people are free to make their own choices about
whom they associate with. In connection with this, everyone will agree with
Dumont that caste involves a “heavy” and pervasive use of ritual for structur-
ing social relations which in many other societies are structured by centralized
political and economic institutions.

In the Indian case, argues Dumont, this holism expresses itself with reference
to two ideological features: the opposition of the pure and the impure, and what
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he calls the “disjunction between status and power.” By the latter he means that
those who are the most politically powerful defer to the representatives of reli-
gious values because the ultimate meaning of the society derives from those
values. This is why, he claims, in everyday life the priest ranks higher than the
king, and in the varn.a schema of the Vedic texts the Brāhman.a ranks higher than
the Ks.atriya.

Dumont’s theory has had pervasive and enduring appeal in spite of a torrent
of criticism from every conceivable angle. The reason for this appeal is simple.
Hindus themselves often claim that Brāhman.as are the “highest” caste and
Untouchables the “lowest” and Dumont’s approach appears to provide an expla-
nation for this. But this common popular formulation of the order of castes runs
into problems immediately. First, there are thousands of Brāhman.a castes whose
members daily dispute each other’s status.3 Evidently, if one Brāhman.a caste
claims superiority over another Brāhman.a caste, not all of them can be the
“highest.” And if some Brāhman.as are “higher” than others, then the criterion
of being “higher” obviously must be by virtue of something other than simply
being a Brāhman.a. But what? This is one of the trickiest, and most contested,
questions in the explanation of caste.

The evidence needed to resolve this question, however, points overwhelmingly
in one direction. The work of some “priests” (i.e. performers of ritual activities
on behalf of others) is clearly regarded by everyone in caste-organized com-
munities as defiling. This seems relatively uncontroversial in relation to the
members of those castes who deal overtly with death or the disposal of liminal
substances such as cut hair and nails, feces, menstrual blood, and afterbirth.
Which society does not have to deal with these by setting them apart? But the
work of a number of authors (see especially Heesterman 1985; Parry 1980;
1986 and Raheja 1988a) suggests a much more radical view of ritual activity,
for it would appear that it is not merely dealing with the physical byproducts of
human life and decay which is dangerous. It is not just castes such as Barbers
and Tanners, Washermen and Sweepers, they argue, whose status is endangered
by their ritual activities. So too is the status of Brāhman.a priests who are nor-
mally conceived of as the “highest” caste(s) because of their alleged distance
from the polluting functions of Untouchable and other “lowly” specialist castes.
All priestly activity is dangerous because it involves the acceptance of “gifts,”
commonly referred to as dān.a, which act as vessels for the inauspicious qualities
which the patron of the ritual is attempting to shed. The evidence for this is both
ethnographic and textual and indicates clearly that members of Brāhman.a
castes who function as priests are tainted, or compromised, by their ritual activ-
ities. Many members of Brāhman.a castes display their awareness of this problem
by their reluctance to take on priestly duties. These nonpriestly Brāhman.as, we
are told, “widely despise Brahman priests” (Fuller 1984: 50; see also Guneratne
2001: 539).

This is not to imply that all ritual tasks enjoy equal esteem or lack of it; man-
ifestly this is not the case. As a rough rule of thumb one might say that those
castes whose functions are most closely associated with death and decay have
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the lowest status, while those whose functions are more ethereal enjoy the
highest status. However, the relative evaluation of caste statuses is far from being
an easy matter since the paradigmatic ritual which connects members of noble
castes to others is sacrifice, and this is, by its nature, simultaneously ethereal and
implicated in violent death. Brāhman.as normally represent themselves as being
removed from the violent aspect of sacrifice but this is always relative and, in the
final analysis, something of an illusion (or delusion). This theme cannot be
pursued here without a full-blown exploration of the nature of sacrifice. Suffice
it to say that the ambiguity which is at the heart of this primal ritual of death
and rebirth translates into caste relations, as we will see a little later. 

One might object, however, that if it is the actual performance of ritual func-
tions which is hazardous for one’s status, it is curious that the status of other
members of the caste is also compromised even when they do not themselves
perform impure tasks. These people are affected because they either come from
one’s own lineage (i.e. they are related consanguineally), or they come from
other lineages with whom members of one’s own lineage conventionally marry
(i.e. they are related affinally). Caste status cannot therefore be simply “interac-
tional” as Marriott (1968) argued in a very influential article which contrasted
with the “attributional” theory of Dumont. Kinship and marriage are also
primary determinants of caste status.

Ethnographic reports often fail to make clear that all members of castes do
not need to perform the ritual function from which they derive their status. What
is crucial is that one or more members of the caste in question provide the nec-
essary ritual functionary. Caste is often reported to be a matter of occupation.
This is false: what is at issue is a periodic ritual contribution to the community.
All of the members of one caste may be agricultural labourers yet only some
among them may be required to perform a particular ritual function – say, to
play music on the occasion of worshipping a particular deity. Another caste (i.e.
a group with whom the former will not intermarry) may also be agricultural
laborers and have a different ritual function – say, to be pall-bearers for noble
castes. Discrimination of this kind can be endless – as with totemic groups 
(see Lévi-Strauss’s interesting comparisons, 1963, 1966 [1962]). Even among
groups where the link between caste and occupation appears more clear-cut, it
is rarely the case that all members of the caste perform the job in question. Thus,
to be a Barber is not to be a hair-cutter, but to be related to others whose ritual
function involves the cutting of hair and other related tasks, such as nail-paring
and midwifery, as elements of purificatory ceremonies. A Barber could, there-
fore, be a taxi-driver, while the man cutting hair in the barber’s shop (i.e. as a
profession rather than as part of a ritual function) could well be a member of
another caste. Similarly, a Brāhman.a need not be a priest, a Farmer may be a
rickshaw driver, and so on.

These three indisputable ethnographic realities – the fundamental nature of
lineal affiliation in providing caste status; the fact that only some members of a
caste perform the ritual function which gives all of the members of the caste
their status; and the fact that members of a variety of castes perform ritual 
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functions which are widely regarded as inherently dangerous – mean that there
are four mistakes in the oft-repeated formula that “Brāhman.as are the highest
caste because they are priests.”4

1 Not all priests are Brāhman.as;
2 Many Brāhman.as are not priests. They are Brāhman.as because they are

related to other Brāhman.as (who may or may not be priests themselves; if
they are assumed to be related to priests at some point, this may be in the
distant, or forgotten, past);

3 At least some priests are degraded by their ritual activities and, according to
some authorities, all of them are;

4 If the performance of ritual functions is degrading or compromising, this
implies that only the renouncer, who is by definition outside caste-organized
society, can claim to be “pure.” The concept of “most pure” cannot then be
equated with “highest” since “highest” indicates “inside.”

The most important conclusion one can draw from these observations is that
the idea that “Brāhman.as are the highest caste” makes no sense (irrespective of
the fact that it is very widely held by Hindus themselves and by commentators
on Hinduism). There is no doubt that ritual activity is directed at the ridding of
inauspicious qualities, but this does not indicate a capacity to rank groups as
higher and lower. On the contrary, careful study of the ethnographic record
shows that it is always impossible to rank castes unambiguously or without con-
testation: ambiguity and dispute are built in to the structure of caste relations.
This is seen both in the relations between patrons of rituals and priests of various
kinds, and among patron castes themselves.5

Once these points are admitted, much of Dumont’s theory of caste quickly
starts to unravel. For Dumont, the opposition of the pure and the impure
depends on priests monopolizing ritual functions which were once the preserve
of the king: “power in India became secular at a very early date” (Dumont 1980:
76). But in spite of the fact that his entire theory of caste hangs on this claim,
Dumont provides no evidence to support it – bar his own assertions that
Brāhman.as are now unambiguously the “highest” caste and Untouchables the
“lowest.” With much textual and ethnographic evidence suggesting otherwise,
it is fortunate that there is an alternative way of approaching the problem which
does not depend on concepts of highest and lowest.

The pollution concepts which are the hallmark of caste are conventionally
said to be an expression of “Hinduism,” even though we know perfectly well that
this is not a monolithic set of beliefs. An alternative representation of caste
values portrays them as an expression of institutions associated with kingship.
This approach, which is often associated with the seminal work of Hocart (1950
[1938]), has certain advantages over any other explanation of caste. First, it
offers an explanation of why caste organization is found in some parts of the
Indian subcontinent but not others. Typically, caste originates in regions which
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are ecologically capable of sustaining kingdoms: relatively large populations in
a relatively small area. Caste is associated with fertile agriculture, not with
barren mountainous or desert regions. Secondly, it offers an explanation of why
caste organization is found among non-Hindu communities in India, Nepal and
Sri Lanka and why very similar forms of social organization are found in other
monarchical and feudal societies which give ideological stress to what Geertz
(1980) has aptly called “the exemplary center.”

Caste ideology is an expression of the conflicting demands of two different
principles of social organization. On the one hand, there is the hierarchical prin-
ciple of monarchy, a form of centralization which, of itself, is always very
tenuous because it is dependent on personal patronage.6 On the other hand,
there is the relatively egalitarian principle of lineage organization which simul-
taneously stresses kinship (sameness) and marriageability (difference, but
bridgeable difference). To be a member of a lineage in a caste-organized society
is to identify first with one’s lineal kin in opposition to members of all other
lineages, then to identify with that group of lineages inside of which one may
seek spouses in opposition to those lineages which are not acceptable marriage
partners.

Hocart brings together these principles of organization in caste society by
arguing that castes are “families” which hereditarily transfer ritual functions in
order to ensure that the king and nobles remain in a pure state (1950: 17, 20).
In contrast to the idea that caste is orientated to a pure–impure axis with
Brāhman.as and Untouchables at polar ends, Hocart argues that what is at stake
is the integrity of kingship, the institution to which everyone is connected. By
implication, it is a very fragile integrity which can only be maintained by the
repeated performance of rituals (sacrifices). The integrity of kingship provides a
model – an exemplary center – for others to emulate by replicating the king’s
rituals on a lesser scale.

Hocart’s approach endorses Dumont’s assertion that the separation of king
and priest (as he put it, the “disjunction between status and power”) is central
to the theory of caste. But it shows that Dumont was quite wrong about the
dynamic of relations between kings and priests and the underlying structure
they depended on. Nobility and kingship are not a simple matter of material
dominance, but are concerned with the ability to command rituals which bring
the community together and expurgate the inauspiciousness which social life
habitually generates. Priests are the instruments who perform this purging func-
tion and who therefore make possible kingship and nobility. Caste organization
could thus be said to be a division of the community into noble and kingly
families on the one hand and priests on the other, provided it is understood 
that the primary function of priests is to cleanse the society of anything which
threatens it with death and evil.

In the modern, postcolonial period, the ostensible disappearance of kings from
the political scene has not led to the disappearance of kingship as an organizing
principle of ritual and social relations though this has often been obscured by
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modern political realities (see also Galey 1989). Even Raheja, whose brilliant
ethnography exposed the faultlines of Dumont’s theory more clearly than any
other recent work, muddies the waters somewhat when considering the nature
of caste in contemporary India. She writes that “[k]ingship no longer exists, but
it has been, perhaps, replaced by the ritual centrality of the dominant caste”
(Raheja 1988b: 517). The word “replaced” is unfortunate because it has always
been the function of members of dominant castes to patronize ritual, replicating
on a diminished scale the role of the king. Put differently, members of dominant
castes continue to be mini-kings, not just materially, but in terms of their politi-
cal/ritual function. They are “at the center of a complex ritual organization that
permeates nearly every aspect of the everyday life of the village” (ibid.). This real-
world fact of kingship/patronage sits uneasily with Dumont’s insistence that the
king’s role has been secularized, and much more comfortably with Hocart’s claim
that the king/patron is the “principal” of the ritual (Hocart 1970 [1936]: 61).

A phrase which I have elided from the two quotes from Raheja in the previ-
ous paragraph further confuses understanding of both kingship, and relations
between patrons of rituals and the priests who carry them out. In the village of
her fieldwork, she says, “as in many of the textual traditions on kingship, the
Brāhman.a is hierarchically superior, yet the dominant landholding caste stands
at the center of a complex ritual organization ...” (ibid.). It is difficult to see what
the foundation for this alleged superiority is, other than an engrained idea that
Brāhman.as must be superior because that is what everyone else seems to believe
these days. In practice, superiority seems to attach to members of the landhold-
ing caste in both ritual and nonritual domains. If the Brāhman.a is “hierarchi-
cally superior” in an ideological sense, it is a Brāhman.a who is so idealized that
he cannot possibly belong to the world of caste relations where he would be
tainted by the receipt of prestations for performing ritual services. It cannot be
the Brāhman.a of the village who is necessarily immersed in caste (i.e. interde-
pendent) relations, and who is therefore, like everyone else, caught up in the web
of inauspiciousness which is the product of the dealings of normal social life.
Interestingly, Dumont’s theory predicts just this eventuality: “In theory, power
is ultimately subordinate to priesthood, whereas in fact priesthood submits to
power” (Dumont 1980: 71–2).

One of the problems with any understanding of caste is that the word “caste”
itself has been used to translate two quite different Sanskrit concepts which are
assumed, quite wrongly, to have an automatic connection. We have already
encountered the concept of jāti and its sense of “kind” or “species.” Another way
of glossing this concept might be to say “the group that one was born into,” the
relativity of this gloss conveying the contextual nature of jāti ascriptions. When
asked to name their jāti, people may name their patrilineage, the name of the
group of lineages they conventionally marry into, or even the name of what
would now be called an ethnic group. However, even though the concept is
elastic, the idea of origin by birth is constant. There is no mystery about this. If
a British person is asked: “where are you from?,” he or she may give the name
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of a village, a county, a country, or even a continent depending on the interpre-
tation given to what the questioner is seeking. 

Scholars approaching caste through the study of Hinduism and comparative
religion may be less acquainted with sociological and anthropological studies of
caste on the ground and are more likely to be familiar with the Vedic concept of
varn.a which is also used to translate the word “caste.” The referent of this
concept is rather different from that of jāti since the fundamental idea is less
“belonging to a group by virtue of common birth” than “functions which must
be performed if cosmic harmony and social harmony are to prevail” – it being
understood that cosmic harmony and social harmony are dependent on each
other. What the varn. a and jāti concepts share is an idea of “keeping apart” and
it is this which allows them to become conflated in the concept of caste.

In fact the original idea of varn.a does seem to imply differences of origins
between the “Vedic Indians, who called themselves “noble ones” (āryas), [and]
the other peoples they encountered (chiefly the Harappans to begin with)”
(Lipner 1994: 88). But the idea of separating conquerors from indigenes seems
to quickly become subordinate to an idea of protecting nobility which is inde-
pendent of any consideration of ethnic origins. It has been mentioned that
rituals performed by priests on behalf of members of patron (noble, kingly)
castes are paradigmatically sacrifices. It is no accident that the concept of varn.a
is inextricably tied to a sacrificial theory of human society. The famous verse
from Rgveda x, 90 speaks of four varn.as: Brāhman.a, rājanya (later convention-
ally referred to as the ks.atriya), vaiśya, and śūdra, each of which springs from a
different part of the body of Purus.a – the lord of beings – who is portrayed as
having been sacrificed at the beginning of time.

Note that there is nothing here about lineage or pedigree, and neither is there
in the later law book known as the Code of Manu (ca. 200 bce to ce 200). In this
text each varn.a is portrayed as having a quintessentially different function. These
functions revolve around sacrifice: just as the world and the four varn.as were
created through an initial sacrifice, repetitions of this primal act are necessary
if order and harmony are to be maintained. To achieve this, each varn.a has a
specific function:

Manu lays down that the duty of the Brāhman.a is to study and to teach, to 
sacrifice, and to give and receive gifts; the ks.atriya must protect the people, sacrifice
and study; the vaiśya also sacrifices and studies, but his chief function is to breed
cattle, to till the earth, to pursue trade and to lend money; the śūdra’s duty is only
to serve the three higher classes . . . for each man there was a place in society and
a function to fulfil, with its own duties and rights. (Basham 1971: 139)

Note again that there is no mention of any idea that a person performing any
specific function must be born into a particular group. Yet there is a common
idea that people who belong to a particular jāti must automatically have a cor-
responding varn.a or belong to the residual category of Untouchables who are
not mentioned in the Vedic schema. Unfortunately reality is not so simple.
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There is a great deal of dispute about which varn.a a particular jāti should be
associated with because everyone wants to be linked with the most noble lin-
eages possible, and to dissociate themselves from anyone who might threaten
their status. Thus, from one perspective, someone may say: “All those people are
landowners and come from the Rājput jāti; their varn.a is ks.atriya.” Yet some of
the people referred to may not go along with this. They may say: “it is true that
other people consider those people over there as Rājputs like us, but in fact they
come from different lineages and are not nobles like us. Our varn.a is ks.atriya, but
theirs is śūdra and we would never marry them” (see especially Parry 1979).
Similarly one group of priests may say that they are the priests of the former
kings and nobility and that this is made clear by the name of their jāti (e.g.
Rājopādhyāya in the Kathmandu Valley, Nepal). They might then claim that their
varn.a is brāhman.a but distinguish themselves from other people in the commu-
nity who call themselves Brāhman.as but who perform rituals for “low caste”
households. They might insist that they would never marry with this other
group of soi-disant Brāhman.as and might insist that the latter are “really” śūdra.
Considering yet another group of people who also call themselves Brāhman.as,
they might point out that the ritual role of this other group is restricted to the
performance of funeral rites and that they, the “real” Brāhman.as, consider them
to have a very low status, indeed to be “in fact” kinds of Untouchables.7

These kinds of invidious distinctions are part and parcel of how caste works.
Contrary to the impression given by some earlier commentators that caste dis-
tinctions were rigid and universally agreed upon, others have always realized
that there is a great deal of dispute about status:

By organization and propaganda a caste can change its name and in the course of
time get a new one accepted, and by altering its canons of behaviour in the matter
of diet and marriage can increase the estimation in which it is held . . . [A number]
who claimed to be some special sort of Kshatriya or Vaishya at the 1921 census
claimed to be some peculiar kind of Brahman in 1931. (Hutton 1963 [1946]: 98,
113)

Both varn.a ascription and jāti ascription are subject to claim and counter-claim,
though there is a kind of obvious upper limit in that the more kingly a lineage
can present itself, the less will its claims to ks.atriya status be open to contest. Sim-
ilarly, the more that a lineage can present itself as the domestic priests of kings
and nobility, the less will its claims to brāhman.a status be disputed. One should
not, however, assume that because certain people claim to be of ks.atriya or
brāhman.a status, that other people accept this claim. And one should not assume
that there is an automatic correspondence between varn.a and jāti any more that
one should assume there is any inherent correspondence between English people
called “Smith” and people who are smiths by occupation.

Readers of this book who wish to approach the problem of caste from the per-
spective of Hindu religious beliefs may be surprised that I have not referred to
either of two indigenous Indian concepts: karma and dharma. Clearly this results
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from my comparative approach which seeks to explain the institution of caste
in sociological terms rather than in terms of a regional ideology. Nevertheless,
it is sometimes said that Hindus are fatalistic and accept their caste status
because it is ordained by their karma, i.e. their destiny. No doubt this is some-
times true; but equally, Hindus rebel against their lot just as frequently as any
other people. The idea that all Hindus meekly accept their caste position runs
contrary to a mass of evidence. In modern times the attempts by millions of
Untouchables to redefine themselves, whether as of Śūdra status, or as Chris-
tians or Buddhists (Isaacs 1964, Juergensmeyer 1982), provide perhaps the
most striking instances of rebellion against the idea that one’s fate is written in
the stars.

But there are many other illustrations of refusing to accept the position one
was born into which do not derive from modern conditions. The institution of
hypergamy in north India, which is widespread among landowning castes, is a
centuries-old competitive marriage strategy the purpose of which is to render
one’s caste status as noble as possible by allying oneself to the most aristocratic
families who will accept one’s overtures, and distancing oneself from those
among one’s kin and caste fellows who might compromise one’s status. Other
common examples of refusing to accept one’s place include the employment of
genealogists to “prove” that one’s family has a glorious pedigree (Shah and
Shroff 1958), name changing in order to make it appear that one “really”
belongs to a higher caste (Rosser 1966), and moving to another locality in order
to assume a new identity (Caplan 1975).

The question of dharma is more complicated. Many of the problems which
Western interpretations of caste get into derive from a division between the
spheres of religion and power which may be applicable to modern democratic
societies, but which is meaningless in all of the complex, preindustrial, “tradi-
tional” societies where the arena of politics is always heavily ritualized. In caste-
organized communities, to refer to the arena of kingship as “secular” in order
to contrast it with the “religious” domain of priests is to introduce a division
which cannot be sustained. If we translate dharma as “religion,” it will be impos-
sible to understand the character of any of the ritual mechanisms which are
used to maintain caste divisions.

The word “morality” much better conveys the sense of dharma: the idea that
all positions carry with them certain expectations. If, as I have argued, the king’s
exemplary centrality provides the key to the structure of caste relations, one
might expect that the dharma of the king would be particularly onerous, and so
it turns out to be:

that brings us to the real nature of rājadharma, the teachers of which (all of them
brahmans) regarded kingship as a practical and religious necessity, for they feared
nothing more then chaos . . . Rājadharma is “the way a king should comport
himself in order to be righteous.” (Derrett 1976a: 606)

The monarch is responsible for rainfall . . . The monarch is always pure lest his
business be impeded. (Gonda 1966: 7, 16).
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The rāja looks after the spiritual needs of the kingdom by exercising his special
priestly functions, without which fertility and security will be endangered. (Derrett
1976: 57)

[F]ar from being simply a matter of secular power and force, the role of the king 
is ritually central to the life of the kingdom . . . Kings are enjoined, in the textual
traditions, to give gifts if they wish to wish to enjoy sovereignty [here the work of
Gonda 1965, 1966 is cited]; and to give is seen as an inherent part of the royal
code-for-conduct, rājadharma. (Raheja 1988b: 514–15)

A second problem with conceiving of dharma as “religion” is that Hindus (like
most other people) repeatedly contradict each other, and themselves, in relation
to core values (see also Burghart 1978). There is a particular ambiguity sur-
rounding the relations between patrons and priests because they are involved in
an endless flow of inauspiciousness and this can be represented in contradictory
ways. The widely reported uniformity in the structure of caste relations can
hardly be said to derive from adherence to a set of values in relation to priestly
purity when, as we have seen, many Hindus regard all priests as contaminated
by their ritual duties.

The uniformity of caste structure derives rather from a common sociological
predicament which is resolved through the institutions of kingship. This is why
it is perfectly possible to call oneself a Hindu and reject caste practices, but it is
generally only possible to do so when one is living outsides the confines of a
monarchical system – whether as a renouncer in the “traditional” world, or as
a member of a more fluid, modern society.

Notes

1 A much more detailed exposition of the argument that follows can be found in
Quigley (1993).

2 Deliège (1999 [1995]) provides a comprehensive exploration of writings on
untouchability.

3 Levy (1990) provides an encyclopedic survey of ritual practitioners in one of the
most complex examples of caste organization on the Indian sub-continent. See
Quigley (1997) for an extended review of this work.

4 “In theory, the Brahmins had the most exalted status and were set up as the
unattainable model of society in many respects. This is because, by hereditary
occupation, they presided over the most important form of available power: that 
of the sacrificial ritual which was the source of temporal and spiritual well-being”
(Lipner 1994: 89).

5 For further references and a more detailed examination of this, see Quigley (1993,
ch. 4).

6 Yalman (1989) is particularly insightful on the connection between caste and
royalty.

7 For ethnographic illustrations of Brāhman.as making distinctions among each other
in this way, see especially Levy (1990), Parry (1980), and Fuller (1984).
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CHAPTER 24

Modernity, Reform, and Revival

Dermot Killingley

Introduction

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Hindu traditions have been under-
stood and followed in new ways. Change was prompted by the political and cul-
tural situation brought about by the British presence in south Asia, and by new
means of communication. Challenges and opportunities came through contact
with cultures which had hitherto been inaccessible or unfamiliar. Foremost
among these was British culture, which was embodied, in various limited ways,
by officials, teachers, missionaries, journalists, businessmen, soldiers, and others
on south Asian soil. Further, British culture in all its variety surrounded those
Hindus who traveled to Britain in increasing numbers through the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. Hindus looked not only to Britain but to the United
States, and to France, Germany, and other European countries, through books
and periodicals, and sometimes through correspondence. In 1905 some were
fascinated by the victory of Japan, another Asian country, over Russia; and from
1917, some were stirred by events in what became the Soviet Union.

At the same time new facilities for communication with the past led to a
concern with the literary, cultural and religious heritage of South Asia, which
will be discussed below. This was also the period in which Indians acquired a
common identity. Hitherto they had identified themselves as Bengalis or Tamils,
as Śaivas, Jains, Muslims, and so on. To the British they were all “Asiatics” or
“Natives,” as contrasted with “Englishmen” or “Europeans.” With the consoli-
dation of British India as a political entity in the first half of the nineteenth
century, the term “Indian,” which hitherto had often meant the British in India,
came to mean the indigenous inhabitants. It thus becomes appropriate for us to
use the term “Indian” rather than “south Asian” when referring to this period,
remembering that in terms of present boundaries it covers not only India but



also Pakistan and Bangladesh. In the same period the term “Hindu,” which had
been first a geographical and then an ethnic label, came to be used as a religious
one, and a religion called Hinduism was discovered or invented (see Gavin
Flood’s Introduction to this volume).

The period referred to as “modern” in which these changes took place
extends, very roughly, from the end of the eighteenth century through the twen-
tieth. Some twentieth-century developments are considered in chapters in the
present volume (Prasad, Ramaswamy, Viswanathan, Smith). For our present
purposes, India becomes modern when communication is facilitated by means
such as printing, translation, and education, both in Indian languages and in
English, forming an arena in which public debate can take place. This arena,
however, was a restricted one, to which most of the population had no access; it
functioned mainly in large cities, and even there it was the preserve of an elite.
It follows that in the modern period some parts of India, and some classes in
Indian society, were more modern than others.

The Political Framework

Most of the religious thinkers we shall mention were involved in politics, and all
were aware of the great political fact of foreign rule. Much has been written
about colonialism as a factor in Western (or more precisely North Atlantic)
understanding of India, and in Indian self-understanding (e.g. Kopf 1969; Inden
1990). However, the use of this term, suggesting a single relationship of power
and exploitation, conceals the variety of relationships that existed at different
times and places between different groups of Indians on the one hand, and dif-
ferent British groups on the other.

In the eighteenth century the East India Company, which embodied British
power in India from its establishment in 1600 to its abolition in 1858, still
regarded itself as a trading company, and as deriving its political and fiscal
authority from the Mughal Emperor and other indigenous powers. However,
successive renewals of the Company’s charter, at twenty-year intervals from
1773 to 1853, brought it increasingly under the control of Parliament until the
government of British India was placed directly under the Crown in 1858.

From the mid-eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth century the Company
acquired power in different territories at different times, by different means, and
with different intentions. Moreover, even from the 1850s, when the political map
of India reached the form which it retained, with a few changes, until 1947,
about a third of the area was not ruled directly by the British, but by indigenous
princes bound by treaties requiring them to accept the advice of officials who
were partly diplomats and partly colonial governors. Some enclaves, again, were
colonies of European powers other than Britain: Denmark, France, the Nether-
lands, and Portugal.

The policies of the Company’s directors in London were often at odds not only
with those of the British government but with those of its employees in India,

510 dermot killingley



who themselves were not unanimous. Most notably, while the Company tradi-
tionally held that its position required it to refrain from interference in Indian
society, some of its high officials thought that reform of society was a positive
duty, without which its presence in India would be unjustified. Such officials
included Lord Bentinck (1774–1839), Governor-General from 1828 to 1835,
who came to India imbued with the utilitarianism of Jeremy Bentham, and Sir
Charles Grant (1746–1832), a member of the evangelical Clapham Sect, who
believed that society could only be reformed by conversion to Christianity.

Besides the Company’s employees, the British in India included independent
entrepreneurs, journalists, and missionaries, all of whom were regarded with
hostility by the Company. Matters of public policy were debated by members of
all these groups, and by an increasing number of Indians. Debate was carried
on in print and in public meetings; and these, together with formal petitions,
influenced the Governor-General and his subordinates to the extent to which
they were willing, or considered themselves obliged, to listen. One of the recur-
rent questions was whether there was, or ever could be, a truly representative
public opinion in India.

New Communications

The nineteenth century saw rapid increases in communications, spreading from
the three seaports in which British power was based: Bombay (Mumbai), Madras
(Chennai), and Calcutta (Kolkata), the capital of British India and seat of the
Governor-General until 1911. The Grand Trunk Road linking Calcutta with the
upper Ganges basin was developed from 1836 onwards. The first telegraph line
was laid in 1852, from Calcutta to Diamond Harbour, and the first 200 miles of
railway were built between 1853 and 1856, starting at Bombay; by 1880 the
railways had reached 4,300 miles (Schwartzberg 1978: 61; Bayly 1988: 198).
Besides facilitating the movement of goods and people, the railways provided
men from the presidency towns with employment opportunities elsewhere,
which facilitated the spread of ideas: for instance, many of the branches of the
Brāhmo Samāj which opened in the second half of the nineteenth century were
formed by Bengali railway officials from Calcutta (Damen 1983). Developments
in international communications included the opening of the Suez Canal in
1869, and a telegraph link to Britain in 1870.

The transmission of ideas was revolutionized by printing – in English, the ver-
nacular languages and Sanskrit. Though missionaries had pioneered printing in
Indian languages, starting with Tamil in 1577, there was no printing in
Calcutta, even in English, until 1777 (Nair 1987: 26). English-language news-
papers soon followed, in Bombay and Madras as well as Calcutta. Vernacular
newspapers began in Bengali in 1818, followed by Gujarati in 1822 and Marathi
in 1832 (Schwartzberg 1978: 105).

Another important development was in communication with the past. The
study of the ancient Sanskrit literature of India had been carried on for centuries
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by pandits for whom it was a family tradition, but the patronage on which they
depended declined in the eighteenth century. The British presence brought new
forms of patronage, and a new kind of scholar: the European Indologist, who
drew on the work of pandits and depended on their assistance, but interpreted
the tradition through Western forms of thought. At first there were no profes-
sional Indologists: the only establishment for them at the beginning of the nine-
teenth century was Fort William College, a training college for the East India
Company’s British recruits which lasted only from 1801 to 1854 (Das 1978).
On the other hand, amateur Indology flourished, though it was rarely officially
rewarded except for work on dharma, which was considered to have a direct
application in the courts (Kejariwal 1988: 226f.). Pandits found new forms of
employment at Fort William College, at missionary establishments, as teachers
and translators to individuals, and in the law courts, where they were consulted
on questions of Hindu dharma.

An unintended consequence of the introduction of a judicial system on the
English model in 1773 was the appointment of Sir William Jones (1746–94) as
a judge. He came to Calcutta in 1783, imbued with Enlightenment ideas about
Indian culture, and eager to see it at first hand. He had drawn up a list of
research topics during his voyage out (Mukherjee 1968: 74), and in January
1784, within four months of his arrival, he founded the Asiatic Society of
Bengal, devoted to historical and literary research on India. The society had no
Indian members till 1829 – not as a matter of policy, but because none applied
(Kejariwal 1988: 152f.). However, the kind of research which it encouraged
brought British amateur scholars into collaboration with Indian scholars.
Similar collaboration was fostered by the employment of pandits in various edu-
cational institutions, and by missionaries.

For Hindus, such study led to a new view of the past. Ideas which had hith-
erto been the preserve of pandits trained in particular traditions of thought,
could now be studied through printed editions, translations, and historical
accounts. Most notably, Buddhism came to be part of the world of the Hindu
intellectual: not as a system of errors to be refuted, as it appears in Sanskrit texts,
but as a towering achievement of ancient Indian thought, and as a historical
reality whose monuments still stood on Indian soil. Even if it was viewed as
having been superseded by later developments such as Vedānta or bhakti,
Buddhism was remembered as India’s spiritual gift to Asia.

Challenges

These developments in communication opened Hindu practices and ideas to crit-
icism from the outside. Such criticism had come before, of course, from Muslims;
and we must not forget the bhakti traditions with their often trenchant critiques
of particular social and ritual practices. But the new conceptualization of
Hinduism meant that the hostile accounts of image-worship, the status of
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women, or Advaita Vedānta, for instance, which were frequent in the nineteenth
century, were taken as attacks on Hinduism itself, which had to be defended
against them either by justifying the beliefs and practices in question, or by repu-
diating them as aberrations from the true Hinduism, or as misrepresentations on
the part of its opponents. Moreover, the dominance of Enlightenment ideas in
the arena of public debate, together with widely held assumptions of Christian
and British superiority, meant that the resulting body of Hindu apologetic was
presented in terms of Western ideas of reason and morality which were assumed
to be common to all civilized people.

Eighteenth-century Western writers – for whom, it should be remembered,
there was no such word as “Hinduism” – had often believed that the Hindus pos-
sessed an ancient wisdom of immense value, even if its contemporary heirs did
not fully understand it. Brahmins were idealized as wise law-givers who gave up
all claim to political power: an ancient embodiment of the separation of the leg-
islative and judicial departments of government from the executive. Hindu reli-
gious beliefs were upheld as supremely rational and moral; Sir William Jones, for
instance, wrote in a letter of 1787:

I am no Hindu but I hold the doctrine of the Hindus concerning the future state
to be incomparably more rational, more pious and more likely to deter men from
vice than the horrid opinions inculcated by the Christians on punishment without
end. (Mukherjee 1968: 119)

This liberal view was opposed by an evangelical view which is expressed in an
extreme form by the pioneer Scots Presbyterian missionary in India, Alexander
Duff (1806–78):

Of all the systems of false religion ever fabricated by the perverse ingenuity of fallen
man, Hinduism is surely the most stupendous. (Majumdar 1965: 155)

Missionaries were banned from the East India Company’s territories until 1813,
when evangelical pressure in Parliament forced a change. However, the Baptist
Missionary Society, founded in 1792, had a base in the Danish colony of
Serampore, near Calcutta, from 1800, and other missionary societies soon
followed. A view of Hinduism as evil helped to raise funds for the societies in
Britain; it also followed from an extreme Protestant interpretation of the doc-
trine of the Fall, in which all religion outside the Christian revelation is a product
of human endeavor, and therefore inherently sinful.

The evangelical view of Hindu degeneracy was partly matched by the
utilitarian one. This found an influential advocate in one of the foremost
Utilitarians, James Mill, whose History of British India, first published in 1817,
included a condemnation of Hindu culture. But whereas evangelicals consid-
ered that Hindu society could only be reformed through conversion to
Christianity, Utilitarians believed that it was the duty of governments to reform
society through education and legislation. In practice the two groups, both of
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which had followers among the Company’s officials (including Bentinck and
Grant, already mentioned), often worked together. The missionaries put much of
their effort into secular education, believing that the enlightened mind would
naturally gravitate to Christianity (Laird 1972). They also supported campaigns
for legislation in social matters. Most notably, the Baptist missionary William
Carey was one of the foremost advocates of legislation banning sahamaran.a, the
burning of wives on the funeral pyres of their husbands, and his arguments,
together with those of the Hindu pandit Mr.tyuñjay Vidyālam. kār, the Hindu
reformer Rammohun Roy, and numerous officials, led the utilitarian Governor-
General Lord Bentinck to introduce such legislation in 1829. (The woman who
so burns herself, in principle voluntarily, is not regarded as a widow in the ter-
minology of dharma. By accompanying her husband into the other world, she
becomes a satı̄, meaning a true or good woman. The term satı̄, often in the older
spelling suttee, was applied in English to the practice as well as the person; the
Sanskrit term is sahamaran.a “death together.”)

Thus groups which differed widely in their credal foundations could cooperate
on issues of social reform. A practice such as sahamaran.a could appear to an evan-
gelical as evidence of the Hindus’ need of the gospel, to a utilitarian as calling for
punitive legislation, and to a pandit as calling for a more accurate interpretation
of the Śāstras, while to Rammohun it showed the evil effects of idolatry. Social
reform became a topic for debate throughout the nineteenth century; its targets
ranged from the fate of wives on the death of their husbands, to the proper form
of dress for women. The agenda of social reform was set by an interaction
between the actual state of Hindu society and the various ideologies of the
reformers. It therefore changed in the course of its history, as we shall see. The
movements which are loosely called orthodox or conservative arose as conscious
responses to particular reform movements: the first such movement, the Dharma
Sabhā in Calcutta, was formed to oppose legislation prohibiting sahamaran.a,
while the Bhārat Dharm Mahā Man.d.al (“great society for Indian dharma”) was
formed in the Panjab in 1887 to defend image-worship and the position of Brah-
mans against the Ārya Samāj (Jones 1976: 109–11). Orthodoxy or conser-
vatism, like reform, was a construct formed in a historical context.

Early Nineteenth-century Calcutta

The new influences first took effect in Calcutta, the capital. The British presence
had encouraged the growth of a class known as bhadralok (literally “good
people”), who gained their wealth from new opportunities for employment and
commerce, and came to dominate education and the professions. The ethnically
diverse population of Calcutta included incomers from many parts of India and
beyond, outnumbering and marginalizing its indigenous population (Sinha
1978; Killingley 1997); the bhadralok, who were equally incomers, were Bengali
Hindus of high caste. Besides Brahmans, they comprised Vaidyas, traditionally
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physicians, who rank themselves next to Brahmans, and Kāyasthas, tradition-
ally clerks, who claim Ks.atriya origin (Killingley 1991: 16). Being highly con-
scious of their caste status, and sensitive to accusations of having forfeited it 
by taking up new occupations and consorting with foreigners, many of the
bhadralok were meticulous about ritual purity, and lavish over rituals and patron-
age of Brahmans. Many of them also eagerly took up the opportunities for com-
munication represented by printing, the use of English, the growing education
system, and a new fashion for forming societies.

One such society was formed by Rammohun Roy (1772?–1833; the name is
sometimes spelled Ram Mohan Roy or Ray), the first notable Hindu to involve
himself in the new forms of communication. He founded newspapers in Bengali
and in Persian (which was a language of culture for Hindus as well as Muslims).
He published books in Bengali and English which attracted favorable notice over-
seas and controversy at home, and he corresponded with writers in Britain and
the United States.

Rammohun’s interests covered political and legal matters, education, and
religion. He believed that each religious tradition had a core of truth consisting
of belief in God and a humanitarian morality, but that each tradition had over-
laid this core with unnecessary or even pernicious doctrines and rules of prac-
tice. In Hinduism – he was probably the first Hindu to use the word, in 1816 –
one of his targets was “idol-worship – the source of prejudice and superstition,
and of the total destruction of moral principle” (Roy 1906: 21). Another was
the elaboration of ritual, which he claimed was promoted by Brahmans for their
own profit. He claimed, however, that the rational worship of one formless God,
without the use of images or rituals, was authorized by the Upanis.ads. It was
thus quite possible to reject image-worship and other rituals and yet remain a
Hindu, because “the doctrines of the unity of God are real Hinduism, as that reli-
gion was practised by our ancestors, and as it is well known at the present day
to many learned Brahmins” (Roy 1906: 90).

To promote this “real Hinduism,” Rammohun published Bengali and English
translations of some Upanis.ads, and the Vedānta-Sūtra or Brahma-Sūtra (see Part
II in this volume), following Śan.kara’s commentaries in the main, but departing
from them at crucial points (Killingley 1993: 95–9). He also published contro-
versial tracts in which he supported his views with quotations not only from the
Upanis.ads and Vedānta-Sūtra but from the Purān.as, Tantras, and other Sanskrit
texts. From 1815 to 1830, when he lived in Calcutta and wrote most of his pub-
lications, he led a society which was at first known as the Ātmı̄ya Sabhā
(“friendly society”); in 1828 it was given a more formal shape as the Brāhmo
Sabhā or Brāhmo Samāj. Brāhmo is an English spelling of the Bengali word
brāhmya or brāhma (these two spellings are pronounced alike), meaning literally
“belonging to Brahman,” this being Rammohun’s preferred name for God.
Members of the Samāj often translated brāhma as “theist,” and called the Brāhmo
Samāj the Theistic Society. From Rammohun’s time the Brāhmos had links with
the Unitarian movement in Christianity, which denies the doctrine of the Trinity
(Lavan 1977; Kopf 1979). Rammohun’s followers were also known as Vedāntı̄s
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or Vedāntists (Killingley 1993: 103), since he based his teachings on Advaita
Vedānta, often called simply Vedānta.

Rammohun attacked not only Hindu beliefs and rituals but the moral evils
that he believed resulted from them. Besides sahamaran.a, these included poly-
gyny, infanticide, the placing of the dying in the Ganges, and caste discrimina-
tion. Other societies had other aims. The Dharma Sabhā, already mentioned, 
was formed in 1830 to oppose legislation against sahamaran.a, and any other
interference with Hindu practice. One of its founders, Rādhākānta Deb
(1783–1867), was at the same time active in promoting some of the same
causes as Rammohun, particularly education, including the education of girls;
another, its secretary Bhavān. ı̄caran. Banerjee, had edited a Bengali newspaper
founded by Rammohun. The Brāhmo Samāj and the Dharma Sabhā, like other
societies in nineteenth-century India, cannot be understood in terms of a simple
opposition of reform and reaction; each of them was negotiating a way of being
Hindu in the modern situation.

Opposed to both was “Young Bengal,” a name which embraces many soci-
eties of young men, some still in their teens, which met in the 1830s and 1840s
to put Indian society to rights in the light of utilitarian and other rationalistic
ideas. Some of these men openly renounced Hinduism, and flouted its rules of
purity. Such attitudes flourished especially among the pupils of the young
Eurasian teacher and poet Henry Derozio (1809–31), who was dismissed from
the Hindu College, the leading English-medium school in Calcutta, on a charge
of corrupting Hindu youth and teaching atheism. One such pupil, Krishna
Mohan Banerjea, was converted by Alexander Duff into the Presbyterian church
in 1832 but was later ordained as an Anglican priest. Others remained rebel
Hindus, proclaiming their rebellion by eating beef and drinking alcohol.

The Brāhmo Samāj

In 1843 the Brāhmo Samāj was reorganized by Debendranāth Tagore
(1817–1905) around a “Brāhmo Covenant” in which members undertook to
worship one God and to renounce idolatry. Debendranāth’s idea of God was influ-
enced by his English education at the Hindu College, and he was sensitive to
Western-inspired critiques of Hinduism. One such critique appeared in 1845 in
the Calcutta Review, edited at that time by Duff, under the title “Vedāntism; – what
is it,” professing a utilitarian standpoint but clearly based on evangelical theol-
ogy. It accuses Rammohun of whitewashing Vedānta (meaning Advaita Vedānta,
as was usual at the time), and denounces it as a form of pantheism which lacks
an idea of God’s love, arrogantly identifies the self with God, denies the reality of
the world, leaving no lasting value to moral action, and offers virtual annihila-
tion as the final goal. This critique provoked debate within the Samāj, and
eventually Debendranāth distanced himself from Vedānta and sought a theology
grounded in the Vedas which was not liable to these accusations.
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Here he found insuperable difficulties. In the modern situation Vedic texts
were becoming accessible, even to non-Hindus, through printed editions, trans-
lations, or descriptions; and it was becoming apparent that they spoke of many
gods and of elaborate rituals for their worship. Already in 1833 Krishna Mohan
Banerjea had attacked Rammohun’s Vedānta, albeit using very imperfect know-
ledge, partly on the grounds that it was incompatible with the actual Vedas
(Banerjea 1833). In the 1840s Duff took up the same argument, driving a wedge
between Debendranāth, who wanted to believe in the literal truth of the Vedas,
and his rationalistic associate Akshoy Kumar Datta. In 1850 Debendranāth
reluctantly abandoned the Vedas as his authority; he soon abandoned textual
authority altogether, in favor of “the pure heart, filled with the light of intuitive
knowledge” (Tagore 1916: 161; Rambachan 1994).

The Brāhmo Samāj took a new direction when Keshub Chunder Sen
(1838–84) joined in 1858. Debendranāth was a Brahman, whose father
Dwarkanath Tagore was one of the wealthiest of the bhadralok; Keshub was a
Vaidya who earned his living in a bank. Nevertheless, Debendranāth became like
a father to Keshub, and in 1862 made him an ācārya of the Samāj. Ācārya, a 
Sanskrit word meaning “teacher,” was the term used for the Brahmans who
expounded Sanskrit texts and led worship in the Samāj. The abandonment of
Sanskrit texts as authorities, and the appointment of Keshub, a non-Brahman,
changed the nature of the acaryas; they were referred to in English as “minis-
ters,” and Keshub wore a black gown like a British nonconformist minister. He
also insisted that, whether Brahmans or not, they should not wear the sacred
thread which was the mark of Brahman status.

The group of younger Brāhmos who gathered round Keshub wished to
abolish caste distinctions; they promoted intercaste marriage, interdining and
the abandonment of the sacred thread. They tended to identify reform with 
the adoption of Western ways of thinking and behavior; and while they saw
Brāhmoism as a bulwark against Christianity, they emulated the missionaries’
self-denying zeal for their faith, opening branches of the Samāj outside Calcutta,
and refuges for young men and women who had broken with their families over
religious practice. They also wished the Samāj to be directed by a representative
body rather than an unelected leader. All these points separated Keshub from
Debendranāth, who envisaged a movement rooted in Hindu tradition and fitting
into bhadralok society rather than separating itself from it. In 1866, after an inci-
dent in which Debendranāth allowed Brahman ācāryas to wear the sacred
thread, the Samāj split, and the majority joined Keshub in a new organization,
the Brāhmo Samāj of India. Tagore’s party, consisting mainly of his relatives and
friends, became known as the Ādi (“original”) Brāhmo Samāj.

Keshub went on lecture tours, demonstrating his commanding rhetoric, his
devotional enthusiasm, and the power of steam travel and the English language
to spread ideas throughout India and beyond; in 1870 he visited England. His
message was that God was to be found not in “the dry wells of ancient traditions
and outward symbols” but in “the deep fountain of divine revelation” (Scott
1979: 75); and revelation could only be apprehended by spiritually sensitive
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persons. He was such a person; so too were his hearers, if they would open them-
selves to God’s inspiration as he exhorted them to do. This spiritual awakening
would be the key to social reform. His success depended on his audiences’ know-
ledge of English, and on other forms of knowledge which came with an English
education, enabling them to recognize his references to the Bible, English liter-
ature, European history and contemporary philosophers. Keshub used ideas
from Christian theology, including Jesus himself, for whom he expressed a
fervent devotion. Jesus, he pointed out, was an Asiatic, and Asiatics were better
able than Europeans to understand him (Scott 1979: 64). This argument, which
exploited the English habit of referring to Indians as Asiatics, gratified national-
istic sentiment by taking Jesus out of the hands of the missionaries and placing
him in those of Hindus.

Keshub’s emphasis on individual intuition of God made him indifferent to
religious traditions; it is impossible to identify him as a Hindu or a Christian,
because he interpreted doctrines such as the atonement or avatāra in his own
way. This opened him to the charge of arbitrariness, and some of his followers
objected to his acceptance of doctrines and practices which Brāhmos had
rejected as idolatrous; around 1875 he became an admirer of the uncouth 
sage Ramakr.s.n.a (1836–86), who despised Brāhmoism and social reform. As
Keshub’s interest in Hindu traditions increased, his zeal for social reform seemed
to wane, and like Debendranāth he was judged autocratic.

The incident which brought these concerns together was the marriage of
Keshub’s daughter in 1878 to the crown prince of Cooch Behar, a state under
indirect British rule. She was 13 and the prince 15 (Borthwick 1977: 180); the
ritual included elements which Brāhmos condemned as idolatrous, and poly-
gyny was traditional in the family. The intention of the British officials who
arranged the marriage was to bring modernity into an underdeveloped state
(Borthwick 1977: 174–8), and this was successful (Kopf 1979: 328f.); but to
many Brāhmos it was a betrayal of their struggle against child marriage and idol-
atry, and showed an arrogant disregard of their views. Rejecting Keshub’s lead-
ership, they formed a more democratic organization, the Sādhāran. (“general”)
Brāhmo Samāj, in 1878. In 1881, Keshub formed his remaining followers into
the Church of the New Dispensation, which was more interested in worship and
spiritual experience than in social reform.

The example and missionary effort of the Brāhmo Samāj, particularly
Keshub’s tours, led to similar societies being formed elsewhere. The most influ-
ential was the Prārthanā Samāj (“prayer society”) in Bombay. The situation in
Bombay Presidency was very different from that in Bengal: British power was
established later and more quickly, from 1800 to 1818, and followed a more con-
certed policy. High positions were given to Indians, most of whom were of the
Chitpavan Brahman caste which had run the Maratha empire which the British
had conquered. They and other Hindus took up English and Western learning
eagerly, while continuing also to write in Marathi. The Prārthanā Samāj, avoid-
ing the problems over tradition and authority which split the Brāhmo Samāj,
showed its continuity with the past by using the Marathi poems of Tukārām and
other bhakti saints in its worship.
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Social Reform

One of the points which distinguished the Brāhmo Samāj of India from the Ādi
Brāhmo Samāj, and in turn distinguished the Sādhāran. Brāhmo Samāj from the
Church of the New Dispensation, was zeal for social reform. The main areas of
concern were caste and the position of women; each of these involved several
issues.

Discussion of caste in the twentieth century has centered on the privileges 
of higher castes, the oppression of lower castes, and the economic disparities
between them. Many nineteenth-century discussions dwelt more on the divi-
sions among the higher castes, and restrictions on their conduct. In the Brāhmo
Samāj, the movements to discard the sacred thread, to allow intercaste marriage,
and to encourage interdining were aimed not so much against caste privilege as
against the division within the bhadralok between Brahmans, Vaidyas, and
Kāyasthas. Caste also meant pressure to follow rules of purity which were espe-
cially irksome to those members of the higher castes who were most affected by
modernity; relaxation of such rules provided a middle way between the osten-
tatious observance of purity by many of the new urban class, and the ostenta-
tious rejection of it by Young Bengal.

Use of the word caste can give a misleading impression that we are talking
about a single phenomenon, or even a system inherent in Hindu society. It is
better to think of it as a cover term for a number of phenomena which may 
vary from region to region, and are constantly open to change. The situation in
Bengal, where elite status is shared between brahmins, Vaidyas, and Kāyasthas,
is different from that in Maharashtra or Tamil Nadu, where there is a clear divi-
sion between brahmins and those below them, and another between Dalits (see
Quigley in this volume) and those above them. The modern situation in some
ways rigidified caste identity: the use of caste titles became more widespread in
the early nineteenth century, while increasing contact between communities,
and the British attempt to codify Hindu law, brought matters which had been
the preserve of specialists into the arena of public debate (Bayly 1999: 94, 168).
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the methods and theories
of physical anthropology with which the British reinforced the boundary
between Indians and themselves, and classified Indians into hereditary types
with different abilities, were also used by Hindu theorists to justify caste divi-
sions. At the same time, the increasing accessibility of the Sanskrit tradition
facilitated the discussion of caste issues in terms of dharma.

Dharma literature says far less about caste than it does about varn.a, the the-
oretical division of society into Brahman, Ks.atriya, Vaiśya, and Śūdra. The first
of these categories can be identified, in any given region, with a particular group
of castes, since in Hindu society the boundary between Brahman and non-
Brahman is usually clear, though not always undisputed. It is harder to identify
any of the other three divisions with a group of castes, since castes which claim
to be Ks.atriya or Vaiśya may be regarded by others as Śūdra (see Quigley’s
chapter in this volume). When writers discuss caste in terms of dharma, 
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therefore, they do so in theoretical terms which may not be easily related to the
realities of caste in the region where they live.

In south India, the most fiercely contested intercaste issue was between the
Dalits and the rest. The boundaries were clearly marked, socially, ritually, and
spatially: members of Dalit castes had to keep a certain distance from others, and
not walk on the same road. When economic advancement encouraged a low-
caste group to transgress these boundaries, fighting broke out; another possible
outcome was a mass religious movement. Such movements include the conver-
sion to Christianity of many of the Nadar caste, first by Jesuits in 1680, and later
by Anglicans from 1784 onwards (Jones 1989: 156–60). The traditional occu-
pation of the Nadars is to tap juice from palmyra palms and ferment it into a
liquor known as toddy; their economic dependence on this disreputable trade,
and their personal dependence on toddy, justify their low status in the eyes of
higher castes, while the Christian Nadars set great importance on abstinence. A
caste of similar status and occupation, the Izhavas of Kerala, was transformed
by a movement initiated by one of its members, Nārāyan.a Guru (1854–1928).
This too sought independence from toddy, but it was also a Sanskritizing move-
ment, using Advaita Vedānta to show that caste is not essential to a person (Jones
1989: 179–82, 203–7; Samuel 1977).

The most radical attack on caste using arguments from the Sanskrit tradition
was made by Dayānanda Sarasvatı̄ (1825–83). Dayānanda was a Brahman from
Kathiawar in Gujarat, but spent much of his life wandering as a sam. nyāsin over
north India; the Ārya Samāj, which he founded in 1875, had its greatest success
in the Panjab, a region where Brahman authority was weak. Though he learned
from pandits, knew no English, and appealed to the Veda as his authority, he was
influenced by modern ideas, especially after a visit to Calcutta in 1872 (Jordens
1978: 75–98). He denounced the worship of images and elaborate rituals, and
taught the worship of one God through homa, the Vedic offering of ghi and plant
products in a fire. He aimed to restore the practices of the ancient Āryans (hence
the name of his society); people should therefore be divided not into hundreds
of castes but into the four varn.as known in the Veda. Moreover, membership of
the varn.as should not be hereditary, but should be decided by public examina-
tion at the age of 16 for girls and 25 for boys (Sarasvatı̄ 1972: 87). On
intermarriage and interdining, Dayānanda was conservative: they should be
prohibited between the true, nonhereditary varn.as (Killingley 1991: 27f.). His
proposals have never been put into practice, but the idea of four varn.as, based
on merit and not birth, has become generally accepted in modern Hindu dis-
course (Killingley 1991: 30f.).

Reform of the position of women again involved several issues. After sahama-
ran.a was made illegal, attention focused on the situation of widows. According
to the dharma books widowers can remarry, but a woman can only be one man’s
wife; and since girls could be married at five or even younger, they could become
widows at any age. A widow, being neither an actual nor a potential wife, was
a person without status, an unwanted burden on her marital family. The voice
which was heard most clearly on this subject was that of Īśvarcandra Vidyāsāgar
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(1820–91), a pan.d. it who was a close associate of Debendranāth Tagore. Like
Rammohun’s against sahamaran.a, his arguments were both textual and human-
itarian; the outcome was the Widow Remarriage Act of 1856. Īśvarcandra 
was also among those who attacked polygyny, which was widely practiced by
Brahmans in Bengal; but this attack did not lead to legislation.

Another issue was child marriage, in particular the early marriage of girls.
This was common among upper castes in many parts of India, and was opposed
by the Brāhmo Samāj, the Prārthanā Samāj, Dayānanda, Īśvarcandra, and
others. In 1860 the first relevant legislation, affecting not marriage but con-
summation, set the age of consent for girls at ten. Renewed controversy, height-
ened by the death of a girl of eleven in Calcutta in 1890, led to the raising of the
age to 12 in 1891. The law was controversial but ineffective, as was the Child
Marriage Restraint Act of 1929, which set the ages of marriage at 14 for brides
and 18 for bridegrooms (Forbes 1996: 83–90).

While the government was wary of prohibiting any Hindu custom, it was
more ready to pass permissive laws if there was demand for them, as shown 
by the Widow Remarriage Act. Another example is the Marriage Act of 1872.
This was passed in response to demands from the Brāhmo Samāj for a legally
recognized form of marriage which disregarded caste, was monogamous and did
not involve idolatry; the bride had to be at least 14 and the bridegroom 18. To
avoid attempting to define Brāhmos as a community, the legislators required the
participants to declare that they were not Hindus – nor Buddhists, Christians,
Jains, Muslims, or Parsis (Kopf 1979: 103–5). This law was part of the back-
ground to the Cooch Behar marriage (p. 518 above): although the marriage did
not contravene it, since the Act did not apply in a princely state, it betrayed the
principles underlying it.

These movements to improve the condition of women were the work of men,
and treated women as passive rather than active. They were partly prompted by
the view of James Mill and others that ill-treatment of women indicated a low
degree of civilization (Forbes 1996: 13). While the male reformers had genuine
regard for women as persons, they also thought of them in terms of their pro-
creative and nurturing roles: child marriage was condemned as pernicious to
the health of (male) offspring. Women’s education could be a way of furthering
the concerns of men, whose efforts at reform were hampered by the conser-
vatism of their wives and mothers. A Bengali wrote in 1848:

An educated native who is even at the head of his family is connected with poojah
[pūjā, worship of images] which he under the existing state of Society cannot
remedy and thinks it expedient for preserving domestic happiness to perpetuate it
so long as education is denied to our females. (Palit 1972: 67)

It was not until the end of the nineteenth century that women themselves
became public champions of reform (Forbes 1996).

There was also a caste dimension to gender issues which the reformers tended
to ignore. As the Bengali preacher Swāmi Vivekānanda (1863–1902) put it,
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All that you mean by your social reform is either widow remarriage, or female
emancipation, or something of that sort . . . And again these are directed within
the confines of a few of the castes only. (Vivekānanda 1972–8: 5, 333).

The issue of widow remarriage did not affect the lower castes, among whom
widows traditionally remarried; while interdining and intercaste marriage, as
well as female education, were mainly concerns of the bhadralok. Vivekānanda
considered that effective social reform could only be built on a spiritual basis of
Advaita Vedānta. The identity of the self and Brahman, he said (echoing Paul
Deussen, the German interpreter of Advaita), was “the basic metaphysical truth
underlying all ethical codes” (Vivekānanda 1972–8: 1, 385; cf. Hacker 1995:
292–8; Killingley 1998: 145–9). Hindus did not need alien moral norms.

Re-presenting the Past

We have seen how Rammohun and Īśvarcandra questioned prevailing customs
by reference to ancient Sanskrit texts. In 1891, during the age of consent con-
troversy, M. G. Ranade (1842–1901) and R. G. Bhandarkar (1837–1925), both
members of the Prārthanā Samāj, opposed the early marriage of girls by showing
how the age prescribed for a girl’s marriage had been progressively lowered in
the course of history (Ranade 1902: 26–52; Bhandarkar 1928: 538–83). We
have also seen how Dayānanda used texts to argue that the ancient Āryans prac-
ticed nonhereditary varn.a. Those who opposed reform also appealed to the past;
but as Ranade (1902: 170) put it, “When we are asked to revive our old insti-
tutions and customs, people seem to me to be very much at sea as to what it is
they seek to revive.” Ranade and others used a consciously selective approach to
the past, guided by “the voice of God in us” (Ranade 1902: 174). Bhandarkar
saw the past as a progressive revelation to which the Vedic sages, Buddhism, the
Gı̄tā, and the bhakti tradition had each contributed (Bhandarkar 1928: 615f.).

Another Chitpavan Brahman, B. G. Tilak, used textual study, astronomy, and
geology to argue that the Vedas were composed in 4,000 or even 8,000 bce
(Wolpert 1962). His reading of history, like Dayānanda’s, pointed to the Vedas
as records of an ancient and divinely ordained culture. Unlike him, however, he
presented the Brahmans as the heirs and guardians of that culture. Tilak also
extolled the seventeenth-century Maratha king Śivājı̄ as a Ks.atriya protector and
patron of the Brahmans, and hinted that resistance to British rule was a duty
which Hindus owed to his memory.

A very different history of Brahman and Ks.atriya was presented by Jotirao
Phooley (or Phule, 1827–90), a member of the non-Brahman Maratha peas-
antry. In Phule’s narrative the Brahmans had invaded India, seized the land from
its rightful owners the ks.atriyas, and attempted to destroy them as recorded in
the myth of Paraśurāma (see Matchett’s chapter 6 above). They enslaved the sur-
vivors by inventing the caste system, classifying them as Śūdras. Śivājı̄ was the
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champion of the indigenous non-Brahman against the alien Brahman, and his
role as protector was now taken by the British. Phule thus combined a common
mythical motif in which low castes claim to be descended from Ks.atriyas who
were cheated of their status, with the Indologists’ narrative of an Āryan inva-
sion (O’Hanlon 1985: 141–51). The view of the Brahman as an alien oppressor
was taken up and elaborated by the Tamil anti-Brahman movement in the twen-
tieth century, which was able to point to a 2,000-year-old Tamil literature
independent of Sanskrit.

Religious and Secular

In the course of the modern period, movements to reform Hindu society became
more varied, and leaders emerged among oppressed groups as well as elites. Yet
there was general agreement that Hindu society must have roots in the past, and
it must have a religious basis. The emphasis on the past refuted both those who
thought reform could only come from the West, and those who thought it was
precluded by an unchanging dharma. The emphasis on religion was natural
when so much criticism of Hindu society attributed its evils to religion, while
most of the ancient literature which became accessible was religious, or used
religious motifs. Keshub, Vivekānanda, Rādhākrishnan and others promoted the
idea that Indian culture was essentially spiritual, in contrast to the materialism
of the West (King 1985).

There are exceptions to this religious approach to reform. E. V. Ramaswamy
Naicker (1879–1973), leader of the Tamil anti-Brahman movement, denounced
belief in God along with Brahmans and their texts and rituals; however, others
in the movement discarded these while retaining God. Apart from Ramaswamy
and some extreme nineteenth-century Utilitarians, secular programs have 
come mainly from twentieth-century Marxists, and it is notable that many of
these were Brahmans: M. N. Roy, D. D. Kosambi, E. M. S. Namboodiripad. The
Marxists, like others, used the past as an arena for the ideological contest; one
of their methods was to reclaim ancient Indian materialism, which they believed
had been deliberately forgotten in favor of a false picture of Indian spirituality
(e.g. Chattopadhyaya 1968). Another Brahman secularist was Jawaharlal
Nehru, whose book The Discovery of India is a personal reflection on the past and
what it can say to the future; he too extols ancient Indian materialism, but also
the Bhagavad-Gı̄tā, Buddhism, and even Śan.kara. Revival is not opposed to
reform; it is the idiom in which it speaks.
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of Vedic Authority by the Brāhmo Samāj,” in Laurie L. Patton, ed., Authority, Anxiety
and Canon: Essays in Vedic Interpretation. Albany, NY: State University of New York
Press, pp. 253–79.

Ranade, Mahadeva Govind. 1902. Religious and Social Reform: A Collection of Essays and
Speeches, ed. M. B. Kolasker. Bombay: Gopal Narayen.

Roy, Rammohun. 1906. The English Works of Raja Rammohun Roy with an English Trans-
lation of “Tufatul Muwahhidin,” eds. Jogendra Chunder Ghose and Eshan Chunder Bose.
Allahabad: Panini Office. (Repr. New York: AMS Press, 1978.)

Samuel, V. Thomas. 1977. One Caste One Religion One God: A Study of Sree Narayana Guru.
Delhi: Sterling.

Saraswatı̄, Dayānanda. 1972. Satyarth Prakash [“light of truth” or “light of the true
meaning”]. Trans. Durga Prasad. 3rd ed. (1st ed. 1908). Delhi: Jan Gyan Prakashan.

Schwartzberg, Joseph E., ed. 1978. A Historical Atlas of South Asia. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press.

Scott, David C. 1979. Keshub Chunder Sen: A Selection Edited with Introduction. Madras:
Christian Literature Society.

Sinha, Pradip. 1978. Calcutta in Urban History. Calcutta, Firma KLM.
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CHAPTER 25

Contemporary Political Hinduism

C. Ram-Prasad

The very idea of “political Hinduism” raises questions generally about the nature
of religion and specifically about the nature of Hinduism. To say that Hinduism
has had a political role in twentieth-century India is already to say a good deal
about an elusive and diffuse phenomenon. This is because many of the develop-
ments through the twentieth century that ostensibly were motivated by con-
cerns of religion are arguably products of more general concerns about identity,
ideological historiography, political power, and economic share. Few issues
covered in this chapter are obviously religious in content, if by “religious” we
mean anything pertaining substantively to the attainment of transcendence, or
even a socio-ethic founded on commitment to transcendence. But to the extent
that this book attempts to deal with all that might be considered “Hindu,” this
chapter focuses on developments in twentieth-century and contemporary India
where politics was or has been affected by appeal to a certain reading of Hin-
duism. (But only a certain reading: after all, Gandhi’s thought and action are
incomprehensible without a consideration of their religious dimensions, but by
no means can be integrated into the present topic.)

This chapter is in three parts. The first part looks at the seminal formulations
of the concept of an essential Hinduness and its political implications for the
nation-state of India. The second part looks at the unsuccessful history of
political parties and organizations associated with the ideology of an essential
Hinduness in independent India and the eventual electoral rise of the premier
Hindu nationalist party to (shared) power. The last part analyzes the experience
of Hindu nationalism in power and suggests that such experience says some-
thing about both Hindu nationalism and the problems of power in a democratic
India.



The Formulation of “Hinduness”: Its Political and 
Cultural Consequences

While issues of religion and culture are deeply implicated in the sociopolitical
thinking of nineteenth-century India (see Dermot Killingley’s chapter in this
volume), a particular crystallization of Hinduism-based ideology occurred on
the margins of the Indian nationalist struggle. This ideology, in brief, attempted
to provide criteria for membership of a nation-state, India, through appeal to
membership of a historical tradition defined, through certain putatively essen-
tial features, as the religion of “Hinduism.”

The first nationwide move towards injecting a specific “Hindu” dimension
into the political sphere came with the setting up of the Hindu Mahasabha (The
Great Hindu Association) in 1915, which drew on existing Hindu Sabhas (asso-
ciations) in different regions of British India. Initially, it was an organization
within the Indian National Congress. The Congress itself was a nonsectarian,
pan-national political body, and the Mahasabha was founded to press, generally,
for a greater orientation towards concerns identified as important to Hindus, and
specifically, for a Hindu counterweight to Muslim demands for quotas for newly
created administrative and electoral positions. This lobby group later became
more explicitly involved in political activity directed towards the attainment of a
“Hindu nation”; for that, it required a systematic ideology, which was provided
by Vinayak Damodar Savarkar.

The formulation of Hindutva

It was Savarkar who, in 1923, gave substance to the neologism “Hindutva” or
Hinduness, in his book, Hindutva: Who is a Hindu? Unlike what the title by itself
might suggest to a student of religion, the book was not about the doctrinal
essence of a religion called Hinduism; it was not a contribution to that litera-
ture, so standard in later twentieth-century academia, on the definition of a reli-
gious tradition. It was the articulation of a certain form of nationalism. Savarkar
argued that geography, race, and culture reveal a commonality, which he iden-
tified as “Hindutva.” But the geography is not strictly territorial, being instead
the ancestral homeland of a people, historically descended from a “race” called
the “Aryans.” Nor is race a biogenetic category, for Savarkar is willing to accept
both the original intermarriage of the Aryans with older native inhabitants and
the continuing absorption, through marriage and cultural adoption, of differ-
ent peoples into Hinduism. So, the ultimate category for Hindutva is culture. But
this culture is not, strictly speaking, religious, if by “religion” is meant a com-
mitment to certain doctrines of transcendence. Savarkar himself does not
profess religious faith, and takes religion – in the form of “Hinduism” – to be only
a part of the larger “Hindu” culture; a distinction is usually maintained between
Hindu religion and the larger Hindu (or even Indic) culture. In all these matters,
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Savarkar is keenly aware of irreducible diversity, be it in conceptions of sacred
geography, racial intermingling, or religious beliefs and practices. That is why he
attempts to identify an essence, a commonality. Everything, then, comes down
to understanding the essence of Hindu culture. But unfortunately, when identi-
fying what is distinctly Hindu, he goes back to a religious concept: to be Hindu
is to take India as the holy land. This is what distinguishes the Hindu from the
Christian or the Muslim (although, on other counts, the possibility of Christians
and Muslims being “Hindus” is granted). This is difficult to follow through, since
the concept of what is holy is itself a religious one, but the religion involved
derives its identity from a culture – which culture, exactly, Savarkar is attempt-
ing to essentialize in the first place.

Regardless of the intellectual coherence of his position, Savarkar articulated
the idea that the nation could be construed in terms of Hinduness. Since Hindus
did, as a matter of fact, exist, an appeal to their identity as the foundation of
nationalism was possible even if exactly how that identity was determined in the
first place was not clear.

The political consequence of this formulation lay, however, not so much in
what it tried to do for Hindus as in how it used Muslims (and Christians) for its
ideological ends. Arguably, it was a certain perception of Muslims and (in the
form of the British) Christians that motivated the enunciation of Hindutva.
Savarkar’s call to Hindus to regain an ancient glory is explicitly premised on that
glory having been tarnished by an invasion of and the clash with Islam (and,
later, the Christianity of Western imperialism). A renascent Hindu nation (since
Savarkar is convinced that there was such an original nation) must solve the
problem of heterogeneity and diversity. That is to say, in order to create a Hindu
state, the problems brought about by the presence of Islam and Christianity (ren-
dered possible according to Savarkar only by the oppression of Hindus) must 
be solved. Such a solution might require the removal of alienness from Hindu
society, but must at least involve Muslim and Christian acceptance of Hindu
public culture in a nation-state. The coherence of any strategy to render India
Hindu, then, requires recognizing the threat of Muslim and Christian otherness
and dealing with it in a variety of uncompromising ways.

Subsequently, Savarkar led the Mahasabha, and his skills in this regard seemed
likely to lead it to greater prominence. But the Congress was moving decisively
into ever-wider constituencies, and by 1937, the Mahasabha was excluded from
it, especially on charges of being “communal,” i.e., pursuing the concerns purely
of a religious community, rather than of all India. Thereafter, it had no real
political role to play in the last decade of the independence movement.

The RSS and Hindu culture

Hindutva, however, gained a very different sort of organized support than the
original involvement within the Indian National Congress might have suggested.
Savarkar deeply influenced Keshav Baliram Hedgewar, who had learned various
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terrorist techniques before joining the Congress. Hedgewar left the Congress
convinced of the inefficacy of Gandhi’s peaceful “noncooperation” methods
against British rule, and in 1925 founded a nationalist organization called the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS, the Association of National[ist] Volun-
teers). His organizational model was the militant and ascetic sects of medieval
and early modern India. But while borrowing elements from them such as
shared rituals, a paradoxically ascetic engagement with worldly affairs, and
tight-knit patterns of sacred leaders and dedicated initiates, Hedgewar also bor-
rowed Western principles of organization and representation. The RSS sought
to emulate what were perceived to be highly successful British (and European)
forms of discipline, drill, and corporate spirit. Hedgewar’s organizational skills
and contacts with like-minded men from his sort of background (Maharashtrian
brahmins) built up the RSS, but its ideological development came with
Hedgewar’s successor, Madhav Sadashiv Golwalkar.

Golwalkar provided a systematic articulation of the RSS’s ideological grounds
and aims in his work of 1939, We, or Our Nationhood Defined. Golwalkar both
captured Hedgewar’s working vision of the RSS and went beyond it to present a
distinctive ideology. He captured the most striking aspect of RSS ideology – its
concern for a nation rather than a state. Of course, this was still concern for the
culture of a Hindu nation. But where Savarkar had approached culture in rela-
tion to a Hindu polity, Golwalkar approached it in relation to Hindu society. The
RSS’s primary aim was to foster within society those aspects of thought and
conduct that would integrate and unite Hindus. Issues of state may follow, but
that was not the objective of the RSS.

Like Savarkar, Golwalkar did not articulate the idea of Hinduness in terms
either of territorially specific (as opposed to ancestral and sacred) geographic
boundaries or of racial purity. He too sought to present what was essentially
Hindu as an organic culture, which had become weak and divided. But where
Savarkar’s aim had been to make explicit the underlying unity of Hindus in order
to create a political entity, the Hindu state (raj), Golwalkar claimed that the RSS
would work to realise a society true to the Hindu nation (rashtra). In the narrow
sense of involvement in the public mobilization of opinion for the purposes of
affecting and attaining institutional power in a polity, the RSS was not conceived
as a “political” organization. It did not involve itself in electioneering and
running for office. It represented and still represents itself as a “cultural” organ-
ization, working to bring back into the functioning of society those principles
that, according to it, exemplify the attitudes and values of Hinduness. (But I am
not being evasive in not saying exactly what those attitudes and values are: 
it precisely is the conceptual problem for Hindutva ideology that it cannot list 
in any specific way what makes Hindus – and only they – essentially Hindus.
Instead, there is the circular appeal to the beliefs and practices of a preexisting,
albeit unreformed and disunited Hindu nation precisely in order to define that
very Hindu nation.)

Organizationally, the RSS was successful, although its success bred its own
limitations and problems. In drawing on traditional forms of organizations
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focused on physicality, militancy, asceticism, and sectarian membership, the RSS
provided its own version of the ritually mediated Indian gymnasium, the akhara.
At these gatherings, organized under the aegis of a more Westernized unit 
of control, the local branch (shakha), groups of men could train themselves,
physically and morally, to become exemplars of “Hindu manhood,” under the
guidance of teachers/preachers (pracharaks). (The gender dimension was not
systematically thought through, but rather an outgrowth of an unthinking
androcentricism. As the ideological appeal of inducting women into the move-
ment became clearer, a women’s wing [the Rashtra Sevika Samithi, the National
Council of (Women) Workers] was formed without much justification regarding
gender.) The RSS expressed a combination of martial and spiritual values that
drew from the previous few centuries of experience amongst the brahmins and
other upper-caste men of Maharashtra. This cultural appeal was compounded
by sociopolitical factors. The growth of the Congress was due to mass mobiliza-
tion; and the involvement of and articulation of demands by other sections of
Hindu society was as much a cause of unease amongst potential RSS men as
was Muslim political activity. Consequently, the model developed by the founders
of the RSS was attractive and recognizable amongst many groups of brahmin
and other upper-caste Hindu men in and around Maharashtra.

The problem for the RSS was that it was founded with the aim of eventually
transforming the whole nation while its cadres seemed to be drawn from a
narrow caste and regional background. So the drive began to extend its appeal.
The cultural background of its early members, however, never ceased to be
influential, and the growth of the RSS was not a product of any change in its
ideological character. The model of the teacher and the idea of disciplined accul-
turation helped widen its appeal at least to other parts of North India where
young upper caste men could identify with the RSS. Not only has the RSS never
been able to have appeal across castes, but it has tended to be weak in South
India, outside the areas of Karnataka state on the borders of Maharashtra.
Where the RSS has drawn from traditionally disadvantaged backgrounds, it has
done so because of the ambition of castes and individuals to improve their social
status through the emulation of the upper castes known as “Sanskritization.”

Meanwhile, in the 1930s, the Hindu Mahasabha, which still based itself on
the narrow appeal of elite groups of royal families and upper-caste notables,
could not mobilize itself as a political force of any electoral or strategic con-
sequence. Specifically political concerns about the place of Hindus and Hindu
culture in an independent Indian state were articulated much more influentially
by the Hindu traditionalists within Congress. They attempted to reconcile their
fundamental sympathy for a more Hindu-oriented political dispensation with
Mahatma Gandhi’s determination to preserve harmony and equality between
religions. Whatever the inner tensions of Hindu traditionalism within Congress,
it had the immense advantage of working institutionally within the electorally
dominant Indian political force of that time, leaving the Mahasabha without
scope for influence.
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Hindu Nationalism and the Politics of Independent India

Partition and its aftermath

The political impact of the growth of the RSS in the 1940s was magnified by the
events surrounding the birth of Independent India. The RSS, implicitly basing
itself on the concept of a cultural “majority,” took a very different view of
Hindu–Muslim differences than did the leaders of the Muslim League. But ironi-
cally, both were opposed to the dominant Congress idea of an India for all reli-
gions. The leaders of the Muslim League held that it would be impossible to have
a single nation-state for all religions, and campaigned for the creation of a sepa-
rate “Islamic state” of Pakistan. Hindu nationalists, and in particular, the RSS,
equally disagreed with the concept of a state neutral (or equally tolerant)
towards all religions. But they did not hold the Partition of India to be the solu-
tion. They argued instead that India (by then defined by the borders of the British
Raj, although in Hindutva theory it was a much larger and ideal entity, perhaps
encompassing everything between Iran and Singapore) was already a Hindu
nation and should never be divided. Instead, all Muslims had to agree to partici-
pate in a national life that, in some constitutive way, was Hindu. The renascence
of the nation would not consist only in the transformation of the attitudes and
values of those who already counted themselves as Hindus. It would also require
the recognition by both other native Indian religionists – Buddhists, Jains – and
religionists of the “alien” religions – Muslims, Christians – that they were, in a
cultural sense, Hindus. For this reason, the RSS implacably opposed the Parti-
tion of India. Hindu nationalists could not reconcile themselves to Partition,
when those from Congress who negotiated for Indian Independence – Gandhi,
Nehru, Patel – finally and reluctantly consented to it because they recognized
that the idea of a unified and religiously neutral state was unacceptable to the
Muslim League and its supporters.

With Partition, the political leadership within Congress showed potentially
divergent attitudes to the emerging situation, based on different readings of the
role of Hinduism in the Indian polity. Jawaharlal Nehru and others held the
secular position that (the now partitioned) India should be a country in which
the state was neutral towards all religions and, if anything, supportive of the
minorities so as to compensate for any natural domination that a majority Hindu
population would have in the polity. Vallabhai Patel and others sympathetic to
a Hindu traditionalist position argued in precisely the opposite direction: given
a natural Hindu majority, the structures and processes of the state should reflect
that fact, so that the treatment of minorities, while having to obey all the dic-
tates of legal equality and fairness, had to be derived from a Hindu position. This
division was based on competing interpretations of Gandhi’s own balance
between his Hindu beliefs and his acceptance of the equality of religions. After
Partition, Gandhi refocused his expression of interreligious amity, from 
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opposition to Partition to harmony between India and Pakistan and between the
religious communities within India.

The RSS and the Hindu Mahasabha had some affinity with the Hindu tradi-
tionalists within Congress, and on occasion were invited into its fold. But the
Hindu traditionalists were still utterly loyal to Gandhi, whereas his morally
unflinching strategy of reaching out to Muslims after the death of his political
dream of an undivided India profoundly alienated Hindu nationalists. (There
were, however, some Hindu traditionalists who abandoned Congress to join the
Hindu Mahasabha, because they thought the Congress insufficiently resolute in
its opposition to Partition.) Hindu nationalists saw this as the ceding of the goal
of a Hindu India, although there were differences of opinion in the RSS and the
Mahasabha about how to treat the offer of rapprochement from Hindu tradi-
tionalists within Congress. The potential for any development in such a direc-
tion was severely damaged when a Mahasabha (and former RSS) member,
Nathuram Godse, assassinated Mahatma Gandhi for his sympathetic attitude to
Muslims. Nehru saw this against his reading of all forms of Hindu nationalism
as essentially fascistic, and acted strongly by banning the RSS.

In the years after Independence, Hindu nationalism was in a strange state. On
the one hand, it had not only not got its demand for an undivided, Hindu India,
but it had been implicated in the death of Gandhi. On the other, it not only had
affinities with one wing of the utterly dominant Congress Party (and therefore
some scope for future political influence), but it seemed well placed to occupy
that space in the political sphere open for sociocultural conservativism. During
the crisis caused by the issue of the treatment of Hindus in Pakistan (especially
Bengalis in East Pakistan), Hindu nationalists sought to take the high ground
against what they saw as Nehru’s soft and weak strategy. But he acted decisively
against their attempts to manipulate the political issue and build bridges with
Hindu traditionalists within Congress.

The Jana Sangh and the dominance of Nehruvian secularism

There was no real growth in Hindu nationalism over the following two decades.
The single most important reason was extrinsic to the Hindu nationalist organ-
izations: the determination of Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first Prime Minister, to
fashion a polity and a politics that was not only secular in the formal Indian
sense of state neutrality towards religions, but also “noncommunalist,” that is,
strictly without any appeal to or role for religion-based identity in the public life
of the nation-state. The Indian constitution that came into force in 1950 was
very much a secular document, since many of its framers had views akin to
Nehru in this regard.

The constitutional framework of Indian politics therefore made it difficult for
the Hindu Mahasabha to operate on its basic ideology of a Hindu nation. Any
explicit electoral appeal to putative Hindu values seemed to run counter to the
legal concept of a polity in which religion was not a legitimate source of politi-

532 c. ram-prasad



cal identity. This difficulty was compounded by the fact that the other major
opposition groups, the Socialists and the Communists, were in total agreement
on this framework with the Nehruvian Congress. In a more organizational
context, too, the Mahasabha was at a disadvantage; its lack of mobilizational
capacity, its dependence on certain elite groups, its lack of grassroots support,
all told against it everywhere but in certain strongholds in central India.

Nehru was not only successful in constitutional terms, by making secularism
the norm of political activity. He was also successful within the Congress in both
limiting the influence of Hindu traditionalist leaders, who may have had goals
similar to the Hindu Mahasabha, and in developing a party system tied to a
machinery of state-derived power and patronage that dissuaded even those
unsympathetic to his ideals from leaving Congress.

In sum, Hindu nationalism could not make any headway in the politics of
newly independent India. But there was to be some hope for it in the formation
of a new party, the Bharatiya Jana Sangh, although it came to very little in the
first two decades of its existence. The history of the Jana Sangh and its rela-
tionship to the RSS is important for what it tells us about the nature of Hindu
nationalism and the conditions that led to the eventual re-formation of the 
Jana Sangh as the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). It was the BJP that eventually
gained a measure of success in using the appeal of religion to gain power in
government.

S. P. Mookerjee, a Hindu traditionalist in Nehru’s original cabinet, found
himself so much in disagreement with government policy, especially with regard
to (Islamic) Pakistan, that he began to liaise increasingly with Golwalkar and the
RSS. Eventually, he left to start the Jana Sangh. From the beginning, the rela-
tionship between the explicitly party political Jana Sangh and the “cultural” RSS
was complicated. On the one hand, there was the consideration that by giving
ideological and – more directly – organizational support to a political party, the
RSS could hope to transform society through the political process while itself
remaining outside of it. On the other hand, there was the more austere concern
to remain untouched by political considerations in the pursuit of the ideal of
sociocultural transformation. Eventually, the continued marginalization of
Hindu traditionalists within Congress seemed to Mookerjee to open up the pos-
sibility of a Hindu nationalist opposition to Congress, and Golwalkar softened
his suspicion of involvement with a political party.

The formation of the Jana Sangh did not lead to any significant impact 
by Hindu nationalism on the Indian polity, because of the combination of
Nehruvian strategies mentioned above and the sheer personal authority of
Nehru in removing nonsecular alternatives from serious political influence.
Mookerjee’s straightforward political aim of developing an alternative to the
Nehruvian conseus therefore did not succeed, and in any case was always seen
at odds with RSS ideals. However, the search for immediate political impact 
was rejected by the Jana Sangh after 1954, under the leadership of Deedayal
Upadhyaya. The Jana Sangh began to espouse, in effect, the RSS goal of an
ultimate transformation of the Hindu nation. Political activity was to be 

contemporary political hinduism 533



confined to necessary and strategic engagement with specific issues and the
occasional electoral success.

Upadhyaya developed his views on Hindu nationalism, and thereby codified
the Jana Sangh mission, in two books, The Two Plans and, more resonantly, Inte-
gral Humanism. From the RSS (to which, as most of the subsequent Jana Sangh
leadership, he belonged), he accepted the ultimate aim of a cultural transfor-
mation of the nation, based on the organic notion of an existent Hindu society
with its own essential historical features and functions. But the explicit political
aim, which was to be the Jana Sangh’s specific raison d’être, was the realization
of the Hindu nation within the state of India, through the transformation of all
political institutions from village to central government. However, such trans-
formation, which would seem to require electoral success, was in fact going to
be achievable only through gaining more diffuse support in society as a whole.
The process was an idealization: it was not that the Jana Sangh would gain power
through electoral success and then bring about social change; rather there
would first have to be social change before there could be electoral success. 
The Jana Sangh could only then set about attending to its specific tasks within
the Hindutva movement, namely, the realization of Hindu principles within the
institutions of the Indian state.

This strategy had a profound effect on the way party political Hindu nation-
alism developed. Adhering closely to the idea of (self-)disciplined organiza-
tion espoused by the RSS, the Jana Sangh concentrated on the so-called 
sanghathanist strategy. Sangathan means “consolidation,” and the strategy was
meant to focus on building disciplined cadres and inculcating Hindu values at
the grassroots. The contrast was with the conventional political model of elec-
toral calculation, alliances, elite support, manifestos with explicit socioeconomic
promises, etc. The consequence of the sangathanist strategy was a sustained
closeness between the RSS and the Jana Sangh, and lack of electoral success (for
which the sangathan strategy offered idealized justification).

Hindu nationalism through the 1950s and much of the 1960s found it diffi-
cult to explicate a political position that made relevant use of the cultural argu-
ments of Hindutva. This was primarily because of Nehru’s and, initially, Indira
Gandhi’s refusal to allow any relaxation of the secularist framework of discourse
and political contestation. The Jana Sangh had, instead, to engage through other
oppositional strategies, especially on the economy. Here, there seemed to be no
direct and obvious answer to the question of what economic model followed
from Hindutva ideology. One wing of Hindu nationalism, which had an affinity
with the still existent Hindu traditionalist element in Congress, made the link
between cultural conservatism and economic liberalism. It saw not only an
instrumental reason to oppose Nehruvian socialist and dirigiste policies but also
an ideological continuity between an organic conception of a society comprised
of different groups and an economic ideal of free activity. The other wing 
took the cultural conception of an organic society to involve commitment to
social issues of development, which was to a certain extent compatible with
Nehruvian socialism. This tension has continued to beset Hindu nationalism.
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However, even the anti-free marketeers could find some disagreement with
Nehruvian socialism, because the latter concentrated on the essentially mod-
ernist enterprise of creating an industrial economy, whereas the RSS type of
social development was focused (in a way oddly reminiscent of Gandhi) on the
agrarian economy, with its ties to an ancient civilizational way of life.

The first taste of power: the Janata Party

The ideological tension within the Hindu nationalist fold gradually fed into a
tension over political strategy as well. In the face of the dominance of the
Nehruvian Congress, the Jana Sangh had, as mentioned, adhered to its RSS roots
of cultivating a cultural strategy on the ground, without overt concern for elec-
toral success. But divisions within Congress opened up between Indira Gandhi
and her older colleagues in the late 1960s, and the Jana Sangh was confronted
with a choice. It could retain its old strategy or it could move in a more populist
direction to benefit from any possible re-alignment with Hindu traditionalists
opposed to Indira Gandhi.

Populism brought its own difficulties, as was evident during the “cow protec-
tion agitation.” The cow being considered sacred, Hindu nationalists had always
asked for legal provision against cow slaughter. In a bid to further their agenda,
Hindu nationalists attempted to mobilize Hindu public opinion in the mid-1960s
against the government’s refusal to allow for such provision. This included
appeal to Hindu religious organizations and holy men. Such a form of populism
drew on the ideological roots of sangathanist strategy, by mobilizing people on
the basis of cultural appeal to Hindu values. However, as violence resulted from
the confrontation between demonstrators and the government, the Jana Sangh
realized that such populism hindered instrumental strategies aimed at forming
a coherent opposition to Indira Gandhi’s Congress, because her other opponents
were at least uncomfortable and usually hostile to Hindu nationalist concerns
like “cow protection.” So the Jana Sangh in Parliament had to try and build
bridges with anti-Indira Gandhi groups, and the agitation proved a failure.

Indira Gandhi’s adroit use of Indian nationalist sentiment during and after
the victorious war with Pakistan and the birth of Bangladesh in 1971 politically
marginalized the Jana Sangh. However, her drift into authoritarian rule, ending
in the declaration of an Emergency, in which political rights were suspended, led
to a recrudescence of Hindu nationalism. As legitimate leaders of the political
opposition were jailed, the extralegal activity of the RSS, now led by another
Maharahstrian brahmin, Balasaheb Deoras, had a chance to flourish. He ini-
tially tried to cooperate with her but she had no immediate gain in doing so, and
continued to target RSS workers as much as she did anyone else. The RSS then
traded on its old image as an organization willing to be exposed to political
danger and oppression. It became a focal point of resistance, organizing anti-
governmental activity alongside socialists and others by drawing on a new
membership that was thrown, by Indira Gandhi’s actions, into underground
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opposition. When the Emergency ended and she boldly decided to go to the
people on her record in the Emergency, a new political topography shaped up.
The opposition to her had come from across the political spectrum and, indeed,
had been the prime cause of her extreme and undemocratic reaction. Jaya
Prakash Narayan, the Gandhian reformer, had sought before the Emergency to
develop an idealistic oppositional front to Indira Gandhi. This value-based ideal
was predictably transformed into a highly political strategy (although much to
his acknowledged discomfort). When the post-Emergency election was declared,
an extraordinary political creature was born: the Janata Party, consisting of
the Socialists, the Congress (the breakaway party of the 1960s), more recent
Congress dissidents, some others – and the Jana Sangh.

The Janata Party was to be the Jana Sangh’s means of entry into legitimate
political power, and as such, the latter accepted the terms of its participation in
the government the Janata Party formed after Indira Gandhi’s defeat.

The RSS equivocally supported the Jana Sangh’s strategy of engaging in poli-
tics with secularist parties. Its grassroots mobilization was crucial, but it refused
to formalize any amalgamation into the Janata Party, firmly asserting its self-
conception as a cultural guide that stood “above” political activity. In any case,
there were strong internal differences of opinion within the Janata Party about
the RSS, as the Socialist wing took the RSS to be against everything it stood for.
This suspicion of the RSS was a feature of the Janata Party during its brief and
unstable period in power.

The point to note about Hindu nationalism’s first taste of national power 
was the extent to which its engagement with the political process depended on
uneasy alliances with non-Congress parties. The same parties that, from the late
1960s, had drawn Hindu nationalists into opposition to Indira Gandhi felt it
more rational to oppose them when power became an actuality. A common
enemy was insufficient, outside times of crises, to keep secularist parties allied
to Hindu nationalists, despite the claims of pragmatists within the Jana Sangh
– like Atal Behari Vajpayee, External Affairs Minister in the Janata government
– that they had set aside their original ideological goals in favor of the social
reform agenda of the Janata Party. By the time of the next election, Indira
Gandhi’s use of secularism as an ideological counter-strategy had made non-
Jana Sangh groups within the Janata Party appear antisecular – appearing to
subordinate them to Hindu nationalism. After electoral defeat, the break-up of
the Janata Party was inevitable, for its internal contradictions were insuperable.

The BJP and the Sangh Parivar

In 1980, the Jana Sangh refounded itself as the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).
This party was going to take a very different course through the Indian political
landscape. The RSS under Deoras was emphatic that the Jana Sangh had failed
in its strategy of integrating with other parties primarily because it had not kept
its ideological purity, a purity that could take the party to political power only
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through a mobilization of Hindus for a religiocultural cause. From now on,
political power would come only through unique Hindu nationalist strategies
aimed at a fundamental transformation of the attitude of Hindus towards the
nature of the Indian polity. The RSS would be involved in this process because
grassroots activity and cultural transformation were going to possible only if the
BJP acted in accordance with the ideas behind its conception. This eventually led
to the radical strategies of the late 1980s and early 1990s; and they were radical
because Hindu nationalism combined, in that period, grassroots organization in
the traditional RSS manner with mass mobilization through the politicization of
Hindu cultural identity. But this was not before the new BJP had attempted to
maintain some continuity with its predecessor.

In the early 1980s, Indira Gandhi appropriated Hindu sentiments in her
increasingly extreme attempts to outflank all opposition. This included her
dangerously confrontational treatment of the demand for a Sikh state in the
Punjab, which ultimately led to her assassination. But Rajiv Gandhi, succeeding
her on a wave of sympathy that brought Congress an unprecedented domina-
tion in Parliament, also found it expedient to invoke Hindu imagery in his
attempt to secure support from sections of the Hindu population. The BJP’s
“liberal” strategy of fighting on social and economic issues, therefore, was quite
unsuccessful, for it had abandoned its natural constituency and then found it
taken over by the Congress. (Indeed, in this period, the RSS occasionally pre-
ferred Congress to the BJP in local disputes, as when it was challenged by the
electorally successful Communists in Kerala. There, Congress alone provided
opposition and partially used communalization to secure upper-class Hindu
votes against the Communists.)

Partially because of the lack of political success, the RSS revivified a different
organization, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP, the World Hindu Assembly).
This had been founded in the 1960s with the support of religious leaders like
Swami Chinmayananda, but had focused primarily on the teaching of Hindu
religious beliefs. In the 1980s, it started developing as the activist arm of Hindu
nationalism, working with the RSS but expressing its Hindutva convictions in
overtly political areas and in a political manner. Its strategy was exemplified in
demonstrations and marches meant to articulate the idea of a united Hindu
India, covering places sacred in Hinduism and systematically conflating Hindu
sacred geography with Indian political unity.

Then, for a variety of reasons (and when a late and unconvincing lurch
towards getting back Muslim votes led to his loss of Hindu votes as well), Rajiv
Gandhi’s Congress lost power to the new left-wing party, the Janata Dal. The 
BJP almost recreated the situation of ten years previously, going into an anti-
Congress coalition; but only almost, for it did not join the government. To under-
stand what the BJP then did, we must see what was happening with Hindu
nationalism in the 1980s.

Through the decade, Hindu nationalist mobilization had proceeded almost
against or independently of the BJP’s cautious and noncommunal parliamen-
tary strategy. Hindu nationalism in this period became more focused and 
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organized than it had previously been. In 1981, the conversion of low-caste
Hindus to Islam in the Tamil village of Meenakshipuram has acted as a lightning
rod for the alarmist tendencies of Hindu nationalism. Events like that could be
presented as an attack on Hinduism and therefore a threat to the very fabric of
India. Another rich source of threat perception was the illegal immigration of
Muslims from Bangladesh. Although the bulk of them went to the contiguous
states of West Bengal and Assam (where they interacted with other ethnic prob-
lems), the political consequence was most felt in Bombay. There, the right-wing
Shiv Sena (the Army of Shiva), which had originally sprung up as a chauvinist
Maharashtrian party targeting internal immigrants from south India, reposi-
tioned itself as a Hindu nationalist party targeting Muslims. As with conversion,
so with illegal immigration, the threat of an Islamic invasion of a Hindu land was
used as a cultural gloss on prevailing economic insecurities and tensions.

The non-BJP organizations in the Hindutva family of organizations (the
Sangh Parivar), then, were busy developing a mobilizatory rhetoric. The funda-
mental strategy was to interpret economic tensions in cultural terms, and con-
flate the identities of culture and the nation-state. Muslims, it was argued, were
unfairly pampered by the secular nation-state, which was blind to the threat
posed by them to its very existence. The ideal way to safeguard the nation-state
was to remove the threat, but that could be done only by those whose loyalty
was only to it; and they were the Hindus, whose nation, after all, India was. If,
in that process, the resources of the state were redirected to Hindus, that was
only fair and proper. Indira and Rajiv Gandhi recognized that targeting economic
resources (jobs, places in educational institutions, other forms of preferential
treatment) was an effective means of mobilizing key constituencies; hence their
concern to express a Hindu identity. But whereas, in this period, the BJP’s par-
liamentary caution allowed it to be outflanked, the other Hindu nationalist
organizations persisted with their strategy, hindered though they were by Con-
gress’s actual control of economic resources. These organizations were working
for the longer term. Also, when Rajiv Gandhi recognized the need to woo back
Muslim voters after his flirtation with Hindu symbolism, the Hindu nationalists
were ready to welcome disaffected Hindus.

Electoral Success and the Problems of Power

In the late 1980s, the BJP faced a delicate task. Its strength would come elec-
torally only through the grassroots mobilization undertaken by the rest of the
Sangh Parivar; and it was that very strength that would make it a worthwhile
ally in any anti-Congress alliance. But that alliance was to be with the Janata Dal,
which was extremely hostile to Hindu nationalism; indeed, more so than the old
Janata Party, which had at least had old-style Hindu traditionalists at its core.

In the elections of 1989, the BJP went into an agreement with the Janata Dal,
but did not join the government formed after the defeat of Congress, merely offer-
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ing parliamentary support from outside. Calculations over parliamentary major-
ity alone kept the Janata Dal in its relationship with the BJP, and the BJP bided
its time as part of an anti-Congress front without worrying its fellow organiza-
tions in the Sangh Parivar.

The Hindu nationalism of the rest of the Sangh Parivar, which the BJP was
now acknowledging as successful in the mobilization of the Hindu vote, was able
to reinterpret basic socioeconomic concerns amongst a large section of the
population as a cultural issue, wherein lay its success. A small, but influential
urban elite was concerned to increase its wealth and power through access to
the instruments of state, in a way directly opposed by the Left parties (including
the Janata Dal) and indirectly by the promiscuous and erratic populism of
Congress. The Hindu nationalists, by claiming that they would recast the state
as a traditional (if unspecified) Hindu organism, promised these aspirational
elites a dispensation in which they were likely to gain influence commensurate
with their perceived standing in traditional (caste) society. The larger group to
appeal to, however, was the middle-class (and middle-caste) semi-urban groups
caught in the uncertainties of economic modernization – scarce public sector
jobs, a competitive educational market, erosion of agricultural certainties. This
group had a perception of loss of access to economic wherewithal. Hindu
nationalists explained this as being caused by the unfair and threatening dis-
crimination by the state in favor of Muslims – the very people who, by virtue of
history and transnational loyalties, were alleged to be least “deserving” of statal
support. To both these groups, Hindu nationalist offered a Hindu state, in which
natural, organic privileges would come to those who “belonged.”

The crucial political achievement, however, lay not in this targeting, but in
the symbolization of Hindu identity for a Hindu state. Clearly, in order to draw
upon the support of Hindus as Hindus, a definable conception of Hinduism as
the cultural essence of India had to be given; and this, as we will remember, was
the concern of both Savarkar and Golwalkar. The success of Hindu nationalism
in the late 1980s and early 1990s lay in presenting identifiable symbols of such
an essence. The most potent symbol the Hindu deity, Rama, and his supposed
birthplace, Ayodhya, in the northern Indian state of Uttar Pradesh.

Ayodhya and the consequences of mobilization

Rama has a long and complex history in Hinduism; but suffice it to say that,
warrior though he is from the beginning, his divinization by the tradition
depends heavily on seeing him as the exemplar of compassion, forgiveness, and
gentleness in the most extreme circumstances of war, conflict, and misfortune.
In contrast, Hindu nationalism selectively reread him as a martial hero, a lop-
sided guardian of cultural honor. They also took the Gandhian idea of a Utopian
“rule of Rama” (ram rajya) as an age of balance, harmony, and peace, and re-
fashioned it as the exemplification of a culturally pristine Hindu nation. Thus
reread, the popular worship of Rama (mostly in north India) could become an
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already existent manifestation of Hindu nationalism. This process was helped,
indirectly and largely unwittingly, by the simplistically refashioned but enor-
mously successful television serialization of the Ramayana by the state broad-
casting corporation.

This process of creating a political focus on a religious symbol would not have
worked without a specific means of relating the ideal of a Hindu nation to the
threatening reality of Islam; for the stigmatizing of Muslims was, as we have
seen, the obverse of the Hindu nationalist conception of a Hindu polity. To a
certain extent, the present was potent enough – as the agitation over Muslim
immigrants from Bangladesh showed. But, despite militancy amongst some
Muslim groups, especially those ideologically (and sometimes financially) linked
to transnational Islamic fundamentalism, the inescapable reality was of a largely
depressed community usually socially integrated into Indian society. So, the
revivification of Hindu India had to come from history.

Turning to an old concern going back to the 1940s, Hindu nationalists began
agitating for the reclamation of Hindu holy sites taken over by Islam in the past.
Undoubtedly, it was the practice of some Muslim rulers to build mosques on the
site of destroyed Hindu temples; in Benares and elsewhere, this was the case.
There was, in any case, the fundamental question of what significance to attach
to these historical events in today’s multireligious and secular polity; but the
Hindu nationalists chose as their main target a more problematic site, a mosque
in a small and nondescript village that bore the same name as Rama’s traditional
capital, Ayodhya. That there had been a temple at all there was uncertain; that
there was any local tradition associating the village with a traditional sacred site
was uncertain; that Hinduism reads literal meaning into sacred geography is
questionable. But the connection between a mosque, a place-name resonant
with meaning to many Hindus, and a divinity with pan-Hindu appeal was irre-
sistible. The start of the re-creation of a Hindu nation, then, was the liberation
of Hindu holy places, and the first place, the most important, because common
to all Hindus, was to be Ayodhya. For this, the mosque had to be destroyed and
a temple (re)built in its place.

By 1990, an unsustainable division was emerging between the Janata Dal,
led by Vishwanath Pratap Singh, and the BJP. The Janata Dal’s own populism
was targeted, in conventional Leftist fashion, at the economically weak sections
of society – in India, those castes specified by the Constitution as either “Back-
ward” or “Scheduled.” The proposal was to increase massively the reservation
of educational seats for these castes. While the BJP was concerned not to an-
tagonize potential voters amongst them, its own targeting was of different sec-
tions of society, as we have seen. As agitation and counter-agitation over the
proposed reservation policy spread across India, the BJP decisively swung
towards the Hindu nationalism propagated by the rest of the Parivar. The Pres-
ident of the BJP, Lal Krishna Advani, who had been trained in the RSS, threw
himself into a plan of mobilization. He began a “pilgrimage of the chariot” (rath
yathra) across the country. Ayodhya became the focus of Hindu nationalist
mobilization. To destroy the mosque was to destroy the deleterious consequence
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of alien rule over a native Hindu land, to (re)build a temple on the site was to
reclaim history itself for Hinduism.

This campaign was calibrated in its rhetoric. It built up a series of appeals,
through public meetings, repeated use of messages, the playing of tapes in public
places, and the association of sacred symbols and places with the Hindutva
conception of the nation. All this was meant to create and sustain an identity
through psychoses. It cannot be said that the strategy was thought out in
abstract terms. Rather, a direct and unquestioning connection was made
between targeting Muslims and creating support amongst Hindus who were
potentially or already hostile to Muslims. But the actual process was, in its way,
sophisticated. By heightening a sense of the alienness of an identifiable (minor-
ity) group, the campaign would bring together those who shared that sense.
From the negative identification of otherness would emerge a positive common
identity, multiplied through the psychology of crowd agglomeration. This would,
if sustained, convert into a longer-lasting support for the leaders of the mobi-
lization. Such support could translate into electoral strength. But that sense of
the alienness of Muslims, to be sustained for such ends, would inevitably require
a mass emotionalism, which would seek immediate and cathartic expression: in
violence. In short, violence appeared to be intrinsic to this method of mobiliza-
tion. Even aside from the trauma of Partition, there has been communal clashes
between Muslims and Hindus in India in the past, some extremely serious; but
this time its occurrence was a result of a political strategy, not due to a random
collection of pressures.

The mobilization proved successful on its own terms because it represented 
a concrete outcome as the first step of an abstract political process. It linked 
the vast ideological goal of a Hindu polity with a tangible act meant as historical
redress. Every expression of resentment over the Muslim role in India’s past and
present could be articulated in the campaign to tear down a mosque and build
a temple in its place. The formal sentiment of Hindu pride was given substance
through a more diffuse exaltation of Hindu sacrality – the ahistoric importance
of Ayodhya had impressed itself on the minds of many Hindus. Some Hindus
considered holy, either leaders or followers of various religious orders, under-
took to support the movement.

The demolition on December 6, 1992, was driven by a mixed body of mili-
tants (especially those of the Bajrang Dal, the militant [but autonomous] youth
wing of the VHP), most of them completely out of the control of the politicians
and other leaders who had led the movement and sought to gain political advan-
tage from it. The ruling Congress dithered in its response, both to the movement
and to the actual demolition, vacillating between acting strongly against Hindu
nationalist leaders (but alienating a potentially huge Hindu vote) and being
conciliatory (and alienating both Muslims and the evident majority of Hindus
opposed to the entire strategy). Some leaders were charged, some of the local
police were implicated in the destruction, there was an angry response from
Muslims, the violence escalated, and in Bombay, where the Shiv Sena was ready
to exploit its communalist muscle, there were serious riots. Apart from the actual
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violence and death, however, a more abstract if extremely grave issue was at
stake: the status of the Indian polity as one in which religions were treated with
equal respect and religion itself was not a legitimate concern of the political
process.

In the event, the issue has proved irresolvable. On the one hand, the immedi-
ate political fallout revealed a striking resistance amongst Hindus to the process
of communalization, i.e., the process of recasting politics as a struggle over reli-
gious identity and between religious communities. Geographically, there was a
strong rejection of the strategy in most of south India, removed from the events
in Ayodhya and with a different history of intercommunal relations. Demo-
graphically, there was an immediate ebbing away of support for the BJP from 
the urban elite groups, who saw in the destruction of the mosque nothing but
a loss of political credibility. On the other hand, the question still remained as to
whether a suitably modulated version of this strategy could, in future, remobi-
lize sufficient numbers of Hindus. This was because the very possibility of large-
scale and violent communalization had now become conceivable within the
political system.

Hindu nationalism’s options

The subsequent history of Hindu nationalism over the decade revealed the fun-
damental differences of conception, goal and strategy that had long existed in
India, but which emerged starkly after Ayodhya. Two factors made the choices
facing Hindu nationalists ever clearer after Ayodhya. Firstly, the destruction of
the mosque itself was such an extreme event in the context of India that, even
if any ambivalence about its value and effect remained, it could not form the
basis of a unified and sustained Sangh Parivar strategy such as had character-
ized the brief period between 1989 and 1992. Differences in the assessment of
the value and effect of the destruction became a matter of sharp debate within
the Parivar. Secondly, the BJP itself moved ever closer to national power (after
having gained some power at the state level), and the electoral calculation did
not add up to a simple endorsement of the mobilizatory strategy that had led to
Ayodhya. There was a Hindu vote-bank, and that had helped the BJP in state
elections, especially in Uttar Pradesh itself; but that vote-bank did not extend in
any simply manner either to Uttar Pradesh or to the country as a whole.

These two considerations, one conceptual (and, perhaps, ethical), the other
instrumental, led to the same outcome, which was a diversification of Hindutva
strategy directed at different points of an ideological continuum. At one end of
the Hindu nationalist continuum were those who thought that the realization
of a Hindu nation – in which there was either no other religion or only suitably
subordinated religions – was only just beginning, and its achievement through
continued mobilization would come regardless of political cost and lack of demo-
cratically accredited power. At the end were those who thought that the most
and the best achievement possible was a political manifesto that included some
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specifically Hindu conceptual categories regarding the Indian state, a manifesto
that permitted conventional political calculations for the attainment of democ-
ratically accredited power. In short, the issue was what Hinduism could possibly
mean in politics. The strongest and most ideological response was that Hinduism
was the source of a collective transformation that could also transform the very
nature of the Indian polity. In contrast, more instrumentalist politicians tended
to represent Hindutva, in contrast, as (merely) the source of cultural ideas with
which to interpret (and justify) actions within the existing polity.

The idea that Hindutva implied a transformation of the Indian polity appealed
to those who were willing to challenge the current constitutional and procedural
arrangments. That willingness manifested itself in hostility towards Muslims
and Christians, along with conservative resistance to the perceived influence 
of the West on Indian social and economic life. Agitation for the removal of
mosques from other favored Hindu sites continued, despite the wrangles and
wider concerns following the destruction of the mosque at Ayodhya. The
standard demands for a “uniform civil code” (the removal of special protection
for Muslim personal law from legal generality), and the ending of special laws
on property pertaining to the Muslim-majority state of Kashmir, continued to
be made. Some attention also began to be directed at (especially Western-funded
missionary activity directed at) conversion to Christianity represented yet again
as a threat to Hindu culture. (This was an issue that was to be become much
more critical by the end of the decade.) Against the backdrop of a wider nativist
rejection of the economic liberalization that was occurring under a reformist
Congress regime, Hindu nationalist organizations targeted, in particular, (mostly
Western) multinational corporations entering the long-protected Indian con-
sumer industry. All these were presented as struggles over the Hindu soul of
India, threatened as it was held to be from within through the religious minor-
ities and from without through Western materialist culture.

In the mid-1990s, the BJP attempted to retain the support of those who had
been mobilized through appeal to the “hard” Hindu nationalism of the rest of
the Sangh Parivar, even while it sought to appeal to those segments of the elec-
torate more concerned with issues of efficiency (anticorruption, administrative
competence, economic liberalization) than with religious identity. In pursuit of
the latter, there was a projection of the BJP – especially in the form of Atal Bihari
Vajpayee – as the party of good governance. After Congress under Narasimha
Rao lost power, the BJP sought to position itself as the only alternative. But even
its diversified strategy failed to bring it sufficient direct electoral support. At the
same time, other parties, national and regional (with the exception, of course,
of the Hindu nationalist Shiv Sena in Maharashtra), adhered to the “secularist”
conception of politics, and refused to contemplate electoral alliances with the
BJP. When given a chance, the BJP lasted less than a fortnight in government for
lack of partners to form a coalition.

This experience was sufficient for the BJP to persuade itself that its best
chance of success lay in pursuing the “soft” strategy of focusing on issues of gov-
ernance rather than ideology. The Hindu vote bank mobilized through violence-
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based confrontational ideology, as on Ayodhya, would have nowhere else to go,
while the chance of increasing votes in a wider constituency would only come
through pursuing issues of governance. But beyond the votes themselves
(which, even when maximized, might still not be enough) any hope of power lay
with alliances, and alliance partners would be tempted only by a less ideologi-
cally motivated BJP.

As the “Third Front” of parties that came to power in 1996 found themselves
unable to provide stability over a full term of Parliament, elections had to be
called again. The failure of an alliance without the BJP made it look necessary
– and the “soft” strategy of the BJP made it look possible – for many parties to
think of dealing with it. The BJP’s share of the vote in the next General Election
went up slightly, although it still got less that 30 percent of the popular vote. It
won the largest number of seats; but well short of a majority, so that it needed
to put together a precarious coalition in order to form a government.

Democratic power and its constraints

By 1998, “Hindu nationalists” were in power in India. But what did that mean?
Clearly, the Indian polity was not going to be transformed constitutionally or
even culturally. The electoral arithmetic saw to that. There were too many politi-
cal forces to constrain the core impulses of Hindutva, besides the divergences
within Hindutva itself. This was most evident in economic policy: Jaswant Singh,
a long-standing member of the BJP in the Rajya Sabha (Upper House) in the past,
was perceived by the RSS and others to be too unideological and reform-minded
to be allowed to hold the key post of Finance Minister. (He became [an influen-
tial] External Affairs Minister instead.) But the economic imperatives had to be
met and the BJP-led coalition had perforce to continue the same inconsistent but
liberalizing policies of the two previous regimes. This set the BJP-in-government
against other organizations within the Parivar, whose instinctive nativism made
them protectionist and antireformist. On other issues too, the strength of un-
sympathetic allies compelled the BJP to give up formally (in the government
agenda) its traditional Hindutva demands. Ironically, when Hindu nationalists
attained power, it could only be on terms that allowed little space for Hindu
nationalism.

The decision to conduct nuclear tests in 1998 seemed on the face of it to be
at least one unqualifiedly Hindu nationalist decision. Certainly, both supporters
and opponents of the BJP often saw it as driven by the desire to express the
strength of a Hindu nation. But the reality was more complex. Previous gov-
ernments had come close to conducting the tests, and the defense establishment
had consistently argued for tests and been heard sympathetically by previous
Prime Ministers. Of course, it was seen as being of immediate domestic advan-
tage to conduct the tests and ride a (rapidly diminishing) wave of nationalism.
But what kind of nationalism – Hindu or Indian? Traditionalists in the BJP party
hierarchy, and in the RSS and VHP, read the tests as expressing Hindu greatness,
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made possible through the decision of Hindus. This was clear in their portrayal
of the tests in religious-ideological terms, characteristically anti-Islamic. The
Hindu bomb would forever show the strength of India against Pakistan. Many
of them seemed genuinely surprised when (as everyone else had expected)
Pakistan, with massive Chinese assistance, managed a symbolic response
through its own tests. The BJP-in-government was not unhappy about this
response. It helped for the moment to heal divisions within the Parivar, brought
about through unhappiness over the BJP’s economic and social pragmatism. But
it was not entirely happy either, wishing to use the tests to play more widely to
Indian nationalism. The Defense Minister, from an allied party with a strong sec-
ularist base, claimed that the tests were meant to signal Indian preparedness
against China. While this articulation was diplomatically unwise, it was part of
the larger concern to present the tests as simply part of an Indian coming-of-age
on the international scene, not a narrow anti-Islamic reflex. Gradually, opposi-
tion within India to the weaponization of nuclear capability also turned from
rhetoric about Hindutva to substantive concerns about India’s geostrategy. Shifts
in the international response, from diplomatic condemnation to a tacitly acqui-
escent refocus on economic cooperation, strengthened this trend. The Hindutva
dimension of the tests faded away into issues about India’s place in the world
and the proper means of attaining it.

By the end of the decade in which the BJP’s drive to power had been impelled
by grassroots appeal to an exclusivist Hindu identity, Hindu nationalism found
itself at a crossroad. The use of real political power seemed to require instru-
mentalist alliances and economic governance, which meant the effective repu-
diation of an ideology to transform the Indian polity into a Hindu one. Against
this, it had become possible to even think of political power in the first place only
because of mobilization through appeal to Hindu identity. In power, the old
tension between ideological purity and political realism remained. And so long
as it remained, Hindu nationalism seemed doomed to attaining political power
only by denying itself.

In the next election, brought about prematurely because of the loss of support
from one regional party, an accident of personalities decided the strategy of the
Sangh Parivar. The Prime Minister, Vajpayee, had the impeccable credentials of
an RSS man who had been in the Jana Sangh throughout its existence and in
the BJP since its inception. Yet he had chosen to represent himself as the leader
of a national alliance of parties and views that subsumed the BJP and denied
any role for Hindutva in its manifesto. And he alone was likely to deliver any
political power to the Parivar, because of his personal standing with the national
electorate. Reluctantly, they went into an election supporting leaders (not only
Vajpayee but almost the entire front-rank of cabinet ministers) who had already
declared that they would not permit core Hindutva demands to form any part of
a new government’s policies. The alternative was loss of all access to political
power. In the previous election, the BJP leadership had hedged its bets and tacitly
condoned inflammatory rhetoric and spasm of violence while officially follow-
ing a much less ideologically loaded strategy. This time, it put all its eggs in one
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basket and concentrated on an ostensibly Vajpayee-led reasonableness and a
noncommunal plan of action.

The second success of the BJP, this time as part of a stable coalition, appeared
to confirm the view that Hindu nationalism could not hope to change the Indian
polity, because of the nature of Indian politics. Indian political exigencies would
broadly remain the same regardless of specific ideological agenda. The con-
straints of economic liberalization – to respond to globalization through 
deregulation, open markets, hard negotiation in bi- and multi-lateral forums –
seemed, by the turn of the century, to be inescapable.

Geopolitical constraints too seemed to make a mockery of ideology. The tense
relationship with Pakistan over Kashmir focused attention on this matter. From
Independence, Kashmir had been a contested area. A state under British rule, 
its Hindu ruler had acceded to India despite its Muslim majority. Although the
newly formed Pakistan failed in its attempt to annex Kashmir, a part of Kashmir
stayed under Pakistan after a cease-fire. A plebiscite was supposed to have been
held but never was. The situation by the late 1980s was roughly this: India main-
tained that Kashmir – including, nominally, that part in Pakistan – was an inte-
gral part of the secular Indian Union, the special constitutional provisions made
for it being held adequate to its special status. Pakistan claimed that as a Muslim-
majority state, Kashmir would more naturally be part of Islamic Pakistan, and
that any plebiscite held would lead to this end. Meanwhile, Pakistan would be
morally committed to any attempt by Kashmiri Muslims to break away from
India. As Indian mismanagement of Kashmir led to the alienation of a large
section of the population, the spread of Islamic fundamentalist ideology, and
training, especially through Afghanistan, reached Kashmir via Pakistan. As
various militant groups took to fighting the Indian army, the political situation
settled into this dead-end equation: India would not talk about any change to
Kashmir without the cessation of civil unrest, sustained, it seemed from the evi-
dence, through Pakistani support for Kashmiri Islamic militancy. Pakistan
refused to acknowledge that it overtly supported the militants but argued that
India had to face the reality of a natural Islamic coincidence of interest between
Kashmir and Pakistan. As for the militants, most followed Pakistan’s line while
claiming still to be fighting for outright independence (the end seemingly sup-
ported by a substantial portion of Kashmiri Muslims).

In this context, Hindu nationalists always argued for complete Indian control
over Kashmir and an utter refusal to concede anything to either Pakistan or the
militants. In government, the BJP found itself acting somewhat differently. First,
Vajpayee initiated a confidence-building process with the Prime Minister of
Pakistan; but this came to nothing. Worse, for mysterious reasons, Pakistan
undertook a risky incursion into India, in cooperation with Kashmiri militants.
The BJP-led government braved domestic anger with a highly restrained and
defensive military policy that ruled out counter-incursion and incurred higher
Indian casualties than a more aggressive tactic might have permitted. Immedi-
ate international support for Indian policy resulted and the mini-war came to
an end without clear result but with Pakistan compromised on the international
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scene. This striking repudiation of Hindu nationalist ideology was followed by a
series of other examples: in negotiations with militant hijackers of an Indian
plane, in making contact with a range of militant groups, in declaring and main-
taining cease-fires in the guerrilla war with the militants.

As the BJP-led government presided over an uncertain but discernible
increase in Indian engagement in world affairs, politically and economically,
Western and Islamic countries began to deal with India on purely geopolitical
terms, seeming to regard the ideological considerations of Hindutva as irrel-
evant to geopolitics.

The question in the early years of the twenty-first century concerns the role
of Hindu nationalism, not in world affairs but in the transmutation of domestic
politics. Electorally, Indian politics seems set to remain what it became in the
1990s, an uneasy mix of national and regional parties, able to secure majority
only through coalitions. This fragmentation has occurred through the emer-
gence of a range of political organizations speaking for specific regional and
caste-based interests. In this landscape, compromise and balance are essential,
and that does not make for the success of ideology. There will continue to be
internal institutional differences over exact tactics within the BJP and between
it and other groups in the Sangh Parivar. Arguably, when the BJP was most effec-
tive in keeping its non-Hindu nationalist allies in government happy, the
strongest opposition to it came from other members of the Parivar. In some
instances, there has been a congruence of interests against the BJP, as when its
(admittedly erratic) pursuit of economic liberalization threatens the protection-
ist instincts of both the Farmers Wing of the Parivar and various agricultural
lobbies in other parties.

In short, once the BJP came to power (in a coalition), it was at odds with the
very movement that brought it to power. We have already looked at the political
exigencies of this uneasy relationship, and will shortly look at the fundamental
divide between cultural and political imperatives. But before that, another issue
has to be addressed, namely, the challenge of governance. Without doubt, mobi-
lization and the pursuit of Hindu nationalist ends have demanded a variety of
extra-legal tactics, mostly involving or resulting in violence. The BJP recognized
the self-denying nature of its relationship with such mobilization, which both
brought it hard-core support and alienated everyone else. Indeed, by the elec-
tion of 1998, the BJP has assimilated with some success the contradictions of
Hindu nationalist strategies. It presented itself as the only possible means of con-
trolling unbridled Hindu nationalism, because it could control rather than
merely oppose it. But this assimilation could not work well once it took on the
burden of governance and actually had to assert that control. Civil disorder is
not an effective mechanism for political engineering; and this is simply because
a mechanism needs to be subject to order. A government (especially a democra-
tic one, most especially a coalition) can least afford to use disorder – communal
violence – to maintain sociopolitical stability. (Indira Gandhi had tried to use
communal unrest to maintain her power, and even where she temporarily suc-
ceeded, she did not maintain stability.) So the BJP found itself having to act
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against the very forces unleashed – uncontrollably – by mobilization, forces for
which the attainment of democratic power was irrelevant. Missionaries killed or
nuns raped in the “defense of Hinduism” were law and order problems for the
government – even or especially when that government was led by the BJP. Even
far less extreme acts, like the Parivar’s condemnation of the BJP’s attempts to
woo Muslims into its fold (not entirely unsuccessful), were problematic to a party
engaged in procedural politicking. From representing itself as the only party
capable of controlling Hindu nationalism, the BJP became the party most
directly attacked by Hindu nationalists.

Culture vs. politics

What had happened was that a chasm had opened up between religiocultural
goals and politics ends. Any tectonic shift in the Indian polity, if it comes, is there-
fore not likely to happen in the political landscape, but under a vaster, less clearly
contoured cultural terrain.

In a sense, we can see the battle over the future of Hindutva as one between
the visions of Savarkar and Golwalkar. The experience of Hindu nationalists in
democratic power suggests that Savarkar’s vision of a directly political transfor-
mation of India into a Hindu state is not, as far as we can see in 2002, likely to
be realized. Hindutva ideologues came to understand this over the course of the
years the BJP first came to national power. Despite the occasional polemical
twitch (reviving the plan to reclaim Hindu “sacred sites” from mosques) and the
institutional jerk (replacing Congress appointees on national academic bodies
with those more sympathetic to Hindutva readings of history and culture), the
inertia of coalition politics and the dictates of a fractious yet astute Indian elec-
torate appeared to keep the BJP from becoming an effective vehicle for the recast-
ing of the Indian polity. Ironically, where the BJP-led government had any
success, it was in matters of economic governance and international relations,
where Hindutva ideology played no role. This scarcely led to any a congruence
of interest between the BJP high command and the rest of the Parivar.

The longer the BJP stayed in limited power, the more Hindu nationalism
seemed to take on a religiocultural manifestation. The VHP began to organize the
engagement of Hindu religious figures and organization in debates about the
nature of India. The RSS ideal of a change in Hindu culture as the prerequisite
for the creation of the Hindu nation seemed more and more the sustainable goal
of Hindutva activity. During the great festival of the Maha Kumb Mela in
Allahabad in 2001, for example, the VHP succeeded in organizing a “Hindu
Sansad” or Convocation of religious figures, bringing under one roof what nearly
amounted to a collective Hindu papacy, demonstrating the strength of the idea
that there could be one unified “Hinduism.” Although – and perhaps precisely
because – many religious figures, orders, and organizations warned against such
a gathering becoming used for “political” ends by the VHP, the general principle
of pan-Hindu meetings and agreement seem to have been presupposed. To the
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extent that the growth of a sense of a common Hindu identity was long the aim
of the RSS, the very organizational fact of such a Hindu gathering under the aegis
of the Parivar suggested that there was some confluence between Parivar ideol-
ogy and a shift in the nature of contemporary Hindu self-conceptions.

Contemporary political Hinduism, then, is a complex phenomenon. On the
one hand, the actual experience of political power demonstrates the limits of
religion-derived ideology in the governance of the Indian polity, democratic, plu-
ralist, economically emergent, and geopolitically promising as it is at the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century. On the other hand, as Hindu culture becomes
implicated in the affirmation of identity in the face of global erosion of differ-
ence – as Hindus construct identities through creative interpretations of history
and community – organizations mediating cultural politics can seem to offer
ways and means for such construction. It is here that the VHP in particular
seems able to exploit the need of some Hindus in their search for self-definition.
By providing organizational wherewithal, apparently useful educational
resources, and scope for relentless self-affirmation, the VHP can seem to offer a
way for Hindu self-definition. If there is sufficient support for such activity, then
the cultural route to making India a Hindu nation might still seem open. But
this does not seem a straightforward or open route. The very plurality of the
Indian people – especially the “Hindus” – that seemed to have made a direct
political transformation of India virtually impossible, now stands in the way 
of any easy prognosis about the future of Hindu nationalism.
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CHAPTER 26

The Goddess and the Nation:
Subterfuges of Antiquity, the
Cunning of Modernity

Sumathi Ramaswamy

The “fragile social achievement” (Appadurai 1996: 179) that is the modern
nation has needed many symbolic fictions – some enduring, others more
ephemeral – to sustain itself over time. Among the most intriguing of these
fictions is the imagination of the modern nation as an ancient goddess who, as
the embodiment of timeless values and cherished ideals, arouses adoration and
commands reverence among her citizen-devotees. We see this fiction at work in
many different parts of the modern world – the Americas, Britain, western
Europe – but it is perhaps in colonial and postcolonial India, on the putative
margins of the metropolitan West where it first started, that the contradictions
of thinking the nation simultaneously as ancient and modern become most
apparent. In this chapter, by focusing on two such goddesses who put in an
appearance in late colonial India – Tamil

¯
ttāy (Mother Tamil), and Bhārat Mātā

(Mother India) – I reflect on some of these contradictions, inspired by Sudipta
Kaviraj’s observation that “the nation, in India . . . is a thing without a past”:

It is radically modern. It can only look for subterfuges of antiquity. It fears to face
and admit its own terrible modernity, because to admit modernity is to make itself
vulnerable. As a proposal for modern living . . . in a society still knowing only one
legitimizing criterion – tradition – it must seek to find past disguises for these 
wholly modern proposals. (Kaviraj 1993: 13)

I will argue that although both Tamil
¯
ttāy and Bhārat Mātā cloak themselves

in the mantle of great antiquity, strategically borrowing for their “disguise” from
a vast repository of symbolic practices and beliefs that I gloss here as “Hindu,”
they are products of a modern imagination, and telltale signs of their modernity
set them apart from the pantheon of older Hindu goddesses on whom they are
quietly parasitic. In making this argument, I want to obviously resist the notion,
shared by both their devotees and some scholars, that these mother-goddesses



are but natural expressions of the devotion to the mother-figure that has been
deemed a timeless and universal ingredient of Hindu culture and society.
Instead, I propose that the imagination of these goddesses has been possible
because of a new, even “secular,” ideology of motherhood that has accom-
panied the consolidation of modernity everywhere, India included. All the same,
the passions that these goddesses have managed to arouse in the subcontinent,
and the structures of sentiments in which they have come to be embedded, are
distinctive enough that Tamil

¯
ttāy and Bhārat Mātā are not mere rehearsals of

similar symbolic fictions elsewhere, nor indeed are the nationalisms whose fertile
imaginations have generated them.

Introducing Tamil
¯
ttāy: Language Devotion in Tamil India

I begin my reflections on such matters with the figure of Tamil
¯
ttāy (figure 26.1),

who is the lesser-known and more local of the two, confined as she has been to
the Tamil-speaking parts of India, in contrast to the pan-Indic Bhārat Mātā.1 As
the apotheosis of the Tamil language, and the founding mother and guardian
deity of the Tamil-speaking community, the moment of her birth can be traced
to an 1891 hymn in Tamil by the litterateur P. Sundaram Pillai (1855–97). In
this hymn (which since June 1970 has served as the state of Tamil Nadu’s 
official “prayer song”), the earth is imagined as a woman whose beautiful face
is paratak kan.t.am (“ Bhārat,” “India”) and whose radiant brow is the southern
peninsula. The southern tirāvit.a nāt.u (“Dravidian land”) adorns that brow as an
auspicious tilakam (sacred mark). The hymn then declares:

O great goddess Tamil!
Like the fragrance of that tilakam, your fame spreads in all directions,

and delights the whole world.
Spellbound in admiration of your splendid youth and power, we offer 

you our homage.
(quoted in Ramaswamy 1997: 17)

Although there are occasional examples from before the 1890s of the glori-
fication and feminization of the language (Ramaswamy 1998a), I have argued
at length elsewhere that it is from the closing years of the nineteenth century
that Tamil

¯
ttāy emerges systematically as a figure of speech, worship, and iden-

tity in the context of the development of what I have characterized as “Tamil
devotion” (tamil

¯
ppar

¯
r
¯

u) (Ramaswamy 1997). A loosely-connected network of
praise, passion, and practices centered on the adoration of Tamil, Tamil devo-
tion has underwritten many different projects over the course of the twentieth
century, beginning with a religious revitalization movement which aimed to
identify the authentic Tamil speaker as a follower of the lord Shiva whose
worship was most efficacious when conducted through the medium of “divine”
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Tamil (teyvattamil
¯

). In tandem with this movement (and occasionally at cross
purposes with it) were concerted efforts to establish the “classicality” of Tamil
in order to prove that Tamil speakers were among the most “civilized” peoples of
the world, if not the most. Both projects were largely spearheaded by literary 
and religious elites in whose musings Tamil

¯
ttāy appears as a deity (teyvam) or a
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Figure 26.1: Tamil
¯
ttāy (Mother Tamil). Color poster, ca. 1941.

Source: Courtesy Kamban Kazhagam, Karaikkudi, Tamil Nadu.



queen (araci), to be honored and worshipped very much in the manner that
divinities and sovereigns are in this culture.

From the 1930s, under the growing influence of what has been charac-
terized as “the Dravidian movement,” the Tamil-speaking community also came
to be imagined as an autonomous, sovereign nation (Dravida Nadu or Tamil
Nadu) in clear opposition to the emergent idea of “India.” Through the writings
of the poets and publicists of the Dravidian movement, Tamil

¯
ttāy moved out of

the elite confines of learned religious and literary treatises and academies which
had hitherto been her habitat, and was more widely disseminated through news-
papers, street songs, political speeches, and even cinema. In this process, the
figure of Tamil

¯
ttāy, as indeed the language she embodied, underwent a funda-

mental transformation, from autonomous deity and sovereign queen, to a frail
and endangered mother totally dependent on her “children,” the loyal speakers
of Tamil. As the figure of the mother emerged as a sign of the authentic, pure
community, and as a metonym for “the people,” and as their language – 
imagined as “mother tongue” – was configured as the bearer of the true soul,
spirit, and genius of its speakers, the motherhood of Tamil was fashioned into
an instrument with which to contest both British colonialism and Indian nation-
alism. So, Tamil speakers were told:

There is no distinction at all between our mother who bore us for ten months, gave
birth to us, watched over us, sang lullabies to us, and fed us milk and guarded us,
and our Tamil language which taught us about good conduct and tradition, and
granted us good values and knowledge, and which is the very reason that we live
well and in prosperity. We have the same attachment to our language as we have
for our mother; we have the same devotion to our language as we have for our
mother; we have the same love for our language as we have for our mother. He who
disregards his language . . . is like he who disregards his mother and forsakes 
her . . . (quoted in Ramaswamy 1997: 72)

This assertion that disregarding their language was like disregarding their
mothers, even matricide, was frequently used to arouse a “sleeping” populace to
come to the rescue of their endangered mother language. This was especially so
in the middle decades of the past century when the Indian National Congress
party vigorously promoted Hindi as the future national language of India, a
cause that was taken up as well with even greater enthusiasm by the indepen-
dent Indian state after 1947. In the writings of numerous devotees of Tamil,
Hindi (caricatured as a bloodsucking demoness, a sultry temptress, an upstart
maid, and a false mother) as well as its chief patron, the Indian state, were tar-
geted as the principal enemies of Tamil and Tamil

¯
ttāy, and hence of the incipi-

ent Tamil nation (Ramaswamy 1999). Between the late 1930s and mid-1960s,
a series of vigorous, sometimes violent, anti-Hindi protests provided the context
for the widespread deployment of Tamil

¯
ttāy’s body in various stages of distress

and disarray. Anti-Hindi poetry as well as populist speeches from these decades
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abound with provocative images of Tamil
¯
ttāy shackled in chains, or confined to

a dungeon. Her “children” were told that their mother’s body was riddled with
scars and wounds; that her golden figure which was once adorned with mag-
nificent jewels was now trapped in iron manacles; and that she was constantly
in tears (Ramaswamy 1998b, 1999).

In her guise as a frail and endangered mother, the Dravidian and Tamil
nationalists’ Tamil

¯
ttāy closely resembled another “nationalist” manifestation of

the goddess in the imagination of those of her devotees who saw themselves
simultaneously as “Tamil” and “Indian.” For these Tamil “Indianists,” Tamil is
one among a larger “family” of “mother tongues,” harmoniously flourishing
within the framework of the Indian nation, rather than outside it. In turn,
Tamil

¯
ttāy is a companion to Bhārat Mātā, rather than her victim. Indeed, in their

poetic musings, Tamil
¯
ttāy and Bhārat Mātā are imagined in very similar terms.

They are both virginal mothers. They are the most ancient of women, compas-
sionate and nourishing. And they are both owed allegiance by the Tamil speaker
who is simultaneously “Tamil” and “Indian.” This is in stark contrast to the
radical Dravidianist for whom Bhārat Mātā was a “false mother,” and Tamil

¯
ttāy

is the only one who deserves the total and unconditional surrender of every loyal
Tamil speaker.

In my longer work on the goddess, I have also argued that not only is Tamil
¯
ttāy

variously imagined thus by her devotees, as the language that she embodies 
is variously configured, but that devotion towards her is multiply manifested, as
religious, filial, and erotic. Indeed, this is how Tamil devotion, fundamentally a
network of patriarchal discourses and practices conducted largely by men, 
solves the problem of having a female figure enshrined at the very heart of its
enterprise. She is first isolated and abstracted from the real world in which 
Tamil-speaking women of all shades have been disempowered through much of
this century; she is then endowed with a plenitude of powers and possibilities
which transform her into a strikingly exceptional Woman, not readily confused
with the flesh-and-blood women on whom she is also obviously modeled. Though
she may be thus empowered, her potential to exceed the control of her (male)
creators is contained through her fragmentation. The plethora of multiple per-
sonae that she is endowed with works to prevent her consolidation as a threat-
ening all-powerful being, even as it simultaneously opens up the possibility that
her various selves may be deployed in contradictory ways for the different pro-
jects of her devotees. Tamil

¯
ttāy is thus yet another classic example of the objec-

tification of woman as a thing “to be appropriated, possessed, and exchanged in
the social relations of cooperation and competition among men” (Uberoi 1990:
41). Although some Tamil-speaking women have appropriated her to stake out
independent claims of their own (Ramaswamy 1992), Tamil

¯
ttāy, like other ex-

emplary female icons, is far from cutting a feminist figure in her guise as tame
goddess, benevolent mother, and unsullied virgin. Visible and valorized she may
be, but she is very much a figment of the patriarchal imaginations at work in
colonial and postcolonial Tamil India (Ramaswamy 1997).

the goddess and the nation 555



Revisiting Bhārat Mātā: Geopiety in Colonial and 
Postcolonial India

If Tamil
¯
ttāy flourishes as an object of “language devotion,” the more well-known

figure of Bhārat Mātā circulates as an expression of what I have elsewhere char-
acterized as “geopiety,” passionate longing for and attachment to a territory
named “India, that is Bhārat” (Ramaswamy 2002). As opposed to Tamil

¯
ttāy who,

prior to my own work on her, was quite under-studied by to the scholarly com-
munity (for passing reference see Kailasapathy 1970: 64–119; Lakshmi 1990;
Pandian 1987; Thaninayagam 1963), Bhārat Mātā has received academic atten-
tion from various quarters. This may be partly because, in contrast to Tamil

¯
ttāy,

she was the subject of a fairly extensive official archive that was the product of
the British colonial state’s interest in her (for colonial interest in the goddess, see
Chirol 1910; Ker 1973; McCully 1940: 264–9). Convinced about the centrality
of this goddess to the popular mobilizations of Hindu religious revivalists and
“revolutionary” nationalists alike, British officials – who were already quite
ambivalent about the mother-goddess Kālı̄ on whom she was partly modeled –
censored poetry and visuals featuring Bhārat Mātā from the early years of the
twentieth century well into the 1940s (Barrier 1974; Shaw 1985). Although this
rich archive has yet to be sufficiently analyzed, what is clear is that soon after her
initial emergence in the writings of Bengali devotees from the late 1860s, Bhārat
Mātā became an all-India personage, appearing in the patriotic poetry of every
major linguistic region of the emergent nation from the early years of the twen-
tieth century. It is also clear that it was not just the obviously religiously-inclined
nationalist like Aurobindo Ghose (1872–1950) or Subramania Bhārati (1882–
1921) who sought her blessings and offered her their allegiance, but even 
the more “secular” of modernists like Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941) or
Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964) who invoked her, if only ambivalently.

Scholarly interest in Bhārat Mātā has also been provoked in recent years by
her proliferation in the discourses and symbolic activities of various Hindu
nationalist parties whose members have written poems about her, built temples
and shrines in her honor, conducted all-India “pilgrimage” processions centered
around her, sought to introduce her into their schools, and circulated her visu-
ally and materially through postcards and greeting cards, wall posters, and video
film (see e.g. Bacchetta 1996; Brosius 1999; McKean 1996; Sarkar 1995; van
der Veer 1994). The Bhārat Mātā of today’s Hindu nationalists is much more
divisive than her previous incarnations and, as Patricia Uberoi rightly notes, less
inclined to participate in a “secular” union to which all Indians regardless of
their religious affiliation are welcome. “In those days, her flag was invariably 
the Indian tricolour, not the monochromatic pennant of an imagined Hindu
kingdom” (Uberoi 1999–2000: 34). Although Bhārat Mātā today stands as a
symbol of militant “Hindu,” rather than a composite “Indian,” nationalism, I
would nonetheless insist that part of the reason for her popularity among her
present-day devotees is the hard work that has been done through the course of
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the previous decades to make her a part of political landscape of the subconti-
nent in the name of a “secular” India.

It is surprising, therefore, given her ubiquity in twentieth-century India, that
Bhārat Mātā has not been subjected to the kind of critical scholarly scrutiny that
a comparable figure like Marianne of France has received from Maurice Agulhon
(1980) and others (see e.g. Hunt 1984; Mosse 1985). For instance, Bhārat
Mātā’s remarkable presence in the nationalist aspirations of diasporic Indians 
in the early decades of the twentieth century, such as the members of the San
Francisco-based Ghadar Party, has barely been noticed, nor indeed has the
poetry produced on her by Muslim and Sikh devotees (Bose 1997: 63–4; Puri
1993: 140–4), and by even the occasional white Christian votary like C. F.
Andrews (Andrews 1914). There is some scholarly work on her place in the
patriotic imaginations of her Tamil and Hindi devotees, although we know little
yet about the differences that might set apart these regional manifestations from
each other (Baskaran 1981; Goswami 1998: 332–45; Ramaswamy 1997).2

Most of the existing scholarship on the goddess is narrowly focused on Bhārat
Mātā in her Bengali guise (writ large as “Indian”), and largely limited to her place
in the imagination of Bankim Chandra Chatterjee (1838–94) (see Bose 1997).
Although Bankim’s well-known musings from the 1870s and 1880s have been
undoubtedly crucial to the popularization of the idea of the nation as a goddess
and a mother, recent scholarship suggests that the ground had already been
cleared for such an imagination to surface through the work of others. As Indira
Chowdhury’s work shows, Bhārat Mātā had already put in an appearance 
in the poetry and plays of various Bengali patriots associated with the “Hindu
mela” (Hindu fair) in the late 1860s and early 1870s (Chowdhury 1998:
95–119). The notion of India as the female deity “Adibhārati,” had also appeared
by 1866 in the imagination of Bankim’s contemporary, Bhudev Mukhopadhyay
(1827–94), who turned for patriotic inspiration to an ancient Puranic legend in
which the body of the goddess Satı̄ was dismembered and scattered across the
subcontinent in 52 different places which became pilgrimage spots in Hindu
sacred geography (Raychaudhuri 1988: 39–41; 63–5). As Tapan Raychaudhuri
writes, “Bhudev read into this myth a new meaning”:

When I was a student of Hindu College, a European teacher told [us] that patrio-
tism was unknown to the Hindus, for no Indian language had any word to express
the idea. I believed his word and was deeply distressed by the thought. I knew then
. . . the mythical account of . . . Sati’s death, but that knowledge did not help me
refute the teacher’s statement or console myself. Now I know that to the descen-
dant of the Aryans the entire motherland with its fifty-two places of pilgrimage is
in truth the person of Deity. (quoted in Raychaudhuri 1988: 39)

Bhudev’s somaticization of the motherland, thus enabling the transformation of
its inhabitants into each other’s siblings by virtue of being born of her womb
and raised on her milk, clearly anticipates the prolific use of similar somatic
imagery in numerous poems on Bhārat Mātā which came to be composed and
circulated over the course of the next century and more (Ramaswamy 1998b).
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It is in this context of an emergent geopiety that Bankim Chandra’s famed
hymn “Bande Mātaram,” “Homage to [the] Mother,” was first published in 1875
in his journal Bangādarshan.3 Incorporated later into his 1882 novel Ānandamath
[Abbey of Bliss], and set to music by Rabindranath Tagore and sung publicly 
in 1896 at the Indian National Congress Party’s Calcutta session, the hymn
celebrated an unnamed “mother” in the following terms:

I bow to you, Mother,
well-watered, well-fruited,
breeze cool, crop green,
the Mother!
Nights quivering with white moonlight,
draped in lovely flowering trees,
sweet of smile, honeyed speech,
giver of bliss and boons, the Mother!
Seven crore4 voices in your clamorous chant,
twice seven crore hands holding aloft mighty scimitars,
Who says, Mother, you are weak?
Repository of many strengths,
scourge of the enemy’s army, the Mother!

(quoted in Bose 1997: 53)

Although the hymn is not explicitly or even implicitly territorial, nor does it
unambiguously identify “the Mother” it celebrates, nevertheless it soon became
the rallying cry for an emergent patriotic cult of Bhārat Mātā from the early years
of the twentieth century in the context of the “Swadeshi” movement that swept
across Bengal, Madras, the United Provinces, and other parts of British India
(Bagchi 1990; Goswami 1998: 431–43; Sarkar 1973, 1987). From the mid-
1880s, but especially from 1905 with Abanindranath Tagore’s well-known
painting featuring her, Bhārat Mātā also becomes an object of “visual piety”
(Morgan 1997), as artists sought to convert poetic musing into pictorial reality
(see, for example, figure 26.2). In doing so, they invariably turned, as many
scholars have noted, to the emergent practices of picturing Hinduism’s numer-
ous deities in “god-posters” and “calendar art” (Guha-Thakurtha 1991; Larson,
Pal and Smith 1997; Mitter 1994). Pictorial practice thus reaffirmed Bhārat
Mātā’s status as an ancient “Hindu” goddess that poetic imagination had already
conferred on her.

In the course of the past century, her numerous devotees have invariably
insisted that Bhārat Mātā is a manifestation of Devı̄ or Durgā, of the female prin-
ciple embodied in the paradigmatic female divinity, Śakti. So, Bankim’s Bande
Mātaram concludes by addressing the Motherland thus:

You are Durgā bearing ten weapons of war,
Kamala at play in the lotuses,
Goddess of Learning, giver of knowledge,
I bow to you

(quoted in Bose 1997: 62)
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Figure 26.2: Bhārat Mātā (Mother India). Frontispiece to V. Lakshmanan, Putiya
Arampakalvi Tamil (Mūnrām Puttakam) (Mannargudi: Shri Shanmugha Publishing
House, 1958)

Source: Courtesy Tamil Nadu Archives, Chennai.



Similarly, Bipin Chandra Pal, one of her most passionate of votaries, observed
in an essay entitled “India: The Mother,” that “[t]he outsider knows her as
India”:

The outsider sees only her outer and lifeless physical frame. The outsider sees her
as a mere bit of earth, and looks upon her as only a geographical expression and
entity. But we, her children, know her even today as our fathers and their fathers
had done before, countless generations, as a Being, as a Manifestation of [Śakti]
. . . And we have always, and do still worship her as such. (Pal 1923: 106)

While her devotees may think and present her thus, I believe it would be a
mistake to assume, as some scholars have indeed, a seamless and transparent
connection between Bhārat Mātā and other female goddesses such as Durgā or
the goddess of earth, Pr. ithvı̄. So, Vidya Dehejia notes in passing that “[s]ince the
land itself is spoken of in Sanskrit as Pr. ithvı̄ or goddess earth, it is perhaps not
surprising that kingdoms, cities, districts, and boroughs are gendered feminine.
India is ‘Bhārat Mātā’ or ‘Mother India’ . . . ” (Dehejia 1997: 14–15). Diana Eck
argues more insistently that since “Bhāratavarsha” or “India” is imagined in
Puranic Hinduism as “the dismembered body of the Goddess,” it would be erro-
neous for scholars to link the imagination of Bhārat Mātā to modernity alone,
for “such a view of its history lacks a longer historical perspective.”

It is clear that the identification of devis [goddesses] with the land has much older
roots in the symbolisation of the body-cosmos as inscribed in the land through its
system of devi shrines. A considerable history of pilgrimage to the multitude of
India’s hilltop, cave, and cliff-side devis preceded the use of the rhetoric of the
mother-land in 20th-century Hindu nationalism. (Eck 1999: 34)

I agree with Eck that there indeed is a long tradition within Puranic Hinduism
of identifying the earth as female and as the goddess Pr. ithvı̄, and of perceiving
the land that we today know of as “India” as sacred (see also Kinsley 1987:
178–96). All the same, I would also insist that an entirely novel way of relating
to national territory marks the modern moment in India, as it does elsewhere,
and that this novelty manifests itself in the manner in which Bhārat Mātā has
been imagined by her patriotic devotees as the presiding goddess of a modern
geopolity. But before I detail this, I want to address the various “subterfuges of
antiquity” through which “modern” goddesses like Bhārat Mātā (and Tamil

¯
ttāy)

have managed to persuade even the learned scholar to forget their modernity.

Subterfuges of Antiquity

Quite simply, the principal reason one can be lulled into believing that Tamil
¯
ttāy

and Bhārat Mātā are timeless ancient goddesses is because their devotees unam-
biguously assert so, and consciously endow them with personalities and powers
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that are associated with the “eternal” goddesses of the Hindu pantheon, espe-
cially Devı̄, the paradigmatic mother-goddess. So, in his poetry, her ardent
devotee places Tamil

¯
ttāy at the very beginning of time itself and in the company

of the gods, and deems her to be “everlasting” and “boundless.” She is the source
of everything in the world – of knowledge and happiness, of wealth and pros-
perity, of bliss and light, indeed of life itself. In poem after poem composed on
and about her since the 1890s, she is declared to be the destroyer of darkness
and of false illusions. She cures her followers of anger and jealousy, and grants
them true vision. She rids them of afflictions and weeds out their troubles. At
her feet, even the worst sinners find salvation. By her very presence, she destroys
the sins of her devotees. She is indeed their ultimate refuge (Ramaswamy 1997:
85–97). Listen to one such devotee, the poet Mudiyarasan (b. 1920), who
addresses Tamil

¯
ttāy thus:

Residing in my heart that is your temple, offer me grace;
Adorned in your garland of poetry, offer me protection; Resting on my tongue,
grant me good sense;
[so that] In verse and word, I will be strong.
. . .
I worship you every day and talk about your fame everywhere . . .

(quoted in Ramaswamy 1997: 85)

And compare this to a random verse from the Devı̄ Māhātmya, the paradigmatic
text which marks the enshrinement of the idea of the Goddess in Puranic
Hinduism:

O Devi, we bow before you, who are yourself good fortune in the dwellings of the
virtuous . . . intelligence in the hearts of the learned, faith in the hearts of the
good, and modesty in the hearts of the high-born. May you protect the universe!
(quoted in Jagadiswarananda n.d.: 53)

So, by praising her in terms that have been used over the centuries to praise
goddesses in this society, Tamil

¯
ttāy, although she is a product of a late colonial

imagination, is eternalized and transformed into a timeless divinity. Further, she
is not only praised in a manner befitting goddesses, but some well-known genres
of praise used over the centuries to praise deities – genres such as the
tirupal.l.iyel.ucci, the tirutacān

.
kam, the pil.l.aittamil

¯
, the tūtu, and so on – are now

deployed in praise poetry around Tamil
¯
ttāy. Through the deployment of such

poetic genres and praise strategies, her devotees have endowed their language
with the powers and charisma that have gathered around deities over the
century in this society. In turn, Tamil speakers are encouraged to relate to
Tamil

¯
ttāy as they interact with their gods – with a mixture of adulation, rever-

ence, and deep love.
Much the same can be said of Bhārat Mātā who, from early on, was not just

consciously modeled on the goddesses Kālı̄, and Durgā, but even imagined as
their incarnations, as I noted earlier. So, soon after Bhudev consciously recast
the Puranic Satı̄ as his motherland, another of his contemporaries, Akshaya
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Chandra Sarkar, appropriated a Tantric text called Daśamahāvidyā, and rewrote
it in 1873 with a new protagonist, Bhārat Mātā, imagined variously as the Hindu
goddesses Kālı̄, Bhuvanesvarı̄, Bhairavı̄, and so on (Chowdhury 1998: 96–7).
Similarly, in Bankim Chandra Chatterjee’s Ānandamath, a novel that is founda-
tional to the patriotic cult of Bhārat Mātā that soon swamped the subcontinent,
“the Motherland” (which shortly afterwards would come to be identified as
Bhārat Mātā) is explicitly visualized as an icon housed in a temple, much in the
manner that other Hindu goddesses would be enshrined. She manifests herself
in three different forms, two of which are unambiguously named Jagaddhātri
and Kālı̄, and the third, the “motherland” of the future, is quite clearly modeled
on Durgā, the patron-goddess of all devout Bengalis. Note the similarity between
“the motherland” of the future and Durgā in the following statement:

This is what our Mother will become. Ten arms are spread in ten directions; in each
a different weapon, a symbol of a different power, her enemy sprawled defeated at
her feet, the lion she rides on mauling her adversary . . . (quoted in Kaviraj 1995:
139)

Such verbal attempts to constitute her as a divine figure through prose and
especially verse, were also supplemented by visual productions in which Bhārat
Mātā was unambiguously presented to her patriot-devotee as a goddess-like
figure. So, beginning with the 1905 painting by Abanindranath Tagore through
today’s Hindu nationalist visualizations, Bhārat Mātā is invariably endowed with
four arms – a somatic feature generally only reserved for deities in Hindu society
– with one of her hands held up in a gesture of blessing her “children,” in much
the same way that Hindu icons are conventionally depicted. Frequently, espe-
cially in the pictorial imagination of her more militant devotees, be they her
Punjabi-speaking Sikh followers attached to the expatriate Ghadar Party, or her
Hindu nationalist devotees of recent years, she stands in the company of the
lion, the animal most commonly associated with the goddess Durgā. She is also
invariably shown carrying archaic weapons such as tridents and spears (rather
than a modern gun), and the ornaments that adorn her body are archaic, as is
her clothing.5

Many of Tamil
¯
ttāy’s visual representations as well bestow upon her an air of

hoary antiquity, even though under the influence of the secular Dravidian move-
ment (some of whose radical followers have even professed atheism), there are
attempts made to present her as an everyday Tamil woman, clothed in a modern
saree, shorn of any divine attributes. Although the official government of Tamil
Nadu statue of the goddess shows her with two arms, the prototype on which it
is based – which is currently housed in a “temple” to the goddess in the south
Indian town of Karaikkudi – was cast with four arms, one of which is held in a
gesture of blessing her subjects. Befitting her status as an ancient goddess of
learning and culture, Tamil

¯
ttāy is frequently shown carrying cadjan leaves (but

rarely a printed book, although print capitalism has been critical to the dissem-
ination of her cult).6 Instead of choosing from a wide array of modern musical
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instruments that are in use in today’s Tamil lifeworld, her devotees have
preferred to show their goddess playing the archaic “yāl.,” a lute-like instrument
whose great antiquity they laud. The items of jewelry that abundantly adorn her
body are declared to be the great works of ancient (but never modern) Tamil lit-
erature: so the Cilapatikāram [the Lay of the Anklet] jingles on her feet as anklets,
the Man.imēkalai [the Jeweled Belt] encircles her waist, and so on. As with Bhārat
Mātā, her jewelry and her clothing confer upon her an iconographic persona
that consciously remove her in most cases from the everyday Tamil modern
(again see figure 26.1).

The Cunning of Modernity

Yet, I insist that in spite of the best efforts of their devotees to pass Bhārat Mātā
or Tamil

¯
ttāy off as timeless ancient goddesses, signs of their novelty and moder-

nity are quite apparent to the discerning eye. I do so insist not just because my
historicist training allows me to trace their emergence to texts and practices
datable to the latter half of the nineteenth century – and not any earlier. My
insistence also does not just follow from the conclusions of feminist scholarship
that such female figures emerge as iconic in the context of a late colonial world
in which motherhood came to be newly privileged, both as the sine qua non of
women’s identity, and also as the foundational site on which pure and true sub-
jectivities and communities could be imagined and reproduced. And lastly, my
argument does not just rest on the new ways of visually presenting these god-
desses to their devout public (through media such as calendar art, “god posters,”
cinema, and video) in poses and appearances that can be persuasively described
as “modern.”

Persuasive enough as these reasons might all be, I rest my case for the moder-
nity of these goddesses on the entirely novel manner in which the entities that
they embody – be it the territory of “India” or the Tamil language – come to be
reconfigured in late colonial India. In the case of Tamil

¯
ttāy, I have argued else-

where that it was not until the latter half of the nineteenth century that Tamil
emerged as an object of praise in and of itself, deserving adulation for its ability
to ensure communication between its speakers, their schooling, and their gov-
ernance, rather than for commanding the attention of the gods or being the lan-
guage that they favor. We get a glimpse of this new people-centered ideology that
emerges around Tamil in the following declaration from 1879:

Tamil gave birth to us; Tamil raised us; Tamil sang lullabies to us and put us to
sleep; Tamil taught us our first words with which we brought joy to our mothers
and fathers; Tamil is the first language we spoke when we were infants; Tamil is
the language which our mothers and fathers fed us along with milk; Tamil is the
language that our mother, father, and preceptor taught us . . . [T]he language of
our home is Tamil; the language of our land is Tamil. (quoted in Ramaswamy
1997: 11)
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Such a declaration reflects a new sentiment in which the language comes to
be imagined, for the first time, as the personal property of their speakers as a col-
lective. The myriad practices of Tamil devotion place the people who speak Tamil
at the very center of the project, as an imagined community of “Tamilians”
(tamil

¯
ar). This people-centered ideology of modernity inaugurates a patrimonial

imagination in which language is constituted as a tangible, material possession
that is transmitted from one generation of its speakers to another who relate to
it as a property-owning “collective individual.” It is such a new imagination
which enables, indeed needs, the figure of Tamil

¯
ttāy as the “mother” of all Tamil

speakers who are converted into each other’s siblings by virtue of the fact that
they have been borne by her “womb” and nurtured on her “milk,” and who in
turn reproduce other future speakers.

The geopiety that produces the imagination of India as Bhārat Mātā is simi-
larly new because the national territory that she embodies is configured in a
novel way – as a clearly delineated piece of Earth that is imagined as the exclu-
sive, sovereign, and collective property of its inhabitants, the nation’s citizens.
The proprietary relationship between the nation’s citizens and the territory they
inhabit comes to be best signified by maps of the nation that proliferate in the
age of nationalism across the modern world, India included. Not surprisingly,
visual representations of Bhārat Mātā, the “mother” of the nation, show her in
the company of maps and globes (on which “India” is delineated) from the early
years of the twentieth century. In some cases, she occupies the entire map of
India, in other cases, she appears to rise from it, in still others she replaces the
cartographic outline of India with her own body (Ramaswamy 2001; 2002). It
is the territorialization of the goddess thus, through her association with a
specifically delineated “geo-body” (Thongchai 1994) that colonial and post-
colonial geographical identify as “India,” which arguably sets apart Bhārat Mātā
from Pr. ithvı̄, the older goddess of Earth. The incorporation of the modern 
map (as indeed the Indian tricolor flag which she frequently holds) into the
iconography of Bhārat Mātā signifies a novel way of relating to territory – as a
geobody that is rendered visible to the citizen-devotee’s eye through cartographic
practices.

In both Tamil devotion and Indian geopiety, the objects of their adulation –
the Tamil language and the Indian territory – are transformed from rarified
abstractions into embodied entities that can be seen and touched. They are, in
other words, framed as “pictures.” In a provocative essay that has been the
subject of much critical discussion, Martin Heidegger has observed that “the
fundamental event of the modern age is the conquest of the world as picture.”
In making this observation, he was in essence underscoring the emergence of
the modern subject who stands abstracted from a world that he could observe
as “a whole,” and in turn, manipulate and have at his “disposal.” “There begins
that way of being human that means the realm of human quality as a domain
given over to measuring and executing, for the purpose of gaining mastery over
that which is as a whole” (Heidegger 1977: 132–5). In the last analysis, it is
because Tamil

¯
ttāy and Bhārat Mātā are such “pictures,” allowing their devotees
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to see as “a whole” the entities that they embody, that I characterize the imagi-
nations that gave birth to them as “modern.” As pictures, they place the lan-
guage and the terrritory that they represent at the “disposal” of their speakers
and inhabitants repectively, sealing the new proprietary attitudes towards
“Tamil” and “India” that have been ushered in by modernity. The subterfuges of
antiquity to which their votaries resort notwithstanding, it is the cunning of
modernity that enables the very imagination of Tamil

¯
ttāy and Bhārat Mātā as

icons of new collective identites.

Notes

1 For brief discussions of Tamil
¯
ttāy’s presence in Sri Lankan Tamil culture, see Daniel

1989: 35–6 and Suseendirarajah 1980.
2 For example, in all the poetry in Tamil on Bhārat Mātā that I have read from the

twentieth century, she is never imagined as a widow, whereas Indira Chowdhury
notes that she does so appear in the imagination of Bengali patriots of the 1860s 
and 1870s. It is possible that this in itself reflects the preoccupation with the plight
of widowhood among Bengali social reformers in the later half of the nineteenth
century (Chowdhury 1998: 96–7). Similarly, see Joseph Alter’s thoughtful com-
ments on how the understanding of Bhārat Mata in the wrestling communities of
northern India is significantly different from the “xenophobic chauvinism” that
marks the Hindu nationalists (Alter 1996: 126–9).

3 There are numerous works on the hymn and its subsequent history, much of it fairly
hagiographic and patriotic in content. For some useful observations, see Bose 1974
and Das 1984.

4 A crore is a unit of measure which is equivalent to ten million. This figure betrays
the fact that Bankim’s “Mother” was really Banga Mātā (Mother Bengal) rather than
Bhārat Mātā (Bose 1997: 53).

5 It has to be noted that quite frequently, Bhārat Mātā appears wearing a saree and
blouse in a style that became popular only from the later half of the nineteenth
century – yet another telltale sign of her modernity. For a perceptive essay that con-
siders the politics of “clothing’ the goddess figure more generally in the pictorial prac-
tices of colonial and postcolonial India, see Guha-Thakurtha 1999.

6 Even when she occasionally appears holding a printed book – invariably the
Tirukkur

¯
al or the Tolkāppiyam – rather than cadjan leaves, this is carefully selected

from Tamil’s corpus of ancient rather than modern works.
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CHAPTER 27

Gender in a Devotional Universe

Vasudha Narayanan

Gender is understood and acted out in different ways in the many Hindu sam-
pradāyas or traditions. The gender of the human being, the soul, and the deity
are articulated, commented upon, debated, contested, performed through song
and dance, poetry and theology. The discourses range from equating gender 
with biological sex, essentializing the “womanly” and “manly” characteristics,
to changing behavior patterns which point to fluid gender identifications, to the
rejection and transcendence of gender polarities. The resources for such discus-
sions can be sought in brahminical Sanskrit literature which is frequently patri-
archal in tone, vernacular poems, songs, narratives, rituals, icons, arrangement
of temple spaces, folklore, and performing arts. The materials are plenty – we
are looking at over 3,000 years of literature and over 4,000 years of material
culture. One can move through the labyrinths of Śiva or Vis.n.u worship, or seek
reinforcements for gender theories through literature and rituals relating to the
Goddess. We find many socially celebrated narratives and rituals of deities and
devotees taking on roles and raiments associated with the “other sex.” One may
spend the entire chapter deconstructing the many dimensions of Vis.n.u’s incar-
nation as the enchanting woman, Mohinı̄, and its commemoration in annual
temple rituals. We could explore the portrayal of deities in iconography and
popular calendar art to see how and why they are depicted as simultaneously
having what may be “commonly” perceived as “male” and “female” attributes.
Alternatively, one may look at social constructions of gender by just looking at
what is called India’s “third sex” – the transgendered hijra community. On the
other hand, philosophical discourses push us away from gender dichotomies to
spaces which transcend the traditional polarities. The Hindu traditions have 
a wealth of materials which can inform us on how some human beings have
understood gender in many ways over four millennia; narratives and arts which
can contribute to the current academic discourses on gender.



In this chapter, I will discuss issues relating to gender in a modest fashion by
using the Śrı̄vais.n.ava tradition – one of the well known communities in south
India and one which has a dominant influence in temple rituals in North
America – as a thread to lead us through literature and rituals, songs and dance.
Although the gender of the human being, soul, and the deity are all important,
I will spend more time talking about devotees and the soul. There will only be a
brief discussion on the all-important topic of gender and God in Hinduism, a
topic which is worthy of a monograph on its own; and regretfully, no discussion
at all of India’s “third sex.”1 Since the Hindu traditions have transmitted their
lore over centuries through the performing arts, I will allude to them several
times. Even though it will not be possible to cover many areas in this chapter,
using one tradition as a “base camp,” I hope, will give us a vista point to look at
the expansive landscape.

The Gender of the Devotee

The mother says of her “daughter”:

Night and day, her eyes know no sleep.
She splashes her tears with her hands.
O conch, O wheel, she cries and folds her hand;
O Lotus eyes she cries and grows faint.
How can I survive without you?
she asks, and searches the earth, groping with her hands.
O Lord of Tiruvarankam, where red kayal fish dart in the 

waters, what are you doing with her?
(Tiruvāymoli, 7.2.1)

So sang the poet Nammāl
¯
vār in the ninth century ce. This song, which is part

of a set of 11 verses, embedded in longer poem of 1,102 verses, is recited in some
Vis.n.u temples in south India every day and acted out in a ritual once a year. His
poem, the Tiruvāymoli (“Sacred Utterance”) is addressed to Vis.n.u, whom he
addresses as a mother, father, support of all being, child, and lover. Although
Nammāl

¯
vār was a male, like many other devotional poets, he frequently spoke

in the voice of a woman in his poems. His image, thought to be charged with his
presence, is enshrined in many temples including the sacred temple town of
Śrı̄ran.gam. During the ritual in which this particular verse is enacted, he is
dressed as a beautiful woman. Exquisitely clad in silk clothes, with an artificial
braid flowing from “his” head, and bejeweled, he is taken to meet “her” lover –
the Lord Vis.n.u. In song and ritual, Nammāl

¯
vār, the male poet, is portrayed as

woman longing for “her” beloved.
Nammāl

¯
vār’s stance as a woman in this poem and in the ritual, waiting for

the male God, is a trope that runs through the many Hindu sampradāyas or tra-
ditions. It comes up in literature, song and dance, and rituals, and we will use it
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to lead us into the issue of gender in the Hindu traditions. Nammāl
¯
vār wrote

four poems and in all of these he seeks to be united with Lord Vis.n.u. He is one
of 12 poet-saints considered as paradigmatic devotees by a community called
Śrı̄Vais.n.ava. This community worships the Goddess Śrı̄ (Laks.mı̄) and Vis.n.u and
considers the words of these 12 poet-saints to be a revelation, a Tamil Veda, par-
alleling the Sanskrit Vedas. In the eleventh century ce the Śrı̄Vais.n.ava commu-
nity introduced the Tiruvāymoli into the temple and home liturgies and began
to comment on it – initially, orally and through the performing arts, and then
later in writing. Selections from the Tiruvāymoli are recited daily at Śrı̄vais.n.ava
homes and temples. A full recitation with verbal and performative commen-
taries is also held during the Adhyayana Utsava, the annual Festival of Recita-
tion. The program for 21 days starting with the new moon includes (a) the
recitation of poems; (b) processions of the festival image through the streets; (c)
the dressing up of the festival image of Vis.n.u and the poets in various costumes;
(d) enactment of particular episodes from the saints’ poetry or the epics by
special cantor/actors called araiyars in Śrı̄ran.gam, Śrı̄vil.l.put.t.ur, and Ālvār
Tirunāgari, all temple towns in the state of Tamilnadu, India. Of the many
activities that take place during these celebrations, we will, in the course of this
chapter, just look at two: the songs of Nammāl

¯
vār (and other poets) composed

from the voice of a woman, and particularly, the dressing up of Nammāl
¯
vār as

a young girl, and second, the portrayal of the male God, Vis.n.u, as an “enchant-
ing woman” (Sanskrit: mohinı̄), to see how gender can function in some Hindu
traditions. Specifically we will explore how the human being, the soul, and the
Supreme Being are gendered in literature and the performing arts.

The Poet as a Woman: Nammāl
¯
vār’s Words for “Her” Beloved

About a quarter of the Tiruvāymoli is written from the voice of a woman.
Nammāl

¯
vār speaks through the voices of “women” characters whose literary

roles were well known in Tamil poetry written in the first few years of the
common era. In the love poems written around the first and second centuries ce
(Ramanujan, Hart, Narayanan) we meet young women and men in love. The
poet – frequently male – speaks in the voices of a young girl in love, or her mother
or friend who seem concerned about her welfare. None of the men nor the
women alluded to in these poems were named; the poems were supposed to 
be “universal” and naming them would limit them. Nammāl

¯
vār adopts these

voices; however, in this case, both the lovers are named. The “young woman” is
Nammāl

¯
vār, and the “young man” is Lord Vis.n.u. The later Śrı̄vais.n.ava tradition

even gave a name for Nammāl
¯
vār’s guise as a woman: they call “her” personal-

ity Parankusa Nāyaki or the Lady Parankusa. Tirumankai āl
¯
vār, another male

poet who wrote such poetry is called the Lady Parakala by the community.
In the temple town of Śrı̄ran.gam, when the works of these poets (along with

those of ten others) are recited annually during the Festival of Recitation, some
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episodes are acted out in rituals over a 21-day period in front of the icon of Vis.n.u.
These are attended by thousands of people, with about 400,000 pilgrims coming
in on important days. Vis.n.u, in Śrı̄ran.gam, is called Ran.ganātha, the “lord of
the stage” or the “lord of the island.” Although the main icon within the inner
shrine depicts him as reclining on the coils of the serpent called Ananta
(“without end,” “infinity”), the smaller festival icon of him standing upright is
used in procession and celebrations such as the Festival of Recitation. On the
tenth day of the recitation, this icon of Vis.n.u is dressed as a woman. This is
considered to be a very special annual event and the ritual is called “Mohinı̄
alankaram” (“the adornment as an entrancing woman.”) The crowds are the
thickest on this day and the next, the eleventh day after new moon (ekadaś) in
the month of Margasirsa (December 15 to January 14). Vis.n.u, clad in white and
red silks, with beautiful jewelry sparkles as a woman. “She” is taken in a pro-
cession around the temple as the throngs worship “her.” This attire and dress-
ing of Vis.n.u is a special favorite with the pilgrims; “truly,” they say every year,
“tonight, the Lord is more beautiful than the Goddess (Laks.mı̄) herself.”

The recitation of the Tiruvāymoli begins the next day; the eleventh day of the
festival. On the seventeenth day of the festival (that is seventh day of the
Tiruvāymoli recitation), the section in which Nammāl

¯
vār, in the voice of a

woman addresses, the lord at Śrı̄ran.gam (the poem given in the beginning of
this chapter) is acted out. Just before the celebrations that day, the image of
Nammāl

¯
vār is dressed as a woman in beautiful silk garments, with a hairpiece

and artificial limbs. The Lady Parankusa, as “she” is known, is carried in a palan-
quin to the Hall of a Thousand Pillars and the araiyars by “her” side recite poems
with emotion. As they finish the moving verses, depicting “her” intense longing
for union with the Lord of Śrı̄ran.gam, the priests who are standing by Vis.n.u’s
icon, lift him from his palanquin into their arms and walk towards Nammāl

¯
vār.

This festival icon of Vis.n.u, known popularly as “the Handsome Bridegroom,”
seems to be almost walking towards the devotee to be with “her” for a raptur-
ous union, and the crowds applaud. The following day, Nammāl

¯
vār is back in

the Hall, back again in his usual clothes.
Sometimes, Nammāl

¯
vār, Tirumankai Āl

¯
vār, and other poets, step outside the

Tamil literary conventions and see themselves as participants in an episode from
the epics, the Rāmayana or the Mahābhārata, or one of the stories of Kr.s.n.a
(an incarnation of Vis.n.u) given in the Purān.as, devotional texts composed in the
first millennium ce. Nammāl

¯
vār, and especially Tirumankai, see themselves as

women connected with Kr.s.n.a and speak in the voices of Yaśodā, Kr.s.n.a’s foster
mother, or one of the cowherd girls. The following verse by Nammāl

¯
vār is typical

of the genre:

You were gone the whole day,
grazing cows Kanna!
Your soothing words burn my soul.
Evening tramples like a rogue elephant
and the fragrance of jasmine buds,
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loosening my bonds, blows upon me.
Embrace my beautiful breasts
with the fragrance of the wild jasmine
upon your radiant chest.
Give me the nectar of your mouth,
and with your jeweled lotus hands.
adorn my lowly head.

The poet’s identifying himself as a “gopi,” one of the many cowherd girls who
is in love with Kr.s.n.a, is a motif that we find in literature all over India. Although
this is one of the earlier examples, in time, the love of the gopis, especially that
of Rādhā, the girlfriend and consort of Kr.s.n.a, is seen as exemplary. Some poets
approach Kr.s.n.a and speak as though they were the cowherd girl (Hardy,
Hawley); others, in later centuries speak in the voices of Rādhā’s girlfriends. Men
and women poets adopt the voices of girls speaking directly to Vis.n.u or Kr.s.n.a;
though as Hawley has shown, at least in the north Indian sixteenth-century
literature, there is a discernible difference in the voice of the woman poet Mı̄rā
and the voice of the male poet Sur who adopts a woman’s voice (Hawley 1986).

The human being addressing the deity as a male lover is pronounced in some
of the performing arts in the Hindu culture, especially classical dance. One has
to note three elements in this scenario: first, that the intensity of the passion
articulated in the song – whether it is distress or wrath at the lover not coming
– is palpable and it is not simply or just a metaphor for or an allegorical descrip-
tion of the separation (viraha) between the human soul and the Supreme Being.
To explain it away as only spiritual separation is to take away from the integrity
of the poet’s experience and his/her stark emotion. One cannot interpret away
the intensity of the poet’s bodily longing as an allegory; one cannot speak simply
in terms of the soul’s quest for god. That is to lose sight of the drama of the poet’s
longing and love. Second, the devotional theme and the spiritual longing are also
integral themes undergirding or sometimes overt in the songs and dances; we
cannot by any measure think of these songs as just romantic fictions or conceits.
Finally, one cannot simply speak about the “lover” poems (“nāyaki bhāva,” “mode
of the heroine”) and songs as a monolithic genre. There are many varieties 
of such “lover” poems with different portrayals of women; different notions of
“femininities.” It is this last point that I will be nuancing, to show that one
cannot automatically stereotype the woman’s voice as the helpless, pining lover.

One of the many ways in which the separation between God and the human
being is portrayed is by speaking of the agony that prevails when one is sepa-
rated from one’s beloved. Frequently, one is suspicious of one’s lover; a suspicion
that transforms itself into wrath or distress. In many songs that are choreo-
graphed and performed in the Bhārata Natyam style, Vis.n.u, Śiva, or Murgan

¯
, all

revered Gods in the Hindu tradition, are seen as the absent or errant male. While,
in general, the mood in the early Tamil poems (as in the Tiruvāymoli) we see
more verses where a poet speaks in a distressed, “pining” tone than in an angry
one, this is by no means the only sentiment expressed in the “woman’s” voice.
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Some women poets like Ān.d.āl (eighth century) tease Kr.s.n.a as “a prankster who
knows no dharma” (Nacciyar Tirumoli 14: 4) and Nammāl

¯
vār, in anger, speaks

of Vis.n.u as the “cruel, wicked one” (Tiruvāymoli 5.3.5). Nammāl
¯
vār, in the voice

of a woman, also threatens to “ride the ‘palmyrah horse’ ” (Tamil: matal) to show
the extremity of “her” passion for Vis.n.u:

Lifting my modesty, stealing my heart
the Lord of the divine ones reaches the high heavens.
My friend, this I swear:
I shall shock all the earth,
I shall do weird deeds
and like a wild woman
ride the palmyra stem like a horse.
With no sense of shame, I shall ride
the palmyra stem through every street in town
and women from all the lands will cheer me on
And I shall demand from the Lord
a cool blossom from the tulai plant
and adorn my head with it.

(Tiruvāymoli 5.3.9–10)

This is an allusion to a ritual in which a man publicly proclaimed his love for a
woman by making an artificial horse using sharp palmyra leaves and “riding it”
through the village. The ritual is described in Tamil literature in the first two cen-
turies of the common era. The lover, the hero, was now willing to throw all cir-
cumspection to the winds and publicly announce his love for a young girl. The
heroine, the village leaders, and families of the young man and woman, would
all be convinced of his passion, and hastily facilitated his union with his beloved.
This ritual threatened to hurt the man physically and was considered to be an
extreme step; the villagers, witnessing it, would be convinced that he had to get
married to his love immediately and arrange for the wedding. “Riding a palmyra
horse” was supposed to have been practiced only by men; Tamil texts describing
love proscribed it for women. The act, even for men, was considered to be “scan-
dalous.” In Nammāl

¯
vār’s poem, we have a “double” crossing over – Nammāl

¯
vār,

a male, speaking as a woman, who wants to act like a male. The “essentializing”
of women that may be perceived in the figure of a love sick girl of Tamil poetry
is teased into other modes of behavior. We see a different twist in this scenario
in a poem by Tirumankai Āl

¯
vār, also around the ninth century ce. Tirumankai,

also in the voice of a “girl,” wants to ride the palmyra horse, but acknowledges
that a woman resorting to this act is against the rules of love, at least according
to Tamil conventions. He says:

It is true we have heard and understand that in southern texts that it is not fit for
young girls, girls with glances soft as a fawn, girls with the gait of a swan, to discard
their shame and modesty and ride the matal for their men. But we do not accept it.
We hold up the path shown in the north. (Periya tiru matal 21)
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Note that Tirumankai Āl
¯
vār says clearly that he knows the grammar of Tamil

and the grammar of love in Tamil lands do not countenance women doing the
matal. However, he says, he accepts the “northern” path. Women in the north,
he says, ride the matal to show their unbridled passion for men. In his poems, he
lists some of these women.

It is obvious that the concept and ritual of matal is completely south Indian.
Yet, when Tirumankai lists his examples of women who recklessly proclaimed
their love in northern India, he rounds up the usual suspects and then some. His
lists include Umā, Ulupi, Us.a (daughter of Banasura), Vegāvatı̄ and Vāsavadatta,
all women whose passion for their lovers has been celebrated in written and oral
traditions. He also includes Sı̄tā, who though known for the love she had for
Rāma, is hardly the hotheaded exemplar of a matal riding lover. What Tiru-
mankai is saying is that these women articulated their love in public and were
prepared to die if it was not reciprocated. Understandably, some of this is exag-
geration, but one gets the point. Umā is Parvati and as Sātı̄ had burnt herself
to display the pride of her love for Śiva. Ulupi married Arjuna, Vāsavadatta, and
Vegāvatı̄ figure in stories in the Kathasarita sāgara. Ulupi, a woman, actually 
kidnapped Arjuna and took him to her land; Us.a had a young man called
Aniruddha (Kr.s.n.a’s grandson) abducted and brought to her chambers.
Umā/Sātı̄ killed herself. By stating this, Tirumankai says that it is acceptable for
women to go public with their passion because it is done in northern India, even
though he is aware it is not inadmissible in the Tamil country. What we have 
in this traditional literature is the painting of north and south Indian cultures and
womanhood according to south Indian texts in broad strokes; what we have is a kind
of “essentializing” of cultures and gender, and a ninth-century “protest” against the
essentializing of gender. And so, while Tirumankai, a man, has adopted the stance
of a woman in love, he feels that desperate times call for desperate deeds and he
is willing to take the initiative and declare his love publicly.

In any event, the love-sick woman is only one of the many kinds of women
portrayed in literature. Speaking just about women in love, there are many dis-
cernible in texts and drama. This figure of the “heroine” or the primary char-
acter/dancer is developed in the Natya Śāstra or “Treatise on Dance,” attributed
to the sage Bhārata. This text, possibly compiled around the first two centuries
of the Common Era, outlines the principal features of classical dance in its reli-
gious context. The Natya Śāstra becomes the reference for almost all classical
dance forms of India in later centuries. In this text, Bhārata speaks about eight
different kinds of “heroines.” These are women in different kinds of romantic
situations whom the dancer can portray in her performance. The “heroines” in
these dramatic situations are: one who adorns herself expecting union with her
lover; one who controls her husband by her love; one who is separated from her
lover because of a quarrel; one distressed by separation from her lover; one who
is enraged with her lover; one who is deceived by her lover; one whose husband
is away on work; and one who boldly proceeds to meet her lover. Obviously, some
of these are not quiet, resigned and patient women; they are dramatic, passion-
ate, and subjects of the story, not characters who have been objectified. In text
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and performance, these “heroines” are the intense women in love; in religious
commentary and interpretation, they represent the human soul and the “lover”
is the “male” deity. He has either not come to see his girlfriend (portrayed by the
dancer), or is involved with another girl. Depending on the scene that is depicted
in the song, the dancer (nāyikā or the “heroine”) exudes grief, anger, or rage at
his tardiness or imagined behavior. The stances for such a behavior are pre-
scribed by formulaic convention; thus there are a range of moods expressed
when the deity, here envisaged as the male lover, is just absent, or when he is
known to have spent time with another woman. The Bhārata Natyam dance
recitals are replete with dozens of such songs.

In literature and performing arts, the romance and the passion between the
soul and God is sometimes seen to be similar to that between Sı̄tā and Rāma, the
woman poet Meera and Kr.s.n.a, or Rādhā and Kr.s.n.a. Sı̄tā was married to Rāma
and they belonged to each other (svakı̄yā); but Meera, and in some versions of
the story, Rādhā, were married to other men (parakı̄ya), yet longed for Kr.s.n.a. In
some cases, a woman may be seen as belonging to “all” and only going to one
man for a price (samanya). These three situations become paradigms for the
human–divine relationship in poetry, song, theology, literary and performative
commentaries. Consider the following “padam,” a genre of classical Karnatik
music in south India, which is sung by musicians and choreographed by
dancers. It belongs to the second category; that is, a woman who is married to
one man, yet longs for another:

My dear, handsome, good natured Venugopala!
I was married when I was very young.
Now, my husband beckons – and I have to take leave.
But do not forget the love I have for you.
The lotus and sun are distant from each other – but the distance is insignificant2

And so too, wherever I am, my heart will be at your feet.
I shall always regard only you as my Lord
And that gives me the courage to bear all that comes my way in life.

(Attributed to Ks.etrayya, seventeenth century; Sahana raga3)

The voice of the woman in this and later padams is not that of a helpless
woman who simply waits for her “man” to come. Here is a married woman who
is addressing her lover, in violation of the norms. Songs such as these and those
of the woman poet Mı̄rā remind us that chastity and marital fidelity, which are
crucial concepts in understanding of women in the normative texts on dharma,
are bypassed when a woman is enthralled with her “man.” The environment is
even more different in some other padams which speak of the samanı̄yā heroine;
the one who will go to the highest bidder. The speaker is the male lyricist,
Ks.etrayya, speaking in the voice of a sophisticated courtesan:

Pour gold as high as I stand, I still won’t sleep with you.
Why be stubborn, Muvva Gopala? Why all these tricks?
You set women afloat on your words,

576 vasudha narayanan



break into their secret places,
deceive them with affectionate lies,
excite them in love play,
get together the whole crowd one day,
and then you steal away like a spinach thief . . .
You opportunist,
you excite them from moment to moment,
make mouths water,
show them love to make them surrender,
drown them in a sea of passion,
and by the time the morning star appears –
you get up and vanish.
Pour gold as high as I stand.

(Ramanujan et al. 1994: 98–9)

The protagonist is a worldly, educated woman, a courtesan from urban sur-
roundings. We have sensual, sophisticated poems from a streetsmart woman,
one who appeared in public like the men in the seventeenth century. It has been
observed of this courtesan: “We thus achieve an image of autonomous, even
brazen, womanhood, a far cry from the rather helpless female victim of the
absent god in Tamil bhakti . . . in contrast to the torn female personality of Tamil
bhakti, the courtesan in these poems is remarkably self-possessed” (Ramanujan
et al. 1994: 38).

Thus, the love between the human being and the deity is articulated as the
relationship between a woman and a man against the backdrop of early Tamil
poetry and Sanskrit “heroines” in Bhārata’s Treatise on Dance. The male or female
poet, speaking in the many voices of a woman-lover, languishes, laments,
cajoles, chides, threatens, and teases. The passion is striking, the drama, as a
good drama should be, is engrossing.

But the lover is not the only kind of woman’s voice that the male poet speaks
in. Sometimes, he is Yaśodā, the foster mother of the toddler Kr.s.n.a, wanting to
bathe him, comb his hair, drink his milk, and so on. Sometimes the poet is one
of the cowherd girls who is complaining about Kr.s.n.a to Yaśodā about his appar-
ent childish mischief that is tinged with erotic sentiments:

O mother Yaśodā:
At twilight, the other day, he came, as though one familiar with me!
He showed many tricks, he played with me.
Holding and pulling my garment, he demanded a ball of butter,
and so he warred with me, not letting go . . .
“Thaaye Yaśodā” in the raga Thodi by Oothukadu Venkata Subbaiyaiyar4

The twilight time is the hour for clandestine meeting between lovers. Yet here
we see a child Kr.s.n.a who gets into trouble and who teases the cowherd girl.
Whether it is Kulasekara Āl

¯
vār in the eighth century, Oothukadu Venkata Subba

Iyer in the eighteenth century, or Ambujam Kr.s.n.a, the sensitive woman lyricist
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in the twentieth century, the rasa or “flavor” created by the voice of a cowherd
girl taunting Yaśodā about the toddler Kr.s.n.a’s mischief, has been one that Hindu
devotees have enjoyed in song and in dance. In other verses, the male poet in the
voice of the mother or friend spank and scold Kr.s.n.a for his alleged mischief. 
The voices are many; the masks, numerous; the moods, ranging from distress 
to delight.

In what ways does this role-playing inform us about gender? Some may argue
that in the laments of the lovesick woman as well as in the ritual with
Nammāl

¯
vār, the portrayal projects a social, “patriarchal” relationship on to and

replicates the male–female social power structure in the human–divine rela-
tionship. This, indeed, is true in many instances, where the deity is seen as the
supreme “Man” (Purus.ottama) and the woman’s “lowliness” is exalted. In some
cases, it is not just a “lowering” of a male to assume the role of a female, but
that of a low-caste cowherd girl as well (Hawley 1986). Should we then look at
gender like caste assume that since a woman seems obviously lower than men
in Hindu society the male poets assume the female role?

Such a concept of gender would be correct, but only partially correct. As we
just saw, the “helpless” woman is just one of the voices the male poet takes; he
also takes those of a mother in command of her child; an excited cowherd girl;
a lover who wants to proclaim “her” love to the whole village; a sophisticated,
worldly-wise courtesan; and a wrathful lover, among other roles. In some rare
cases, the male poet also takes on the voice of a father. In the following poem,
Kulacekara Āl

¯
vār (ca. eighth century ce) speaks in the voice of Rāma’s father,

who, as we see in the poem is separated from his son:

The words of Rāma’s father Daśaratha:
Without hearing him call me “Father” with pride and with love,
Without clasping his chest adorned with gems to mine,
Without embracing him, without smoothing his forehead,
Without seeing his graceful gait, majestic like the elephant,
Without seeing his face (glowing) like the lotus,

I, wretched one,
having lost my son, my lord,
still live.

(Kulacekara Āl
¯
vār, Perumal Tirumoli 9.6)

In this and other poems, it is the ache of the separation that comes through; the
role is one which depicts the vehemence of this distress. In some ardent poems,
the poet assumes the role of a woman who is “possessed” by a male deity whom
she loves; thus the cries are both plaintive and powerful. Nammāl

¯
vār, the same

poet who spoke so achingly about “her” lover’s absence, says in the voice of the
“heroine’s” mother:

“It is I who created the earth and the sea,
It is I who am the earth and the sea . . .
It is I who ate the world and the sea
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Is my daughter possessed by
the Lord of the earth and the sea?
What can I tell my daughter,
who claims to know the earth and the sea?”

(Tiruvāymoli, 5.6.1)

In this poem the “mother” of the heroine speaks in wonderment about her
daughter who exults in her “union” with her lover. Nammāl

¯
vār, the male, is

speaking as a “mother” of her “girl” who is acting like the male deity. This double
switch (male acting like a female who is “possessed” by a male”) is not very
common, but shows the fluidity of gender. “She” seems possessed by him;
empowered and hardly distressed.

A dominant paradigm in Hindu literature, as we saw, is to depict the soul’s
separation from the deity by having the male take on the voice and role of the
female. The overarching archetypes are the cowherd girls separation from Kr.s.n.a
and the separation between the “hero” and “heroine” in Tamil poetry. Both these
work themselves out in texts, arts, and rituals all over India. Although this
assumption of a female role is common, we must note that such an assumption
in not necessarily always one sided. We just saw a male assuming the role of
other males who have experienced the “separation” situations.5 In some rituals,
a woman saint may take on the role of a male; thus in rituals in Śrı̄Villiputtur
in the state of Tamilnadu, Ān.d.āl, the eighth-century woman poet sometimes
wears the dress of the male deity, Kr.s.n.a.

Whether it is a male or a female then, what is stressed is the intensity of the
passion which can be depicted in many voices. The hierarchies seem to shift but
it is not based only on gender – the mother, courtesan, or friend does not cringe in
front of the lover. Here and elsewhere (Narayanan 1999) we see that gender is
only one of the terms in Hindu hierarchies: there is caste, class, stage of life, age,
and relationship among other factors which contribute to hierarchies. Gender
here seems functional; when the mood warrants it, various roles are taken and
there is no unilateral hierarchy in the literature. The many voices are important
in the poet’s articulation of love and no hierarchy (at least the south Indian
examples) is seen in between the various kinds of love. The voices of women and
men in certain kinds of relationships are valued and privileged in this discourse
and in the changing roles, hierarchies are done, redone, affirmed, and subverted.

The Gender of the Soul: Three Encounters between
Exemplary Men and Women

The poet, the human being assumes and moves between various gender roles. It
is clear that in text and ritual, the human being assumes various genders. But,
does the soul have a gender? We saw in the ritual of Nammāl

¯
vār in Śrı̄ran.gam

and in the songs of many male poets that they think of themselves as a woman.
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Let us come back to this question after considering three short narratives, all
well known in local regions of India.

There is only one male in Brindavan A popular story about the woman saint Mı̄rā
(fifteenth century) narrates her meeting with Jı̄v Goswāmi, a holy man and a
theologian. Jı̄v Goswāmi refuses to have anything to do with her – or any woman
– even though she is filled with love for Lord Kr.s.n.a. She gently chides him and
reminds him that there is only one “Male” in all of Brindavan (the land where
Kr.s.n.a played with the “gopis”) and, indeed, the universe – Kr.s.n.a. All other beings
are “female” in relationship to him (Hawley, 1988: 126 and 203).6 Goswāmi saw
the point and saw her.

Tresses, not dresses Mahadeviakka, a woman poet of the eleventh century, 
in the Karnataka region, walks out on her husband, a king. She goes in search
of her lover, Lord Śiva, and his devotees. In time, she is so focused on Śiva that
she loses all sense of her own appearance; “she appears to have thrown away
even modesty and clothing, those last concessions to the male world, in a 
gesture of ultimate social defiance, and wandered about covered in her tresses”
(Ramanujan 1967: 112). She goes to Kalyana where the saints Allama and
Basava have a congregation of devotees and run a school for them. Ramanujan
calls the dialog between Allama and Mahadeviakka as one between “sceptic 
and love child which turned into a catechism between guru and disciple” (112).
When Allama asked Mahadeviakka who her husband was, she said she was
married forever to Śiva-Chennamallikarjuna (“Śiva who is white as jasmine”).
Allama then asked her why she had taken off her clothes as though by that act
she had peeled off her illusions; and yet, she was covered with her hair. He asks:
if she was so free and pure in heart, why did she have to replace her sari with a
covering of tresses? Mahadeviakka replies that “Till the fruit is ripe inside the
skin will not fall off ” and goes on to say dryly that if she were to display her body,
it would hurt him! (Ramanujan 112–13). She is accepted into the company of
saints; but restless, she leaves them in search of her divine lover. While
Mahadeviakka is apparently not self-conscious about her own body and female
nakedness she recognizes that others do not have the same perception – but
when they do, she implies, her femaleness and her body should not matter.

No admission, without permission A story in the epic Mahābhārata (XII.321)
speaks about Sulabhā, a woman with great religious knowledge, who apparently
wants to see if King Janaka is truly enlightened. At her request, Janaka expands
on his spiritual attainment and affirms that he is enlightened. He concludes by
saying that his soul is free of all attachment, is fixed on the supreme truth, and
that he treats all creatures equally. Sulabhā wants to see if this is true and
through her own yogic powers enters his mind. Janaka accuses her of trying to
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seduce him, a righteous man. He tells her that she has no right to pollute him
with her touch. Sulabhā is not affected by his decrying her; she says that he has
confused the soul and the body, for she has not touched him at all.

True, our bodies should not touch, but I have not touched you with any part of my
body. I rest in you like a drop of water on a lotus leaf, without permeating it in the
least. How can you distinguish between souls which are in essence the same? How
can you call the contact of two enlightened beings unlawful? (Leslie 1983: 89)

Sulabhā concludes that anyone so obsessed with the external fact that she is a
woman cannot be enlightened (Leslie 1983: 99).

All three stories, all encounters between a male and a female, address the notion
of gender directly. In all of them, the male figure is the learned, wise patriarch,
the acknowledged “saint.” The first two stories reverse many hierarchies tradi-
tionally accepted in many Hindu communities – male gender, meditative focus,
priestly functions, learning are all questioned by a woman who is obsessed with
devotion to God. They, of course, highlight the importance of devotion over
ritual practice and male learning. If it were not for the last story (and many
others in the Hindu tradition) we would almost be tempted to think of traditional
learning as male and devotion as female. But it is not so simple.

The first story flows with the some of the moods in the devotional poetry 
we saw earlier – the deity is the male, and all, including Jı̄v Goswāmi, are female
in relation to the divine. And yet, here and in many stories, the learned or the
high-caste male forgets it (Venkatachari), and the female devotee has to nudge
him, “awaken” him. In the second story, Mahadeviakka knows only Śiva as a
bridegroom. She is gendered as a devotee, but she is oblivious to her body. The
outer signs of her biological womanhood do not matter to her as a person, yet
she is aware that the male saint is aware of it. Her answer is ambiguous; but
Ramanujan and others have interpreted her as saying that while she is indiffer-
ent to her body (and its sexuality), this nominal covering with her hair is her
concession to the male company around her. Eventually, though, she implies, it
will not, should not matter; that is just the shell.

Which brings us to the last story. Sulabhā is clearly a woman and Janaka a man.
They meet as peers, as philosophers and aspirants in search of enlightenment.
Both are knowledgeable, both engaged in the practice of religious exercises.
Janaka thinks of himself as enlightened but is conscious, indeed, outraged over
his suspicion that Sulabhā’s femaleness will somehow compromise his enlight-
enment. Sulabhā’s answer is very different than Mı̄rā’s query to Jı̄v Goswāmi. It
is not the case that all beings are female; it is that none are female – or for that
matter, male. It is this last position, exemplified in the Sulabhā story, that many
contemporary women gurus have taken. Ma Ānandamāyı̄’s disciples thought she
was beyond gender. Ma Jaya Sati Bhagavati, a guru originally from New York and
who works extensively with AIDS patients, also says “there is no male or female.”7
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The notion that the soul is beyond gender would be consistent in philosophi-
cal discourses within the Hindu traditions. The Bhagavad Gı̄tā, one of the
important texts of the philosophical traditions, has many detailed discussions on
the soul (translated as “self ” in many editions).

It cannot be cut, it cannot be burnt, cannot be made wet, cannot be dried. It is
eternal, present everywhere, fixed, free from movement, and perennial. (Bhagavad
Gı̄tā 2–24)

In these and many other verses in the second chapter, the status of the soul is
discussed. It is interesting that while in this translation and some others trans-
lated by Indians (Radhakrishnan is a major exception) the soul is translated as
“it,” most western translators automatically refer to the soul in the masculine
pronoun. The point made in the Bhagavad Gı̄tā is that the body is transient and
the soul is definitely beyond the reach of material change and modification.

Just as there are for the embodied soul childhood, youth and senility in the body,
similarly there is also the attainment of another body (after death). (Bhagavad Gı̄tā
2:13)

Here, the various changes one associates with the body are projected onto the
many bodies the soul takes in the course of its reincarnations. The soul itself is
not affected by these changes. This notion is picked up by many theologians,
including Rāmānuja in the eleventh century. Commenting on the verse quoted
above, he says, “The eternal souls, on account of their being subject to begin-
ningless karma, become endowed with bodies suitable to their respective
karmas” (Sampatkumaran 1969: 26). Passing over the notion of “beginning-
less” karma, what is of interest to us here is the concept that the souls simply
take on bodies which are most suitable to them at that point. Gender certainly
seems to figure in this list that is here today, gone tomorrow, in the next life.
Rāmānuja elucidates on the fact that the soul is different from all material influ-
ences, like that of the body. Commenting on Bhagavad Gı̄tā 2:20 and 25,
Rāmānuja says of the soul:

It is (now) pointed out that, as the self is eternal for the reasons mentioned, and
hence free from evolutionary changes, all the attributes of the insentient (body)
like birth, death, etc., do not exist (for it) . . . [B]irth and death which are being
experienced by all in all bodies do not ever touch the soul.

As it is different in kind from all material objects, it cannot be thought of as
possessing the essential quality of any of them. Hence it is immodifiable, absolutely
incapable of modifications. (Rāmānuja’s comment on Bhagavad Gı̄tā 2:20 and 24;
Sampatkumaran 1969, 34 and 37)

The philosophical traditions preserve the soul’s existence in a place beyond the
issues of all physical constructs including gender. So, while the devotional
milieux of Brindavan or Śrı̄ran.gam may demand that the human devotee is a
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female, the soul is simultaneously beyond it. This is not to imply that the real-
ization that the soul is beyond gender is in any way “higher” to the other; as in
many spaces in Hinduism, here too we have multiple engagements, multiple
visions of gender and the human being and gender and the soul.

The Gender of Vis.n.u

Many of the “love poems” we saw explicitly addressed the deity as a male “God.”
This is obviously true for many Hindus at many times, but as anyone with even
a cursory understanding of Hinduism can tell us, the supreme being is
worshiped in many ways and many forms. The gender of the deity varies in the
different traditions of Hinduism and in the philosophical texts. Let us simply
consider the gender of the God Vis.n.u, who is clearly held to be a man. Many 
of the Vais.n.ava texts tell us quite explicitly that the supreme being is the “highest
of men” (purus.ottama). One of the most enduring hymns from the Vedas, recited
regularly still, has been the “Hymn to the Cosmic Man” (Purus.a Sūkta). “The
Thousand Names of Vis.n.u” (Vis.n.u Sahasranāma), a popular devotional piece con-
sidered generally to be a part of the Mahābhārata and which is recited regularly
in homes and temples, addresses Vis.n.u several times as the “highest of men”; 
an epithet that is commented upon by theologians. But even in the Śrı̄Vais.n.ava
tradition, Nammāl

¯
vār, whose feminine voice we just heard, speaks of the

supreme being as one who has both genders and as having no gender.

Being my father,
my friend, and the mother
who gave birth to me . . .

(Tiruvāymoli 6.3.9)

In several poems, he calls Vis.n.u “mother;” later Śrı̄vais.n.ava theologians, com-
menting on the “auspicious qualities” of Vis.n.u stress the notion of vatsalya, that
is, the maternal love that a mother cow has for its calf. Vis.n.u (as well as Rāma,
Kr.s.n.a, et al.) is said to have this quality of maternal love towards his devotees
(asrita vatsalya). So, the male deity incorporates in himself the quality that
mother cows are said to have – the undiluted, “essential” maternal love which
seems almost biological in texture.

Vis.n.u is not just the “mother,” he is also the archetypal enchantress. One of
his lesser known incarnations, which does not figure in the traditional list of 10
but which is included in the longer, unedited list of 24 that comes in the
Bhāgavata Purān.a, is as a beautiful woman, Mohinı̄ (“enchantress,” “the one
who ravishes.”) Although commentators and theologians emphasize the notion
that Vis.n.u is the supreme male, poetry, narrative, and ritual feature the sparkling
beauty of Mohinı̄. On the day before the Tiruvāymoli recitation and acting
begins in Śrı̄ran.gam, and in many south Indian Vis.n.u temples across India and
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the world (Atlanta, Pittsburgh, Chicago, Malibu, etc.), the “festival” icon of
Vis.n.u is dressed as Mohinı̄. This is on the eve of one of the holiest days in the
Hindu calendar – the day called Vaikun.t.ha Ekadaśi. This day is the eleventh day
(ekadaśi) after the new moon in the month of Margasirsa.

While there are many narratives of Vis.n.u’s incarnation as a woman, the story
of the churning of the ocean of milk is the most popular in performing arts and
in sculpture. The grandest bas relief – one of the largest in the world – is on this
theme at Angkor Wat, Cambodia, and the story is performed over and over again
in Bhārata Natyam and Kuchipudi. When the Asuras (“demons”) and the Devas
(“divine ones”) fight over the nectar of immortality, Vis.n.u appears in the form
of a Mohinı̄, an enchanting woman. The Asuras, enraptured by her appearance,
agree to let her mediate and distribute the nectar, and she gives it all (with a
couple of minor exceptions) to the Devas. While there are many layers to this
story, at least on one level it deals with the enchanting, seductive form of Vis.n.u
which gives the divine beings a shot at immortality. In a sequel to this story, Lord
Śiva requests Vis.n.u to take the form of Mohinı̄. Upon beholding “her,” he falls
in love with her. The deity Ayyappa is considered to be an offspring of Śiva and
Mohinı̄. He is called “Hari Hara Putra” or the “son of Vis.n.u and Śiva.” His temple
is in Sabarimalai, Kerala, and it is one of the most popular places for male
pilgrimage in India. About two million devotees gather there for the peak days
in January.

The importance of the incarnation as Mohinı̄ survives today only primarily
in rituals where the male god is dressed as female. Devotees retain the ambigu-
ity in their understanding of this ritual. One the one hand, Vis.n.u can take any
form and he is father and mother; on the other hand, he can appear as the
charming seductress if that is how the devotees envisage him. This trope – the
male God as the entrancing woman and the devas (or human devotees) cast in
the role of those who are enamored of “her” – has not become popular in later
Vais.n.avism, as did the image of a male devotee who adopts a female role. It is
possible that it reflects a time when notions of gender were more fluid than the
centuries when such delineations based on sexual difference were prevalent.

Men wearing female garb are seen in the Mahābhārata as well as in other
traditions of the Hindu culture. During a year in exile, Arjuna becomes a
“female”dance teacher, in the palace at Virata. The male devotees of the Goddess
Gan.gāmma in Tirupati dress as females, emulating and being possessed by the
Goddess during her festivals (Flueckiger, forthcoming).

It is possible that the appearance of Vis.n.u as Mohinı̄ is not emphasized more
in the Śrı̄vais.n.ava tradition because of the Śrı̄/Laks.mı̄’s increasing importance
after the ninth century. The Goddess Laks.mı̄ has a central role in Śrı̄vais.n.ava
theology and is worshiped at home and in temples. She is portrayed as being
inseparable from Vis.n.u, residing on his chest, and we see this in all icons of
Vis.n.u. This inseparability from Vis.n.u is seen in everyday life in the forehead
marks that Śrı̄vais.n.ava men and women wear. The white, U shaped mark is said
to depict Vis.n.u’s feet and the red line in the middle is Laks.mı̄. The inseparability
of the couple who are the divine supreme deities is even more dramatically seen
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in the figure of the Ardhanarı̄śvara (“the God who is half female”) worshiped
by the followers of the god Śiva. In this image, popular in icons and in calendar
art, the right half of the figure is the male god Śiva and the left half is Parvatı̄.

Vis.n.u is seen to be “the highest man” as incarnate as a woman. He is called
“mother,” but in later centuries he is better known as inseparable from the
Goddess Lakśmı̄. But the same being is also beyond gender; listen to Nammāl

¯
vār:

Neither male nor female, nor is he neuter.
He cannot be seen, he’s not one who is,
nor one who’s not.
When you desire him, he takes the form
of your desire,
but he’s not that either:
it’s very hard indeed to speak about my Lord.

(Tiruvāymoli 2.5.10)

Although later commentators stress the pronoun “he” in this verse and say it
refers to the “highest of men,” the verse itself pushes the limits of our under-
standing of gender and clearly says that the supreme being is neither male nor
female. In saying so, Nammāl

¯
vār is following that strand of the Upanis.ads which

speaks of the ineffable nature of the supreme Brahman: “before it is reached,
words turn back, along with the mind” (Taittirı̄ya Upanis.ad, 2.9.1). The soul
and the supreme being, then, are in the devotional universe; gendered, but in
philosophical discourses, beyond gender.

Reflections

Are the rituals, the dances, the songs, constructed and performed by men and
women in the Hindu tradition important in our understanding of gender? Ann
Gold (2000) distinguishes between two approaches in the study of gender con-
figurations in south Asia and the closely related subject of women’s roles in
south Asian society. There are scholars, she says, who highlight the endemic and
systemic devaluation and consequent disempowerment of women at every level,
from social and economic to cosmological and psychological. These scholars 
do not take the words of the women or their rituals as empowering them in 
any way, and conclude that “any moves women do make against their gender-
determined fates are fairly futile and ultimately insignificant, given the over-
weening structural circumstances by which women’s lives are circumscribed”
(Gold 2000: 204). The second group tend to write from situated experiences and
portray the different ways in which women live, negotiate, and imagine their
gender identities. This group recognizes and acknowledges women’s numerous
disadvantages but also takes their speech and rituals as “possessing the actual
acute potency in particular situations, and further potentiality to alter existing
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power structures” (ibid.: 204–5). The study of gender in this chapter has
accepted the second model but also recognized that some of these women’s roles
are also available to male devotees under certain circumstances. In the
devotional milieux, the female role of the Tamil “heroine” or Yaśodā, or a
cowherd girl, is empowering to the male and female devotees and dancers
because of its relational proximity to a male god. Narratives, song, and dance
enhance this fluidity of gender roles and cannot be seen as just a helpless
performances in a patriarchal universe.

In recent scholarship, the relationship between gender and sex is understood
in at least three ways. One way is to see gender and sex as homologous: they are
the same. According to this view the differences between “men” and “women”
are natural and essential; one’s gender is an inevitable result of the physiologi-
cal differences. A second way is to see the relationship as analogous. Gender con-
sciousness is understood to be based on socialization and lived experience; thus
gender symbolizes sex. Thus, some feminist thinkers and social scientists per-
ceive sex to be “natural while gender is cultural, subject to human variation 
and construction” (Warne 1999: 142). This model accepts, to some extent, the
notion of a “normative heterosexuality grounded in biological nature, although
it allows for particular cultural constructions which transgress a strict linkage
of sex and gender” (ibid.). The third model sees sex and gender as heterogenous.
Sex and gender are both not natural and innate; in fact, gender may construct
sex. According to one position – in a range of positions that construct this model
– “sexual dimorphism is not absolute; ‘nature’ produces humans with a range
of combinations of hormones, chromosomes and sexual apparatuses” (ibid.).
The choice involving a male/female continuum is a human choice and a
conceptual construct. Power is central to the understanding of distinctions;
divisions and hierarchy are inherent in the act of “gendering.”

It is possible to discern, in the songs and rituals of the Hindu traditions, con-
cepts which seem to allow for all of these ways of thinking; though the second
way of interpreting the relationship between sex and gender may be more easily
discernible. It is when one moves into philosophical and theological essays that
one is urged to go beyond all dichotomies, including gender for the soul and for
the deity. At the human level, however, the devotees happily distinguish between
various gender roles but keep the boundaries permeable and fluid. There are
many kinds of femininities as there are many kinds of women, as we saw earlier.
Role-playing as a woman is not simply to feel weak in front of a patriarchal deity,
but to enjoy the many nuances of love in the situations framed by the conceit of
Tamil poems or Puranic/epic narratives.

Notes

1 There is a considerable body of literature on the hijra community of India. See, for
instance, the works of Serena Nanda and Gayatri Reddy.

2 That is, the lotus blossoms when it sees the sun.
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3 Translated by Vinod Menon of Chicago; personal communication.
4 “Thaaye Yaśodā” is a very popular song which is performed in many classical Bhārata

Natyam recitals.
5 In his poem “Tiruviruttam,” Nammāl

¯
vār speaks in the voice of the (male) “hero” of

classical Tamil poems.
6 Hawley, in a personal communication, writes that the saint is identified either as “Jı̄va

or as Rupa Goswāmin, depending on the version. The earliest source for this story is
the Bhaktirasabodhini commentary of Priyadas (1712 ce) on the Bhaktamal of
Nabhaji. It is tika kavitta 514, which appears on p. 721 of the frequently consulted
edition entitled “Sribhaktamal,” for which there is a commentary by Sı̄tāramsaran
Bhagavanprasad Rupkala (Lucknow: Tejkumar Press, 1969: apparently first
published by Naval Kishore Press, 1914).

7 Personal Interview with Ma Jaya Sati Bhagavati in Oct. 1998; interview with
Professors Yudit Greenberg, Kathleen Erndl, and myself.
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āmnaya, 202, 256
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Kālı̄/Kāl.i, 173, 191, 203, 213, 265, 556,

561, 562
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Keśin, 89
Khmer, 357
Khotanese, 357
Killingley, D., 3, 16
King, R., 26–7
kings, 8, 60, 85, 126, 140, 146, 152, 156,

161, 167, 176, 209, 217, 229, 319,
412, 501

kingship, 200, 292, 339
kinship, 288, 499, 501
Kirfel, W., 135, 136
Korea, 357
Kor

¯
r
¯
avai, 146
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Mahānubhāvas, 255, 256
Maharashtra, 230, 256, 519, 530, 543
Mahavı̄ra, 90, 275
Maitreyı̄, 37, 85, 88
Malamoud, C., 358
Malayalam, 159–78, 308, 315
Malayans, 164–5, 173
manana (theological reasoning), 457–60,

462, 470
Mani, Lata, 39–40
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Nāga, 72, 90
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nyāya (logic), 112

Olivelle, P., 5, 10, 15, 291–2, 293
oriental despotism, 50
Orientalism, 25, 29, 36, 46–7, 49, 50, 54
Orissa, 69, 232, 264
orthopraxy, 11, 86

Pabuji, epic of, 11
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Rādhāvallabhı̄s, 263
Raidās, 183, 186, 188, 193, 195, 258
Rajasthan, 18
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śāstra, 102, 260
satı̄ (widow burning), 31, 37, 39, 88
Satı̄, 557, 561, 575
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Sūrya, 73, 239, 334
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Viśis. t.ādvaita, 237, 239, 241, 245, 247–51,
453, 467

Vis.n.u, 4, 7, 8, 14, 73, 90, 116, 118, 119,
121, 122, 123, 130, 138, 139, 146,
147, 152, 155, 163, 164, 167, 170,
184, 186, 192, 219, 220, 229, 230,
232, 233, 234, 236, 237, 239, 242,
243, 244, 245, 247, 249, 252, 253,
254, 255, 257, 284, 328, 331–2, 334,
337, 361, 453, 469, 486, 487, 569,
570, 571, 572, 573, 574, 584, 585;
gender of, 583–5
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