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dard transliterated forms, with diacritics. Modern proper names are given in their current
transliterated forms, but without diacritics. All premodern proper names, however, are in
their standard transliterated forms with diacritics.
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1

BHÁMIKÅ

Sushil Mittal and Gene Thursby

T he Hindu World is a contribution to a series of books on great cultures of the world.
Compare The Greek World (1995) edited by Anton Powell, an earlier volume in the

series and another large book like this one that brings together previously unpublished
work by authors who are engaged in academic teaching and research. We follow Powell
in organizing the work of our contributors by general themes that function as plausible
entry points for inquiry into the Hindu world but do not pretend to reveal a deep structure
or irreducible essence of the “world” that is retrieved, reconstructed, and represented from
a number of perspectives. However, we depart from Powell’s procedure by assigning to
each of our contributors a single noun or adjective derived from the Sanskrit language as
the topic for their chapter. Where he proposed to bring together “some of the most influ-
ential new approaches used by analysts of Greek history” we propose to show that even a
limited lexicon can open into a distinctive “world” of human possibilities generated in a
culture that deserves to be designated as classical.

The “classical” world of Hindu culture could be regarded as an ideal type—a simplified
model, a schematization, or an approximation that serves as a learning resource for inter-
mediate students and general readers as well as a point of departure for further empirical
studies. We understand it to include a range of roles and functions, teachings and texts,
ideas and images, and places in the Indian subcontinent, each invested with authority and
power and each contributing to a characteristic configuration of a major civilization and
its modes of signification and significance. Among the several languages of the subconti-
nent, Sanskrit has enjoyed a disproportionately large share of cultural prestige, and so our
point of departure for representing what is “classical” in Hindu culture is a set of key terms
derived from Sanskrit that do not find ready equivalents in other linguistic and cultural
systems. We invite you to enter into the Hindu world and explore it from the vantage
points provided by these terms which serve as titles for the individual chapters of this
book.

WHAT IS A HINDU WORLD?

The introductory chapter by Julius Lipner gives careful attention to the heatedly
argued question whether the terms “Hindu” and “Hinduism” serve or rather subvert



serious scholarship. Perhaps Powell’s title The Greek World could pass without question,
whatever a reader’s attitudes toward things Hellenic or Hellenizing or Hellenistic, but The
Hindu World as a title runs counter to currently influential modes of scholarly discourse.
Poststructuralist or postmodern assumptions now in the ascendant are politically sensitive
and insistently nominalist. They tend to problematize generalizations as signs of
unwarranted reification and can be expected to generate resistance to the definite article
and singular designation of our title. How is it possible, it will be asked, for a thoughtful
person to write under the title The Hindu World? The introductory chapter by Lipner
invites the reader to consider the issues involved in the use of the terms “Hindu” and
“Hinduism” and attempts “to provide grounds, in nonessentializing terms, for describing
Hinduism under its own rubric. Some such effort is called for in the world of scholarship
if we are to justify a range of ongoing activities” (34n23).

Readers may know Lipner already from his fine book Hindus: Their Religious Beliefs
and Practices (1998a [1994]). The banyan tree model that he introduced there he develops
further here and utilizes it to commend a polycentric approach that appreciates diversity
within the Hindu world and the range of interpretive practices represented among the con-
tributors to this volume. Although it will be helpful to keep in mind Lipner’s introduction
while moving through this book, it is intended as the first rather than last word. After all,
basic terms of inquiry in the social sciences and humanities, as Gananath Obeyesekere
reminded us in The Work of Culture (1990), are perennially contended, never settled.
Readers are invited to compare Lipner’s polycentric approach to “Hindu” and “Hinduism”
with other perspectives (some of them addressed in his chapter) represented in two recent
handbooks: The Study of Hinduism (2003) edited by Arvind Sharma and The Blackwell
Companion to Hinduism (2003) edited by Gavin Flood. 

Lipner poses questions about how to formulate and frame the activities of inquiry—in
which one may engage with a full range of intellectual passions—and these are opening
questions that invite repeated consideration in order to appreciate the rich diversity within
and among South Asian traditional communities. Here is an example. Lipner states the
case for the heuristic advantage of acknowledging the normative status of the Veda in the
Hindu world but leaves open several interpretive options such as how to understand where,
when, and by what means the Veda was produced. Who were the agents or intermediaries
in its early transmission? What is the range and extent of its various manifestations? What
might qualify as a veritable or virtual Veda? Could it be mediated by a language other than
Vedic Sanskrit? Other than by language?

Questions at the level of whether (and if so then how and when) the Veda can be dated,
and the chronological placement of other formative features of the Hindu world, should
not be expected to generate general agreement. Nevertheless, difficult questions of this
kind are taken up again and again from different vantage points, in diverse thematic set-
tings, and with a variety of interpretive frameworks at several points throughout this book.
Readers in turn will understand that questions that have established distinctive communi-
ties and that set the ground rules for discussion or that attempt to reach and reflect the most
profound features of reality have been at the center of debates within the Hindu world for
centuries. Such questions get treated by this book’s authors in ways appropriate to their
assigned topics and as informed by their best insights, their own tradition of scholarship,
and evidence currently available.
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TEACHINGS, TEXTS, AND THEISTIC TRADITIONS

Veda, Itihåsa/epic (the Mahåbhårata, including the Bhagavad G⁄tå, and the Råmåya~a of
Vålm⁄ki), and Purå~a comprise a vast and internally diverse corpus of oral teaching, some
of it long kept secret within a few human lineages and restricted initiatory traditions, some
of it esoteric and difficult to understand, and much of it still undergoing the process of
being reduced to writing and then reconstructed in critical editions produced by scholars.
Laurie L. Patton opens her chapter by placing the Veda in the ritual context of sacrificial
action. She goes on to introduce the various strata of Veda, belief and action systems, and
efforts within the tradition to systematize its teachings. Like Veda, it is difficult to know
where the Mahåbhårata—one of the world’s greatest and longest epics—begins and ends.
James L. Fitzgerald terms it “a tradition of religious epic” and a “library” that extends over
a vast range of time as well as of textual and cultural space. Hindus “classically” have
assumed that multiple lifetimes get generated by unresolved actions productive of repeated
rebirths and that gives the epic convention of starting in medias res a multidimensional
twist—every situation and sentient life-form is endowed (and pregnant) with ranges of sig-
nificance that could threaten to outstrip the imagination. This gives rise to mighty rever-
sals and paradoxes. The frame story or boxed story—the story within a story—is a highly
developed narrative convention in the Hindu world, too. Fitzgerald guides the reader
through the text, describes difficulties in the project of producing a critical edition, and
reflects on gender identities and relations in the epic.

The Råmåya~a, a relatively shorter epic rendered in Sanskrit and non-Sanskrit versions,
contains one of the world’s most widely known stories. Robert P. Goldman and Sally
J. Sutherland Goldman offer an apt liquid image, for indeed the epic tale of righteous king-
ship has “saturated” most of Asia. The theme of the ordeal of love—destined, found,
threatened, interrupted, regained, and then again in jeopardy—is developed in the
Råmåya~a in a way that lends itself to ritual performance and immediately connects with
the energies of everyday life, too. In recent years, each of the two great epics has been seri-
alized via television, and the main characters in the Råmåya~a have been implicated in one
of the most intractable land disputes in modern India. Although the extensive corpus of
Purå~a literature is less well known outside India than the great epics and may be regarded
as less authoritative than Veda, Velcheru Narayana Rao makes a case for the “comple-
mentarity” of Veda and Purå~a in Hindu culture (the first restricted to high-caste males
and the second available to all, including low-caste males and women) and for Purå~a as
a distinct literary genre that maps out a widely influential Hindu cosmography of vast
extent in space and time.

These oral teachings continue to be recited and enacted in ritual dramas today and to a
large extent are now available in print media as textual sources. They evidence a rich
archaic background of poet-seer, bardic, priestly, martial, courtly, and popular sources.
They take for granted a great range of extrahuman, transhuman, and superhuman realities
from among which a few have generated widely supported devotional and textual tradi-
tions. Gavin Flood makes clear the multiple and complex features of Çiva who is known
by devotees as the great divine being—mahådeva—and the extraordinary range of textual
sources relevant to the task. Kathleen M. Erndl introduces the theme of feminine mani-
festations of the divine and those who are devoted to one or more of them—çåkta—by
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establishing a background in terms of relevant scholarly resources and basic concepts, then
giving close attention to representation of the goddess in the popular text the Dev⁄
Måhåtmya as well as the identification of the çakti or power of the goddess with specific
sacred sites in the subcontinent. Francis X. Clooney and Tony K. Stewart similarly intro-
duce the complex figure of Vi‚~u, his multiple avatåra or earthly descent manifestations,
and then select two Vai‚~ava subtraditions for close attention: the Çr⁄vai‚~ava of
Tamilnadu in the south and the Gau∂⁄ya of Bengal in the northeast. Finally, David
N. Lorenzen approaches some of the same material from a different angle by focus on
bhakti which includes personal devotion that may be directed to (and through) a saintly
person or personal form of divinity. The conserving and the revolutionary potential of
intense devotion, including aniconic or iconoclastic devotionalism, are acknowledged by
Lorenzen. Apparently poles apart from the esoteric and hierarchical exclusivism of Veda,
Hindu bhakti movements energized regional languages and empowered conventionally
low-status people, extending the range and variety of the Hindu world. 

SOCIETY AND SACRED INTERSECTIONS

There are four categories or life-ideals (caturvarga or puru‚årtha) that usually are said to
provide the framework for classical Hindu society. Dharma, the first of the four, functions
as a kind of master trope and normative center to which nearly all major Hindu ideas,
ideals, and practices repeatedly refer. Barbara A. Holdrege characterizes it as “an encom-
passing category that incorporates and at the same time transcends” other distinctions. She
connects it back to Vedic ®ta, traces it through a long process of development, and dis-
cusses its elaboration into “a pivotal category of Hindu identity” as var~åçramadharma
which envisions a compartmentalized society composed of endogamous human lineages,
social hierarchies based on ascribed status by birth, and a ritually guided life plan for high-
status males. That life plan finds an approved place for investment in activities and things
that produce wealth and power (artha); in human reproduction, erotics, and aesthetic
enjoyment (kåma); and liberation from endless action and rebirth (mok‚a). In the course
of his analysis of artha, Hartmut Scharfe indicates ways in which the first three (termed
trivarga when linked to the exclusion of mok‚a) may be involved in what he calls
“a revolving hierarchy” and constitute a cluster of competing yet mutually overlapping
norms. Dermot Killingley carries his analysis of kåma through ascending levels of mean-
ing from a root sense as “desire” and its various refinements right up through ritual, sacred,
and cosmic levels as a world-generating cause of bondage and impulse toward release—
a source of seemingly endless suffering and delight. Where Killingley arouses the mind
with the troubling thought that the entire cosmos “may be the unplanned result of an act
which was prompted by kåma,” Klaus K. Klostermaier marshals resources to enable us to
consider a variety of ways that an ultimate resolution of this plight has been conceived in
the Hindu world—by disciplined practice, study, other forms of action, devotion,
wisdom—as a human possibility.

The dramatic cosmography of the Hindu world, with its overwhelming variety of kinds
and levels, is pervaded by threads of significance carried by notions of action and
consequences. Herman W. Tull describes some of the most influential ways in which
the “ubiquitous” notion of karman winds through the Hindu world like an attractive,
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dangerous, and yet unifying creeper vine. In turn the institution of a series of life-cycle
rites or saµskåras has been relied upon ritually to control and reduce unwanted traces and
consequences of former actions, whether they occur here in this life or originate before or
beyond it. Mary McGee provides a lively account of rites of the life-cycle, starting with
the hinge on which they turn: the act of marriage which links families and leads to new
generations. Traditionally the making of marriage alliances and other forms of social
interaction have been guided by Hindu assumptions about separate human subcommuni-
ties reckoned in terms of strands of characteristics that function something like genetic
material. McKim Marriott, a scholar long associated with a project that seeks to
understand the Hindu world through Hindu categories, contributes a dense and discerning
chapter on birth-status and human types under the aspect of var~a and jåti. These are at
once structural and dynamic categories, and their dynamic potential is made more evident
by the traditional ideal of an orderly human procession through distinctive stages of life or
åçrama, a norm entailed in dharma, karma, and saµskåra but also one that merits the
separate treatment given here by Walter O. Kaelber.

Sources of energy and modes of vitality are universal human concerns that have been
given distinctive expressions in the Hindu world, especially in the ways that food is under-
stood, theorized, and shared. As R. S. Khare makes evident, food is at the point of depar-
ture for some of the most profound and powerful human classification systems. Not only
are humans “made of food,” so are societies, cultures, and civilizations. Until recently
India was primarily a peasant civilization with a wide agricultural base and linked across
regions by networks established in marriage and kinship, by genealogical record-keeping,
by patterns of disposition of the dead, and by the impulse to visit great temples and other
sacred sites. The role of the settled agricultural community—the village or gråma—is
presented by Susan S. Wadley. She is an anthropologist who has a long association with a
village in North India that has been intensively studied for two generations. Vasudha
Narayanan, a religious studies scholar with a background in South India, adds an analysis
of ålaya, great and small temple complexes, some of which comprise major settlements or
the equivalent of small cities supporting ritual activities, the preservation and transmission
of traditional learning, and visits by pilgrims. James G. Lochtefeld and Surinder
M. Bhardwaj expand this theme to take in an even wider range of traditionally acknowl-
edged and attractive pilgrimage centers or t⁄rthas. These have functioned for centuries as
ways in which people in the Hindu world have experienced and expressed their distinctive
identities and allegiances and also have sought to transform or to surpass them toward
something greater.

LANGUAGE AND PHILOSOPHY

Whether one takes a social constructionist approach to the human enterprise of “con-
structing” and maintaining a social and cultural world or instead accepts social and cul-
tural worlds as “givens,” language is a primary medium of expressing, if not generating,
them. Worldview and ethos, patterns of belief and of action, are found to make sense and
are given meaning through language. Traditional South Asia as it centers in the subconti-
nent of India has been a rich source of linguistic diversity. How India’s languages—
bhå‚ås—have carried the concerns and institutions of the Hindu world is explored by
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Madhav M. Deshpande. Then John A. Grimes takes up one of the most important terms in the
Sanskrit lexicon—darçana—which refers to the intuition, insight, or illuminative vision
that may have its source in intense thought, deep reflection, or the immediate sight of a
sacred or holy object. The word also serves as the label for the whole range of intellectual
activity to which the term “philosophy” may refer in modern English. The topic is exten-
sive and can be managed only by schematic treatment here. If available space will not
allow a longer treatment of darçana, neither does it allow more than a respectful but brief
exploration of the companion concept of time—kåla—which is surely as formidable and
dominant a category for the Hindu world as it was for Augustine in the West. A classical
problem for the Hindu world, at a level perhaps more profound than for the high-speed
modern urban person, is to fathom the mysteries of time. Randy Kloetzli and Alf
Hiltebeitel illumine ways in which that great (t)rope strings us along so many yesterdays,
todays, and tomorrows. Their chapter brings the book to a close and prepares the reader to
circle around through it again and again with increasing discernment.

WELCOME TO THE HINDU WORLD

Although The Hindu World can serve as a general reference work, some previous study of
India will help the reader to obtain maximum benefit from the book. It will be particularly
useful to intermediate and advanced students engaged in regional and area studies of South
Asia as well as in academic fields that range from anthropology, history, languages and
linguistics, sociology and political science, to religious studies. Students who are pursuing
a course of study in the world’s religions, for instance, will recognize that several of our
contributing authors have written substantial and sound introductory textbooks on Hindus
and Hinduism. Along with Julius Lipner’s commendable and previously mentioned
Hindus (1994), the student may refer to Klaus K. Klostermaier’s A Survey of Hinduism
(1994 [1989]) and Gavin Flood’s An Introduction to Hinduism (1996), as well as the chap-
ter by Vasudha Narayanan in Willard G. Oxtoby, ed., World Religions: Eastern Traditions
(2002 [1996]). The Hindu World extends the treatment of several topics that are introduced
in those textbooks and can serve to complement them in college and university courses of
study.

Our deep appreciation goes to the authors of the book’s chapters and to an even larger
number of outside readers. All of them are professional scholars with expertise in the lan-
guages and cultures of South Asia. Many of them have been contributors to the
International Journal of Hindu Studies (1997– ) for which Sushil Mittal is the founding
editor. The Journal has helped to foster an international community of inquiry and to estab-
lish Hindu studies as a recognized area of scholarly research. Without the hard work and
goodwill of these many contributors, this volume would not have been possible.
Nevertheless the editors alone are responsible for the final result that you have in hand.
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PART I

INTRODUCING THE HINDU
WORLD





C H A P T E R  O N E

ON HINDUISM AND HINDUISMS:
THE WAY OF THE BANYAN

Julius Lipner

9

THE NATURE OF OUR TASK

The purpose of this chapter is not to attempt some comprehensive account of what
Hinduism is. The remaining chapters of this book will give a clearer picture of that.

My task is one of orientation: to attempt a constructive critique of what various commen-
tators have considered Hinduism to be, and to suggest what I believe to be a fruitful
approach to the totality we call “Hinduism.” I cannot, of course, claim that the approach
outlined in this chapter is the only fruitful way of understanding Hinduism. Such a vast,
multifaceted record of the way in which many millions of human beings, over many cen-
turies, have shaped their lives, both as individuals and as groups, demands for its under-
standing an open-ended methodology that accommodates a variety of disciplines and
points of view. What we call Hinduism today has always included, under its broad canopy,
features of life that may be described not only as religious but also as social, political, eco-
nomic, rational, aesthetic, environmental, and so on. And just as there is not only one way
culturally of expressing what it is to be human, so also the sheer complexity, the multi-
layeredness of the Hindu phenomenon allows one to be Hindu in a variety of ways.

Still, there are some approaches to our subject that are more fruitful than others. I shall
argue that the one outlined here has particular advantages and that there are other
approaches that are unhelpful: they do not seem to square with how the majority of people
we have called Hindus over the ages have behaved or with what they have claimed their
basic values and purposes in life to be. As my thesis unfolds, I hope the reader will be
placed in an advantageous position to follow the various topics pursued in the rest of this
book. One needs to face the right way if one is to reach one’s goal.

But first we may ask: is there such a thing as “Hinduism” at all? And if so, what kind
of “thing” is it? What are the pitfalls of using the term “Hinduism” unwarily? A historical
perspective of the task at hand will provide a useful starting point. 

THE ISSUE: ITS HISTORY AND POLITICS

The English word “Hinduism” is of fairly recent coinage, not much more than a couple
of centuries old (see Sweetman 2000). It is not a translation of some early Indian term



purporting to give a self-description of Indian religion or culture. It is a Western invention,
created for a specific purpose. But it was not entirely plucked out of thin air. Part of this
name—the “Hindu” element—is derived from the name of the great river, the Indus,
which runs along the northwest of the subcontinent with its tributaries. The word “Indus”
itself seems to have been derived from the description which ancient inhabitants of this
region, the so-called Åryans, gave to this riverine system, recorded at least as long ago as
the second millennium BCE. This area is historically important for our purposes because
along its banks (or former banks) there are sites where civilization in the Indian subconti-
nent had an early flowering, in the technical sense of “civilization,” with urban centers and
their civic, sociopolitical, and communicational infrastructure, together with various forms
of architectural, commercial, artistic, and ritual expression. We have archaeological
records of this civilization known as the Indus Valley or Haråppan from about 3000 BCE.
The precise ethnic and cultural relationship between the “Åryans” from whose description
of the river we have derived the present name, on the one hand, and the great civilization
mentioned above, on the other, is part of the issue we are considering.

In their multidialect language which they described as saµsk®ta (meaning “refined, 
polished,” and which has been anglicized as “Sanskrit”), the former peoples called the rivers
of the northwest, especially its main artery, sindhu (sindhavaª in the plural). Subsequent
invaders or immigrants from beyond the northwest, for example, the Persians (c.550 BCE),
the Greeks (from the early fourth century BCE), and the Muslims (eighth to ninth century CE

onwards), used the element “ind” from sindhu in their names for the land and/or the peoples
to the east of this river. Thus the Greeks spoke of Indikoi (“Indians”), while Arabic-
speaking Muslims referred to the land as al-Hind. Gradually, after the arrival of the
British, who assumed prominence in the subcontinent from the middle of the eighteenth
century, the terms “India” and “Hindu”/”Hinduism” became current.1

In Sanskrit, which progressively became the language of cultural self-expression of the
male-orientated elite, the “Åryans” referred to their geographical heartland as Åryåvarta,
which in time was more or less supplanted by Bhårata. The variant “Bhårat” is the name
by which Indians often refer to their country, and it is the Indian word that appears on the
country’s postage stamps. Åryåvarta means “land of the Åryans,” while Bhårata alluded
to the territory over which the Bhårata clan, a preeminent lineage in ancient India, held
sway. Today “Bhårat(a)” stands for the political entity that is India.2

There is a vigorous ideological debate current as to who the Åryans originally were and
where their homeland was. Årya means “noble” in Sanskrit, so, by way of self-description,
the Åryans were the noble ones, those whose language and lifestyle were superior to the
culture of non-Åryans. It is not difficult to see then that any debate about the Åryans’
ethnicity can have strong political overtones. Were these “noble” people(s) whose devel-
oping language and culture gradually dominated civilized India, indigenous inhabitants his-
torically, namely, in some sense “locals” or native, or did they come from elsewhere? In
other words, is “traditional” Indian civilization, with its reputation today of being artisti-
cally highly developed, linguistically sophisticated, mythologically rich, and philosophi-
cally and theologically profound, rooted originally in the soil—or not? The political
implications are not hard to see.

Members of one group argue that the Åryans were indigenous, that they constituted or
were part of the first, older Indus civilization, rather than supplanting it by some form of
intrusion. They are not happy with the view that the Åryans were originally from outside
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the subcontinent whose culture took over from the Indus culture and created a substantial
part of the infrastructure we call Hinduism today. They are not hospitable to “outside”
influences affecting in any significant way what they regard as the “core” or essentials of
“the Hindu way of life.” The main reason seems to be that they wish to draw lines of exclu-
sion between what they regard as their own cultural domain and that of others, especially
Muslims and Christians (mediated by British colonial rule), who entered India in signifi-
cant numbers for long periods of hegemonic rule (about six hundred years where the
Muslims are concerned, and two hundred years in the case of the British). We note that
a particular view of Hinduism prevails here: that “it” is a kind of block-reality with
discernible essentials or an identifiable core. This perception can then be manipulated for
certain ends, for example, for determining who is a true son or daughter of the soil and for
prescribing what the outsider must do to be accepted. Some of these ideologues even argue
that the heartland of the Indus civilization was the original home of the Åryans who then
spread to other parts of the world.

Members of another group also favor the conclusion that the Åryans were indigenous,
but interestingly for other reasons. If it can be agreed that so-called Åryan culture origi-
nated in the subcontinent, then subsequent distinctive socioeconomic discriminations
which have been embedded within the system for nearly three millennia and which were
from early times reckoned to be congenital—they are referring to the phenomenon of
“caste”—have in fact no real historical ethnic basis. If the Hindu caste structure was
originally superimposed from within the system, then it can be removed from within the
system in favor of modern perceptions of a more egalitarian way of life. In short, Hindus
can clean up their own act without violating the essential integrity of their cultural roots.
These are two tendentious positions which for separate sets of reasons favor the indigene-
ity or nativeness of Åryan ethnicity and culture.

But there is a third position which is argued almost exclusively on archaeological
grounds. Let us call it “the Archaeological Stance.” This position is dismissive of the argu-
ments of the so-called historical linguists whose case rests mainly on the way they per-
ceive speech patterns to migrate, based on comparative philological analysis. According
to these language experts or comparative philologists, there is strong evidence for an
Åryan incursion—here “Åryan” refers primarily to modes of speech and culture—from
beyond the northwest into the Indus Valley during the later phases of the Indus civiliza-
tion (c.1500–1200 BCE) (see e.g. Witzel 1995). 

It is these language specialists who have had the main influence hitherto in shaping the
received scenario of Åryan presence in India (to which we shall return presently). The
Archaeological Stance disregards the claims of these linguists as unsubstantiated and mis-
guided. According to this view, the Indus civilization, whose early phases began in about
4000 BCE, was a development of the wheat-/barley-based agriculture that was part of
a broad interaction zone from the Oxus Valley in North Afghanistan to the Indus Valley.
This kind of agriculture was itself linked to the general agricultural growth between the
Balkans and Baluchistan, traceable to about 7000 BCE. 

However, as it matured, the so-called Indus civilization developed more or less
independently. Its core area was not sites along the Indus river system (as maintained in
the inherited scenario), but the now dried up river valley in the Bahawalpur region of
present-day Pakistan. This region was originally watered by the Sarasvat⁄ River (which
is mentioned often in the ¸g Veda, one of the earliest segments of the canonical Hindu
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scriptures, the Vedas). But as the river began to dry up, there was a steady shifting of sites
eastwards into inner India. Thus the “Åryans” who composed the Vedas were in fact
Indus Valley peoples, users of the Indo-Åryan language family, and with a long history of
3,000 years already behind them (before this, it is admitted that they may have come
originally as wheat/barley agriculturists from pockets in West Asia). The Vedas could
have developed autonomously in the fold of the various phases of the Indus civilization
whose longevity eventually allowed it to spread massively towards the south and east and
may well have formed the core of this civilization’s religiocultural beliefs and hence of
Hinduism as we know it subsequently. This view seeks seriously to challenge the very
basis of the received scenario.

We can now give a fairly sophisticated version of the received scenario about the origins
of the Åryan presence in the northwest (or Punjab region) of the subcontinent: towards the
middle of the second millennium BCE, the great Indus civilization, which was linguistically
and culturally non-Åryan and which had spread widely over and beyond the northwestern
landmass of the Indian subcontinent, was in a process of marked fragmentation and
decline. Probably by a “trickle” or “knock-on” effect over many previous generations,
people(s) whose culture may be described as “Åryan” had penetrated the Indus region
from places more or less distant, east of the great river. These people(s) seem to have
incorporated aspects of early European ancestry and ways of life and in the course of time
mingled to greater or lesser degree through intermarriage and otherwise with the inhabi-
tants of the Indus civilization. In time—over centuries—their developing language and
culture spread hegemonically, though unevenly, over the entire subcontinent.3 The grad-
ual penetration and dispersion of the so-called Åryans on this scenario may well make it
possible to accommodate the apparently unbroken archaeological sequence (as empha-
sized by the Archaeological Stance) of the rise, decline, and aftermath of the Indus
civilization.4

This received view is ideologically attractive to another group of people who wish to
depict the cultural tradition called Hinduism as a culture of synthesis and, by implication,
of basic patterns of tolerance. Hinduism for them has derived from a converging of ideas
and practices and from a mingling of peoples. The culture that subsequently held sway,
however objectionably it may have done so in certain circumstances, for example, by
discriminations of caste and androcentrism, was nevertheless the result of syntheses of
various kinds. “Hinduism,” therefore, was not built on purist foundations but on compro-
mise. And, notwithstanding the frailties of history, the tradition today too must be able to
act hospitably towards immigrants and their ideas. The real nobility of Hinduism, its
“Åryanness,” is its essentially tolerant nature. This is the position of cultural “inclusivists”
or “pluralists.”

CONSTRUCTING HINDUISM

But, we may ask, is there no evidence to decide the issue, to tell us what exactly “Åryan”
stands for and how “Hinduism” began? As we know, “evidence” that is supposed to decide
racial and cultural roots and the origins of ideas and practices is usually loaded with
interpretation, and the “evidence” in this case, which is mainly linguistic, anthropological,
and archaeological, is still fragmentary. It is constantly being added to, revisited, and
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reinterpreted. It is not our purpose to review the evidence here, and it is certainly not the
case that all those concerned with this question are ideologically enslaved. Nevertheless,
it is my view that a dispassionate inquiry into the evidence available supports some version
of the received scenario, though important adjustments in our understanding of the
mingling of the “old” and “new” inhabitants of northwestern India during the first few
millennia BCE (and perhaps earlier) with regard to the diffusion of speech patterns and
other cultural traits will have to be made (for a reasonably up-to-date scholarly review of
the data largely but not exclusively in favor of the received scenario, see Erdosy 1995c;
for an impassioned defense of a version of the Archaeological Stance, see D. Chakrabarti
1995, 1997). 

However, that is not quite the point of our discussion. The point is that “Hinduism” is a
construct, the result of interpreting the evidence and of being continually open to fresh
interpretations and evidence. Indeed, this is why there can be a number of fruitful
approaches to Hinduism. But this does not mean that the evidence we have is by nature so
pliable that “any interpretation goes, so long as it makes sense.” In fact, there are plenty
of hard features to Hinduism: particular beliefs, practices, myths, symbols, artifacts, and
so on, which are generally agreed to be incontestably Hindu. A large number of these will
be discussed in this book, and they are more or less vital, recognizable components in the
constructions we shape.

Thus it is necessary to enter into a dialectical relationship with the evidence, to hold
an ongoing conversation with it. It is a process of asking appropriate questions of what we
regard as the evidence and of being prepared to be interrogated by the evidence in turn.
The nature of the questions we ask will be regulated by the epistemological principles and
code of conduct generally agreed by those with professional expertise in the relevant
discipline(s). There is a need for constant vigilance that we are not guided by ulterior
motives or unsustainable prejudices in our formulations. In short, one must attempt to keep
ideology at bay and draw responsible conclusions, mindful that the evidence may be
provisional or reconfigurable. But this is not to say that we cannot make firm judgments
and progress in our understanding of what Hinduism is, that we cannot learn from mistakes
of the past (for a stimulating analysis of ways in which Hinduism was ideologically
constructed in the West in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, often as part of the
colonial project, see Inden 1990). An important aim of this book is precisely to give
some idea of what we can say more or less confidently about Hinduism as a religiocultural
phenomenon, based on the available evidence and on increasingly sophisticated
methodologies of cross-cultural understanding.

We, therefore, return to the idea that the word “Hinduism” (originally spelt
“Hindooism”) refers to a construct, to a certain configuration of data. It is an abstract term
(note the “-ism”), implying a tendency to generalization, obliquely derived from the
Sanskrit term “sindhu.” It is about two hundred years old, though the English word
“Hindu” (originally spelt “Hindoo”) seems to have been in use well over a century earlier.5

But this does not mean that these words (and their Western equivalents) were invariably
employed, in the course of their history, with the same set of preconceptions by Western
writers. Let us inquire into this briefly. 

To begin with, certainly the early uses of the words had no uniformly “imperialist”
presuppositions, if by “imperialist” one refers to a ruling power’s desire to acquire a new
polity outside its home territory. With reference to the usage of “Hindu/-oo,” European
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imperialist aspirations were hardly developed in the early seventeenth century, when
Westerners were in India mainly to trade or preach the Christian gospel, nor were they
more than germinal, if that, in the third quarter of the eighteenth century (when
“Hinduism/-ooism” came into use). Full-fledged imperialist connotations of “Hinduism”
began to appear with the consolidation of British rule in India in the first half of the nine-
teenth century. It is therefore not the case, as books that comment on the history of this
term sometimes imply or state, that “Hindu/Hinduism” had imperialistic connotations
from the beginning. It may have acquired these connotations in some contexts but has now
lost them in modern parlance.

Nevertheless, it was not long before these Western terms were used to designate beliefs
and practices of the majority of India’s population in a way that we would describe today
as “Orientalist,” where “Orientalist” refers to Western ways (beginning roughly in the late
eighteenth century) of “dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient”
(Said 1978: 3), namely, of institutionalizing psychological, political, social, religious, and
other structures for expressing superiority over the “East.” Because of colonialism and
its vested interests, Orientalism has had a long and vigorous history with regard to India,
and the term “Hinduism” has been a major carrier of this project (see Inden 1990 for
examples). Even today, though we are being increasingly alerted methodologically to
Orientalist strategies, words such as “Hinduism” continue to be invested with Orientalist
connotations not only in the media but also in scholarly works. 

Further, early Western uses of “Hinduism” were not confined only to what we would
regard today as religious data. This is because words used by careful early Western
observers to characterize beliefs and practices of inhabitants in India we would now call
Hindu and which functioned as precursors of the Western designation “Hindu” (for exam-
ple, “Gentoo/Gentile,” “Vai‚~ava,” “Çaiva,” “Bråhma~,” “Banian,” and so on) described
not only what their users considered to be sacred but also cultural practices we might not
regard as religious today, for example, caste relationships and occupations (see Sweetman
2000: chapter 4). This led to early Western uses of “Hindu” having cultural connotations
broader than the merely religious, a usage in fact that reflects Hindus’ own early and sub-
sequent description of themselves as “Hindu” (see below). Some contemporary scholars
of Hinduism (e.g. Lipner 1998a, 2000) wish to emphasize this wider connotation in current
usage.

Indeed, early Western studies of religious practices and beliefs of India we would now
describe as “Hindu” were generally aware that such behavior did not constitute a single,
monolithic faith. On the contrary, these studies were keen to point to significant doctrinal
and other variations, even to the extent of declaring that these variations amounted to the
existence of different (but related) religions. Thus as early as the seventeenth century,
Roberto de Nobili, a Jesuit missionary in South India, could write that the people he
studied “have one public way of life but many religions.” And already in 1846, the noted
British Indologist, Horace Hayman Wilson, declared, in the opening sentence of his Sketch
of the Religious Sects of the Hindus, that “the Hindu religion is a term, that has been hith-
erto employed in a collective sense, to designate a faith and worship of an almost endlessly
diversified description” (1).6 These are not blunt references to the nature of Hindu religion,
and they indicate that, in the past, Western understandings of religious Hinduism were not
always unnuanced. This goes against the view generally held today that a methodologi-
cally sensitive approach to the study of Hindu religion has been only a recent development.
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In fact, as we have seen, Western observers of the past were aware that religious Hinduism
was a diversified phenomenon, and this has provided some precedent for the views of
those contemporary scholars (such as Lipner 1996, 1998a; Stietencron 1986, 1989) who
maintain that traditional Hinduism in its religious aspects is appropriately conceptualized
as a group of related religions rather than as one, homogenized faith.

Thus we see that from both past and current Western usage, the terms “Hinduism” and
“Hindu” are susceptible of methodological sensitivity and pliable application; as such,
they can be both linguistically and cognitively useful. It need not be the case then, as
Wilfred Cantwell Smith (1962) and Robert Frykenberg (1989), for example, believe, that
the term “Hinduism” is hopelessly vitiated as a semantic tool. 

According to Smith, “The term ‘Hinduism’ is . . . a particularly false conceptualization,
one that is conspicuously incompatible with any adequate understanding of the religious
outlook of Hindus. . . . [‘Hinduism’ is] a notion that cannot but be inadequate. To use this
term at all is inescapably a gross oversimplification. . . . The concept of religion and the
religions . . . in principle ought to be dropped altogether” (1962: 63, 144, 153), while for
his part Frykenberg has declared that the concept “ ‘Hinduism’ (if not the word ‘Hindu’)
is a concept so soft and slippery, so opaque and vague, that its use all but brings critical
analysis to a halt and intellectual discourse to the verge of paralysis (if not futility)”
(1989: 33; emphasis in original).7

I have argued that we are capable of acquiring a historical perspective of the term and
of using it in a critically informed way. It can be welcomed to stay, so long as this is a
procedurally nuanced welcome. Smith’s and Frykenberg’s strictures are premature and
also impractical.8 We need functional terms for everyday use—handy “abbreviations,”
pragmatic descriptions, to refer to broad realities for the job at hand. It is such terms that
enable us to devise readings, publications, and so on, which can be described generically
as “Hindu” or “Buddhist” or whatever, leaving us free to specify as precisely as we
wish how we propose to deal with these subjects subsequently. And it is part of the task
of introductions such as this one to prepare the ground for this kind of exercise.

HINDUS ON “HINDU”: QUESTIONS OF
METHOD AND IDENTITY

On describing

We come now to Hindu descriptions of what is “Hindu.” But first, I am keen to undermine
the distinction between “insider” and “outsider” descriptions, which often crops up,
explicitly or implicitly, in studies like ours. 

There is a view that only “insiders” or adherents are suitably placed to describe the cul-
ture they practice or the faith they hold. After all, the argument goes, since it is their expe-
rience they are describing, only they can describe it. No doubt—but as it stands, this is a
poor argument. For the question is, what exactly is being described? If the adherent is
describing his or her own personal experience, then of course, in an obvious sense, he or
she has privileged access to it. But even this can be problematic. For the description based
on “privileged access” may be uninformed, selective, or misinterpreted. This is why we
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often need expert analysis, perhaps psychological, sociological, or historical, to help us
decode our own experiences. Consider how often we need help in understanding the
motivations and forces that shape our descriptions of our own personal experiences.
To begin with, therefore, “privileged access” to personal experience is not always an
uncontroversial matter. 

But narrating one’s personal experience is not really the point at issue, for it does not
amount to an authoritative description of some collective experience over space and time,
which is what a culture or faith comprises. Even within the agreed boundaries of some cul-
ture or religion, one individual’s personal experience may be significantly different from
another’s. And who’s to say that this particular adherent is entitled to speak on behalf of
the group? How often it is the case that a member of some group claims to represent the
experience of the group only to be repudiated by other members of that group, on the
grounds that the claimant has superimposed or valorized his or her own particular experi-
ences or interpretations at the expense of the others! And even if it were agreed that some
particular individual was entitled to represent the group, the description of a collective
experience must be sufficiently critically detached from each individual’s particular
experience so as to represent what is shared in such a way that each individual of the col-
lective recognizes his or her own experience in the representation. But to adopt this stance
of critical distance is to begin to adopt the stance of the observer or so-called outsider
parallel to the “objective” stance of the scholar. At which point the insider is becoming an
outsider, and the argument is being turned inside out. 

But conversely, one may say, can the outsider take steps to adopt the stance of an
insider, so that “outsider” and “insider” approaches may meet, so to speak, in the middle?
Not only is this possible, but in different contexts of life, as outsiders, we are able
to adopt—more or less—the stance of an insider. It happens by what has been called
empathy, namely, training one’s cognitive faculties, especially the imagination, to enter,
as far as possible, the perspective of the other (Lipner 1998b). We do this when we learn
to enter, say, Shakespeare’s world, by studying the vocabulary and sociocultural circum-
stances of the times and using our intuition on this basis to insert ourselves into the rele-
vant context. We do this when we are guided by sensitive expertise, either by the written
or spoken word, or with the help of external images, or by some combination of these, to
understand the minds of people of another gender or race or way of life, perhaps far
removed in time and space from our own. (Consider, for example, the part played by a
good biography or history in this process. Such accounts will have made judicious use of
first person reports, of the multivocal witness of the times. They will also have made good
use of the relevant contemporary heuristic critical devices available, such as gender- and
culture-sensitive critiques.) We can succeed in this project, more or less. Our degree of
success will depend on the quality of guidance and the cognitive and imaginative effort we
ourselves are prepared to contribute. 

Thus to say, without qualification, that only Hindus can understand or explain what
Hinduism is or what it is to be Hindu is to miss the point. The methodological problems
both Hindus and non-Hindus encounter in trying to explain or understand Hinduism can,
with due care, be resolved in such a way—by adopting the critical method of observation
and empathy mentioned here—that there is significant common ground between them. In
other words, entering into The Hindu World in a manner that can be personally enriching
and educationally instructive is a viable project.
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Tradit ional  senses  of  identity

How then have Hindus sought to identify or describe themselves and their own traditions?
I have pointed out already that the term “Hindu” (not to mention “Hinduism”) is not very
old and that it seems to acquire some currency in Western circles from about the early
seventeenth century. In Indian usage it has an even more murky past in that its history is
still obscure. It has been pointed out that the term was used in Indian texts in medieval (and
late medieval) times (usually in a context demarcating Hindus from Muslims) (O’Connell
1973; Wagle 1989).9 An earlier reference—but not much earlier—occurs in the medieval
Hindi poems of the North Indian saint, Kab⁄r (fifteenth century), who himself eludes neat
classification in terms of the modern category, “Hindu.” Thus, there is a tradition that when
he died both Muslims and “Hindus” wished to claim his body for disposal according to the
rites of their own faiths.

In poems attributed to Kab⁄r we find (S. Kumar 1984: 21, 31):

‘Gorakh! Gorakh!’ 
cries the Jog⁄
‘Råm! Råm!’ 
says the Hindu. 
‘Allåh is One’ 
proclaims the Muslim. 
But . . . 
My Lord pervades all.

The god of Hindus resides in a temple;
The god of Muslims resides in a mosque. 
Who resides there 
Where there are no temples 
Nor mosques?

Note that “Hindu” is not a straightforward category here: there is a marking off from those
who are Muslims, but a distinction is also made between “Hindu” and “Jog⁄/Yog⁄,” though
the latter appellation today would fall under “Hindu.” This indicates not only how
malleable the term “Hindu” has been even among Indians themselves but also that it was
used as a self-ascriptive marker by Hindus to separate themselves from others who did not
share their way of life. Here the term tended to be appropriated with an exclusivistic function. 

More traditionally, however, Hindus affirmed identity and marked exclusion in other
ways, for example, by referring to differences of doctrinal belief (by such designations as
“Çr⁄vai‚~ava,” “Pråbhåkara,” “Påçupata,” “Bauddha”), or to specific practices or insignia
(“Kånpha†å/splitear,” “Kapålika/skullbearer”), or to occupation (“Sairaµdhr⁄,” namely,
a maidservant), or to personal names (“Rådhå,” “Råma,” “Madhva”), or to family descent
(“Yådava,” “Kaunteya,” “Jånak⁄”), or to particular achievements or qualities
(“Savyasåc⁄/ambidextrous,” “V®kodara/wolfbelly,” “N⁄laka~†ha/darkthroat”), or to birth
group (“Bråhma~,” “Khatr⁄,” “Baniyå”), or to ancestral village, or to race (“Yavana,”
“Mleccha”), and so on. It is important to note that individuals or groups were accustomed
to being referred to by more than one designation concurrently, as context demanded.
Thus within the space of a day or a single episode, an individual could be referred to by
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different designations—for example, “scorcher of the foe” in battle, “ruler of my heart” in
the home, “bigfoot” by way of jest or insult, and “Mura” matter-of-factly—depending on
the intention of the speaker. In other words, Hindus traditionally functioned in terms of
multiple-identity appellations, and this reflected the complex and multilayered social
world in which they lived. Even today, this is a feature of Hindu social relations, though
with a somewhat reduced scope (for instance, formally designating individuals in terms of
particular achievements is no longer common practice). This “polycentric” dynamic,
namely, having multicentered identities, generated, and still generates, a fluid sense of
identity and encourages continuous oscillation from one identity context to another, as and
when need arises. We shall return to this distinctive trait of polycentrism in Hinduism
later.

Modern tendencies

However, there is no doubt that in some respects, for example, in some political and
religious contexts, the term “Hindu” has become a catchall category, used to homogenize
identity with a view to making broad, often tendentious, distinctions. This goes against the
sense of fluid identity mentioned here. In other words, the terms “Hindu” and “Hinduism”
are being used increasingly to forge ways of speaking and thinking that go against tradi-
tional practices, both personally and collectively. This has been an important modern
development in the history of these terms and needs further elucidation. 

We noted earlier that there is no Indian equivalent of the Western term “Hinduism.” But
there is an Indian word, sometimes wrongly translated “Hinduism,” which is a Sanskritic
construction grammatically and which is not more than about one-hundred-and-fifty years
old. It has become an important term, in fact, a slogan, in contemporary debate about
Hindu identity, with repercussions for a particular approach to Hinduism. The word is
hindu-tva, which is best translated by “Hindu-ness,” to mean the defining characteristic(s)
of what is “Hindu.” 

To understand the history of hindutva we must go back to a famous Bengali novel of
the late nineteenth century. This novel, called Ånandama†h by Bankimchandra Chatterji
(1838–94), was first published in book form in 1882 and soon became one of the sources
for the development of Hindu nationalist consciousness, especially in Bengal which
pioneered the movement to free India from colonial rule.

The novel is set in Bengal early in the last third of the eighteenth century. It tells of the
patriotic activities of the leaders of an Order of Bengali freedom fighters called santåns
(pronounced “shontaans,” which means “children”). The santåns are children of their
motherland, which is identified with the nurturing yet avenging mother goddess. Thus the
dominant symbolism is uncompromisingly Hindu. In the novel, the children fight directly
to overthrow local corrupt Muslim rule, but it is not hard to see that the Muslims are a
screen for the author’s disenchantment with the British colonial regime and for national
opposition to this regime.

In one passage, the author writes, “In particular, everyone was angry with the Muslims
for the lawlessness and indiscipline of their rule. Because the Hindu code of life (hindu-
dharma) had disappeared, many Hindus were keen to establish a sense of Hindu identity
(hindutva)” (Chatterji 1882: chapter 1 of part 3). This is a very early and significant use
of the term “hindutva,” and it occurs in a passage affirming Hindu identity over and
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against that of Muslims. It is also a “universalizing” use of the term. Hindus are spoken of
as a uniform collective, without adverting to internal distinctions. I am not claiming that
Bankim invented the modern use of hindutva, but in what became an important national-
ist text, its occurrence, for whatever reason, reflects/reinforces the term’s main import in
nationalist discourse subsequently: standardizing Hindu identity in terms of something
vague called “the Hindu code/way of life” in opposition to “the other” (especially the
Muslim other).

The term continued its hard-nosed career, acquiring more strident political overtones in
the course of time. A watershed in this development was its use in the political-cultural
writings of Vinayak Damodar Savarkar (1883–1966), the seminal ideologue of most right-
wing groups in India today. He “fought in countless speeches and publications for a violent
liberation of India under the Hindu banner from everything foreign, and a complete
restoration of Hindu ideas and Hindu society” (Klostermaier 1994: 463). In his important
tract, “Essentials of Hindutva,” Savarkar wrote:

A Hindu . . . is . . . [one] who feels attachment to the land that extends from sindhu
to sindhu [sea] as the land of his forefathers—as his Fatherland; who inherits the
blood of the great race . . . which[,] assimilating all that was incorporated and
ennobling all that was assimilated[,] has grown into and come to be known as the Hindu
people; and who, as a consequence of the foregoing attributes, has inherited and claims
as his own . . . the Hindu civilization, as represented in a common history, common
heroes, a common literature, a common art, a common law and a common jurispru-
dence, common fairs and festivals, rites and rituals, ceremonies and sacraments.

(1964: 64)

Thus for Savarkar and his followers, one’s appropriation of hindutva must be accommo-
dated to a view that is racial, territorial, quite androcentric (note the contrast here between
Savarkar’s use of “fatherland” and Bankim’s idea of “motherland” in Ånandama†h),
culturally conformist (there is great stress on the word “common” in the extract), and
exclusivist of “the other.” Approaches to Hinduism predicated on these assumptions must
have the same ideological, essentializing characteristics.

Savarkar was responding in his own way to the British, and more widely Western, con-
struct of the nation-state and national identity of the times. It was also a reaction to
processes of thought embedded in the colonial agenda in India to distance its regime from
the subject peoples both epistemically and racially, that is, “You are so different from us
that there cannot be a real meeting of minds and hearts.” This agenda was well established
by the time of Savarkar’s youth. The development of the concept of hindutva is important
for understanding recent antipathies in Indian Hindu politics, where once again the Muslim
in particular has taken on the role of the demonized other, and the conformist expectations
of Hindu religious culture that goes with them (see Basu, Datta, Sarkar, Sarkar, and Sen
1993). As I shall point out, this bureaucratic, centralizing strategy tends to be at odds with
the historical realities represented by traditional Hindu beliefs and practices. 

Here it will be instructive to consider another modern concept often associated with 
hindutva, though it need not have the same sinister political implications. It is also an
essentializing and standardizing notion, popular with, though not exclusive to, the urban
middle classes. This is the notion of sanåtana-dharma: “the eternal order or way of life.”
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Though the roots of this phrase go back about two thousand years (it occurs in the plural
form in Sanskrit, kuladharmåª sanåtanåª, in the sense of “the enduring rules of the family
or community,” in the influential text, the Bhagavad G⁄tå [1.40]), in its modern form it has
become increasingly popular in the last two centuries or so as “a programmatic expression
of traditionalist self-assertion” (Halbfass 1988: 343). It functions as a defensive, and at
times defiant, marker of opposition to culturally alienating influences, even though the
lifestyle it recommends may be susceptible to these influences in a number of ways. 

The claim is invariably made that this way of life arises in some way from the ancient
Vedic scriptures, though the program recommended may vary from group to group of
sanåtan⁄s. Some Sanåtan⁄s/-nists may sit lightly to hereditary caste-distinctions, others
may try to justify them; some may seek to reinstate a form of Vedic ritual, while others
may argue that this has become obsolete; some may practice religious devotionalism,
while others may advocate a form of Veda-based monism: there are many permutations.
What these groups have in common is that their concept of sanåtana-dharma, like the
concept of hindutva, is a modern construct, devised to cope with the encroachments of
“the foreign other,” in the name of some claim based on the “essentials” of Vedic teach-
ing. Nevertheless, though modern in their revisionist intent, in their various implementa-
tions these concepts may well retain strong links with Hindu beliefs and practices of
the past.

Indeed, both these modern defensive constructs are popular in the Hindu diaspora, not
least among young Hindus who live in the West and seek to affirm their Indian roots. But
the way these concepts tend to function in the lives of their adherents in the diaspora may
differ in important respects from the way they do so in the “homeland.” In the former con-
text, there is often a greater emphasis on formulating a uniform Hindu identity, as an act
of self-esteem and self-preservation, in the face of alien cultural pressures from an over-
whelming host-majority. A concomitant strategy may be to affirm a universalistic under-
standing of Hinduism in either descriptive or prescriptive terms, namely, this is what all
Hindus do/believe or should do/believe. Antipathy towards the cultural-other may not be
a priority. It is not uncommon to find that these programmatic accounts are governed by
sometimes not-so-subtle attempts to idealize Hinduism as a faith or culture by way of
features perceived to be attractive to the host community or derived from some notion of
prevailing wisdom.

We can exemplify this by referring to a book produced by the Vishva Hindu Parishad
(World Council of Hindus) in the United Kingdom. The Vishva Hindu Parishad was founded
in India in 1964 to defend, uphold, and propagate Hindu commitment in a militant way
(see McKean 1996b: especially chapter 4; see also Hellman 1993). In India today, the
Vishva Hindu Parishad is actively embroiled in right-wing politics, but Parishad offshoots
in other parts of the world may not necessarily reflect the political agenda of their Indian
progenitor. In the diaspora, the priority often seems to be not proactive involvement in
local politics but the formulation of a self-affirming and uniform Hindu identity or con-
struct of Hinduism to meet the challenge of cultural alienation or religious aggression. 

In the book, entitled Explaining Hindu Dharma: A Guide for Teachers (Prinja 1996),
we are told:

There are a variety of religious sects or traditions in Hinduism. However, in spite of
this diversity, there is a certain unity among all the various doctrines and schools of
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thought because their basic principles are based on the “eternal laws of nature” which
can be rightly defined as Sanatana (eternal) Dharma (laws of nature). . . . The Vedas
are now recognized by many scholars as the most ancient literature in the world. The
term “Sanatana” is often used to highlight this quality of being ancient and eternal
[7]. . . . Hinduism allows use of various terms, names, symbols and images to allow
people to discover God in whichever way they want to. This freedom of thought and
form of worship is unique to Hinduism [13]. . . . In Hindu history no example of
imposing Hinduism by coercion or conversion can be found [54]. . . . In spite of . . .
external diversity, there is an inner unity among all Hindus. This unity is based on the
following five main commonalities: Common race. . . . Common Dharma . . . The
founders of various sects or “-isms” did not intend to disunite Hindus, they were sim-
ply explaining Hinduism according to the need of the time. Common motherland. . . .
Common language. . . . Common philosophy [60; emphasis in original] . . . . Initially
all the four Varnas [caste-orders] were equal [70]. . . . In India the oppression of
women increased during the Moghul [Muslim] rule. Women were put on a pedestal
in Hinduism but at the same time their “freedom” was curtailed for the sake of
protection [72]. . . . In Hinduism, there is no conflict between science and religion
[153]. . . . Erotic rituals are against the basic fundamentals of Hinduism [161]. . . .
Hindu sages have always asserted that political leaders should not advocate or work
for the good of one particular denomination or sector of people. What matters is the
welfare of society as a whole [175]. . . . There is no room for feelings of superiority
or prejudice in Hindu philosophy [176].

In this extract, which contains assertions representative of the book as a whole, the
ideals of sanåtana-dharma and hindutva have been conflated in a conception of Hinduism
which claims to unify a wide, accommodating diversity and preserve ancient, unchanging
values through a lifestyle that allows Hindus to meet modern challenges of science and
society in a wholesome, unproblematic way. Hardly any indication is given that the
authors have seriously considered the possibility that many aspects of Hindu belief and
practice observable today are the product of either resolved or indeed continuingly unre-
solved contestation or negotiation. It is a construct of Hinduism that is, to say the least,
ahistorical, seamless, and optimistic. 

One way, then, of summing up our discussion so far is to say that one can speak of
“Hinduisms” rather than of “Hinduism” and of the Hinduism of the scholar as well as of
the Hinduism of the propagandist. It would be important to discern between the two so as
to make an appropriate response. Both forms of Hinduism are, of course, distributed alike
between Westerners and Hindus, and, to complicate matters, both forms of Hinduism can
on occasion be found nesting in the same place. 

The “uniqueness” of  Hinduism

I have argued that, all things considered, we need not dispense with the term “Hinduism.”
It can be used with methodological sensitivity. There is a further caveat we must consider,
only hinted at so far, before we discuss our own approach to Hinduism.

In his important book already alluded to, The Meaning and End of Religion, Wilfred
Cantwell Smith contends that abstract (Western) designations for religious ways of life,
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such as “Hinduism” and “Christianity,” tend to “re-ify,” to make a “thing” of that which they
designate (1962: e.g. chapters 2–3).10 The impression is given that their intended 
referents—the religions in question—exist as some kind of social reality with a discernible
essence, on the basis of which one can make generalizations and homogenize and over-
look or downplay important internal distinctions on which identities and lifestyles are
predicated. So we must do away with this tendency to reify, of “mentally making reli-
gion into a thing, gradually coming to conceive [of] it as an objective systematic entity”
(W. C. Smith 1962: 51).11 Smith’s solution is drastic: abandon the abstract terms them-
selves rather than recontextualize our ways of using them. We must replace them by the
language of (religious) “faith” on the one hand, evoking the personal, subjective dimen-
sion of religion, and of “the cumulative tradition” on the other, denoting the observable,
public dimension of ritual, rites of passage, beliefs, doctrines, places of worship, and so on
(W. C. Smith 1962: especially chapters 5–7). How exactly this linguistic transition is to be
effected has never been clarified; one suspects that these new patterns of speech would
soon find ways of slipping back into the bad, old methodologically unenlightened ways.
After all, the new way calls for dismantling entrenched terminology—a gargantuan task—
and replacing this with new locutions. But why not short circuit the process by recharging
the old terminology with a greater procedural alertness in the first place? This is my point.
We can agree that Hinduism is not a “thing” in the sense rejected by Smith, but the answer
is not to abandon such terms as “Hinduism.” Let us keep the baby but get rid of the bath-
water. Designations like “Hinduism” can and do perform a useful role: as artfully impre-
cise names, they provide a terminological canopy for legitimating ongoing debate about
the nature of the phenomena they address, which in itself implies that they are being used
in a methodologically instructive manner. 

Nevertheless Smith has a point. It has become all too easy to use these abstractions
to affirm one, and only one, form of life as superior—in the context of, say, living as
a Christian or being a Hindu. The implication is that there is a preferred way—the way—
of expressing commitment to a religious or cultural tradition, and it lurks in such mono-
lithic questions as “What is the Hindu understanding of the social role of women?,” or
“What is the Christian view of homosexuality?,” or “What is the Muslim view of a just
society?”—as if there is only one in each case. This approach fails to take note of the
inherent plurality of religious and cultural forms of life, which thrive on adaptation, the
inventive response to life’s challenges, contextuality, and multiple forms of transmission
and interpretation of tradition. To stress uniformity here at the expense of creative expres-
sion is to seek to endorse the status quo and the vested interests of its authority structures.
It is also to discriminate against or marginalize those who may be seeking legitimate
change or reform. 

The deployment of power that seeks to shape the image of a tradition need not be overtly
political. It can be expressed through forms of social or conceptual engineering: perhaps
a tendentious appeal to the “superiority” of an imagined construct or goal which places
potential rivals at a disadvantage. This can be done by hierarchizing religious or cultural
commitment. In his well-known and still widely read book, The Hindu View of Life,
first published in 1927, the distinguished philosopher and former president of India,
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (1888–1975), valorizes a monistic form of religious Hinduism
called Advaita Vedånta, as the high point of “the Hindu view of life.” The goal of Advaita,
as endorsed by Radhakrishnan, is for the individual to experience his or her essential
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(spiritual) identity with the supreme reality, brahman. Thus forms of religious commit-
ment are graded with this end in view:

Hinduism accepts all religious notions as facts and arranges them in the order of their
more or less intrinsic significance. The bewildering polytheism of the masses and the
uncompromising monotheism of the classes are for the Hindu the expressions of one
and the same force at different levels. Hinduism insists on our working steadily
upwards and improving our knowledge of God. “The worshippers of the Absolute are
the highest in rank; second to them are the worshippers of the personal God; then
come the worshippers of the incarnations like Råma, K®‚~a, Buddha; below them are
those who worship ancestors, deities and sages, and lowest of all are the worshippers
of the petty forces and spirits.” 

(Radhakrishnan 1980: 24)

Here Radhakrishnan’s approach to Hinduism is reductive (it identifies Hinduism with
forms of religious rather than wider cultural commitment), essentializing (ultimately
Advaita or nonduality is the core of Hinduism), and hierarchically assimilative (non-
monistic forms of Hindu religiosity are graded and progressively assimilated to the
Advaitic goal). Most Hindus, however, are theists or religious dualists of one sort or
another. I submit that they would reject “the order of . . . intrinsic significance” espoused
by Radhakrishnan, which would place their faith in an inherently inferior position to
Advaita which resides at the summit of the scale. Radhakrishnan’s position remains
unsubstantiated, epistemologically, metaphysically, and indeed phenomenologically; we
could not recommend an approach to Hinduism based on such a priori assumptions.

But after having been actively involved as agents from the earliest stages in the various con-
structions of the term “Hinduism” (by way of collaboration in such Western projects as the
translation of texts, religious encounter and confrontation, and political contestation),12

Hindus have now appropriated the term themselves. The reasons for this, as we have sug-
gested, are numerous: historical revision, political negotiation (or manipulation), social or reli-
gious consolidation, indeed, epistemological or ideological recognition. This has been a very
long and multivocal process beginning with the Hindu savant Rammohan Roy early in the
nineteenth century; there is every indication that it will continue for the foreseeable future.13

But the model of religion in this process of appropriation, of course, has been
Christianity. It was against the backdrop of Christianity that Western observers, scholars,
administrators, and missionaries entered into their numerous conceptual transactions with
Hindus. By the late eighteenth century, as this process consolidated its effects in the
deployment of British influence and power, the norm for an authentic religious identity
was a discernible system of axial, corporate belief. As we have seen, to a large extent the
diversified phenomenon of Hinduism did not (and does not) conform to this norm. This
led to strategies legitimating colonial rule as a “civilizing,” indeed, sacralizing process. As
the nineteenth century developed, colonial rule in the subcontinent increasingly ascribed
to itself the task of being engaged in a “noble mission” to remake its subjects, if not in the
exalted image of their masters, then at least in some semblance of humanity.

But though there are many things in Hindu religion which overlap with Christian para-
digms, there are also many differences. In important respects, Hindu ways of being reli-
gious do not conform to Christian molds. There will be many examples of this in this book.
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The repeated attempts of observers, both Western and Hindu, through the centuries to
point to exceptional features of Hinduism in contrast to Abrahamic models, are, as we
have seen, an indication of this. This simply makes Hinduism distinctive, not inferior or
beyond the pale. It enriches our understanding of human diversity, of the implications of
being religious in a world of cultural heterogeneity, and it broadens the scope of what it
means to be authentically human. In the process, it ruptures hidebound or stereotypical
notions of religious commitment. 

I have indicated that “Hindu” and “Hinduism” can be used as religious terms only if
they have certain wider cultural ramifications. In this respect, they are not religious in the
way “Christian” or “Muslim” are religious.14 We are now ready to inquire into the cultural
context, that is, into the cultural distinctiveness of the complex and somewhat evasive
nexus of symbols and markers that we tend to designate “Hinduism.”

A BANYAN MODEL

We have now considered two of the three leading questions raised at the beginning of this
chapter: “Is there such a thing as ‘Hinduism’?” and “What are the pitfalls of using the
term ‘Hinduism’ unwarily?” We can now move on to the third: “What kind of ‘thing’ is
Hinduism?” or, to put it differently, “What is the basis of our own approach to the
phenomenon we call ‘Hinduism’?”

In recent work (Lipner 1996, 1998a), I have likened Hinduism to the massive banyan
tree that is a chief attraction of the botanical gardens on the outskirts of Kolkata (formerly
Calcutta), capital of the Indian state of West Bengal. This is not meant to be an exact com-
parison but only a basis for constructing a model of Hinduism that bears functional resem-
blances to this particular tree. The Kolkata banyan is very old—it has a history of well over
two hundred years—and in the way of ancient banyans has put out aerial roots from its
branches which have reached the ground and resemble trunks themselves. For some rea-
son there appears to be no central axis, so that the Kolkata banyan looks like a grove of
interconnected trees. In fact, there are more than a thousand trunks with a canopy of about
four acres (Hawkins 1986: 39). The effect is that of a three-dimensional lattice that is
multicentered; each of the thicker “trunks” seems to sustain a microsystem of lesser trunks
with their branches, and the whole comes across as an arboreal grid that is one, yet many. 

This is a promising model for the view of Hinduism that I propose: an interconnected,
polycentric phenomenon in the flux of growth, change, and decay—but there is a difference.
As a single organic system, the banyan can display only a limited diversity of its botanic
structure (fruits, foliage, and so on); furthermore, dubious (perhaps parasitic) growths can be
identified for what they are by accredited scientific means. There are ways of telling
botanically whether something is “banyan” ( ficus benghalensis) or not. This is where the
resemblance with the model of Hinduism I am proposing breaks down. On the one hand, I
wish to retain the rhetoric of an organic unity in the Hindu banyan, on the other, I wish to allow
for a wider range of diversity of its constituent features than in its botanic counterpart (with
regard to rites, rituals, doctrines, and so on). Further, in terms of social scientific discourse,
there seem to be no clear ways of discerning on occasion where the Hindu banyan ends
and non-Hindu characteristics take over, that is, whether something can with confidence
be described as “Hindu” or not. There are problem cases. But none of this is to say that we
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cannot characterize a great many things (individuals, events, artifacts, systems of thought,
modes of speech, and behavior), over a wide spectrum of time and space, as clearly “Hindu.”

So when speaking about Hinduism, everything is not up in the air. As I have indicated,
we know where and from when to start looking, namely, in the Indian subcontinent, at
least from the time of the appearance of the so-called Åryan culture as we recognize it
today, that is, from about 1200 BCE. In order to build our case, let us now look illustratively
at some of the salient features of this culture as it developed religiously and in other ways.

Polycentrism

We can start with a body of texts that are generally agreed to be unambiguously Hindu.
These are the Vedas (or Veda, in the cumulative sense of “the knowledge,” from the
Sanskrit vid to know), the earliest canonical scriptures of the tradition. I am using the term
“text” here in the sense of a concatenation of signifiers (words, gestures, and so on) com-
mitted to some form of recognizable, transmittable expression in the public domain. In this
sense, “text” does not need to have a written form, and indeed from the time of their origins
in the subcontinent (c.1200 BCE), the Vedas existed for centuries primarily as an oral, ver-
bal tradition. In due course, it became convenient to commit them to writing, and today
they can be consulted and studied in the form of books. As we have noted, “Veda” means
“knowledge,” and from the time the ancient tradition we call “Hinduism” began to coa-
lesce, these voluminous, multilayered, many-stranded texts composed in Sanskrit, which
became the language of religiocultural hegemony in Hindu tradition, were perceived as the
normative repository of religiously effective wisdom. They were “scripture.”

Using the Veda as our starting point may surprise scholars of Hinduism both by its
apparent predictability and by the procedural objection it may be seen to raise. But pre-
dictability is no bad thing if it can be put to good use and procedural objections can be duly
addressed. Let us consider the latter.

To start with the Veda, it may be objected, is to start with a focus of Hinduism that is
both “elitist” and “orthodox” in important ways and hence insufficiently comprehensive.
But this objection is misplaced. For our purposes, there is great heuristic advantage in this
particular starting point. For by their normative scriptural status, the Vedas have exerted
from earliest times to the present enormous influence on all strata of Hinduism as a socio-
cultural phenomenon. This cuts across such (admittedly contentious) distinctions
as “elite” and “popular,” “orthodox” and “heterodox,” and “great tradition” and “little
tradition(s),” not to mention gendered divides (let us call these and similar distinctions
collectively, “the index of polarities”). This influence can be valorized in positive and
negative terms, of course, or as engendering proactive or reactive consequences: the Vedas
have been influential as much for the way their religious and social paradigms have been
actively appropriated by various groups as for the way other groups have devised means
and ends to reject them. Nevertheless, their wide-ranging hegemony is indisputable and
has been the subject of numerous studies in the various disciplines of the social sciences
and humanities.15 So it will be useful to begin with the Vedas if we can approach them
in such a way as to reveal what appears to be a fundamental characteristic of the
Hindu banyan. 

For the present we do not need to be apprised of the actual religious content of the
Vedas. Suffice it to say that they are a large body of Sanskrit utterances, arranged in the
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course of time in four collections which were in canonical formation from about 1200 BCE

to about the beginning of the Common Era and ratified as the source of saving knowledge—
as in effect the foundation of one’s accredited way of life or dharma—by (the male mem-
bers of ) what was emerging as the most powerful socioreligious stratum of traditional
Hindu society, the Bråhma~ or priestly order. Though the Bråhma~s, who became an
increasingly heterogeneous group, granted direct access to Vedic power in important ways
to other (male) strata of Hindu society who were described as having the ritual status of
being “twice-born,” they retained overall control of this power; in this sense, the Vedas
remained a Bråhma~ical preserve. Excluded from direct access to the salvific efficacy of
the Vedas were women in general and increasingly larger sections of the male population
who were not regarded as twice-born. Further, there was a growing consensus even among
the Bråhma~s that the purport of the Vedas was not always easy to interpret or decode. 

In consequence, a widespread tendency arose to regard other texts—some in Sanskrit,
others in the vernacular—as more accessible, alternative Vedas: alternative, but not
mutually exclusive with respect to their legitimating Vedic source. In fact, they were per-
ceived as entering into an organic relationship with the Vedas (and often with each other),
so as to adapt, refract, reissue, and disseminate in more accessible and popular ways the
salvific power incorporated in the Vedas. To this end, they were called “Veda” too. These
alternative Vedas include such diverse examples as the epic narrative, the Mahåbhårata,
the so-called “Tamil Veda(s),” and the Purå~as in corporate form.

The Mahåbhårata is a sprawling narrative in Sanskrit meter in eighteen books and many
thousands of verses,16 believed by scholars to have been produced more or less in the form
available to us, from about 400 BCE to 400 CE. In effect, the Mahåbhårata is a multivocal
discourse in classical context on the nature of the complexity of dharma or righteous
conduct. Because of its range of heroic and other characters and vivid anecdotal style, it has
held enormous sway in providing both proactive and reactive guidelines for the meaning of
dharma in virtually every echelon of Hindu society, overriding in the process the index of
polarities mentioned earlier. One of the well-known descriptions of the Mahåbhårata is
“fifth Veda”; indeed, it makes no bones about pronouncing itself a Veda equal to the
traditional Vedas (see 1.56.14f of the Pune edition). It fulfills this function of spiritual
enablement not only in its Sanskrit form but through its many vernacular and other adapta-
tions over the centuries in various parts of the subcontinent and beyond, right up to the pres-
ent day. These latter-day adaptations include the medium of theatre, film, and television.17

What precisely “Veda” means functionally in this context, I shall return to later.
The “Tamil Veda(s)” are a large body of Tamil devotional hymns to the supreme being

in both Çaiva and Vai‚~ava traditions produced in southern India from about sixth to ninth
centuries CE. It is claimed not that they supersede the Vedas but that they reveal their true
meaning in an accessible manner (primarily for Tamil speakers, of course). This is why
they are called Veda. But since they have arisen out of Tamil culture, they are a regional
form of “revelation.” The implication is that there may be other instances of such regional
revelation, mediating, in their own context, the purport of the Vedas. We shall return to
this and another example later.

The Purå~as are more or less large collections of data in Sanskrit about a great many
aspects of so-called orthodox as well as heterodox forms of life, ranging in time over most
of the last two millennia. There is a great deal of religious material in the Purå~as con-
cerning different deities and facets of their worship as well as various kinds of treatment
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of dharma. Collectively, the Purå~as are also called “the fifth Veda” because of the wealth
of information they contain enabling humans to live a good life and achieve their spiritual
end (on the assumption that they have been properly interpreted, of course). 

I have given but the briefest description of these three examples for two reasons: first,
to indicate how influential they can be both at the local and the transregional levels,
and, second, to clarify the functional meaning of “Veda” in this context. Thus “Veda” here
does not have some extraneous or metaphorical meaning analogous to the use of “Bible”
in such statements as “The Highway Code is the Bible of motorists in England” or “Buy
this book: it will become the Bible of the PC user.” In the latter context, “Bible” is being
used merely to symbolize an authoritative source of knowledge in a particular field of
human endeavor, not to signify that this source is the fount of religious salvation in the
way the real Bible (or a part of it) is perceived to be by Jews and Christians. 

But in the case of the alternative Vedas, it is being claimed that these sources really do
mediate in some way the salvific efficacy of the “original” Vedas. Without doing away
with the Vedas, they relocate them contextually and make them more accessible and
efficacious. They exist in a kind of organic relationship with the Vedas salvifically, and if
more than one such alternative Veda is recognized, an interactive grid of these “Vedas”
(together with the original Vedas) is set up whereby the foci or centers of this grid
empower and validate each other. (Even if only one alternative Veda is recognized in a
particular context, the original and the alternative Veda exist in dynamic tension in the way
that will now be described.) The original Veda continues to be legitimated and reinvented
in terms of its related foci, while the alternative Vedas derive their authority by virtue of
their functional mediation. So “Veda” is being used here in its intrinsic meaning. Each
alternative Veda functions simultaneously as a self-reflexive microsystem of textual
activity with its own ambience of commentarial tradition and particular forms of worship
and ritual and as an exocentric impulse in interactive tension with the original Veda (and
the other member[s] of the grid).

This is a form of intertextuality that is both decentering and re-integrative: by virtue of
its decentering tendency it can accommodate an indefinite number of members simultane-
ously in the nexus; in so far as it is re-integrative it is capable of sustaining itself. The
dynamic of the whole permits individual members to be subtracted from or added to the
grid in more or less contingent fashion. “Vedas” can drop out of or enter the system by
force of historical circumstance without impairing either the critical mass or the modality
of the whole. This is one way in which polycentrism as a characteristic of the Hindu
banyan expresses itself, and it is a way of tenacious survival and adaptive propagation. 

Note that we are speaking here of a characteristic of Hinduism that is by and large
functional. With regard to the mode of polycentrism described earlier, namely, the
Vedification of text, the way is left open for deploying different strategies to legitimate the
process. One strategy for rationalizing Vedification has been in terms of the distinction
between what we may call general and special revelation. Mariasusai Dhavamony (1971:
4–5) has noted that some passages of the scriptures (or Ågamas) of a school of devotional
Hinduism called Çaiva Siddhånta seem to repudiate the authority of the Vedas, while there
are others which endorse it by the claim that the devotion they propound reveals the true
import of the Vedas. How to resolve this paradox? Dhavamony quotes Tirum¨lar, one of
the contributors to the TirumuÌai (tenth-century Tamil texts but often with much older
material, which form another portion of the Çaiva Siddhånta canon and which are also
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referred to as a “Tamil Veda”), to the effect that “the Vedas and the Ågamas are both true
and both are the word of God,” the regulative difference being that the former are
restricted to twice-born castes, while the latter are open to all castes. Thus by invoking
the distinction of general and special revelation from the viewpoint of caste, the Ågamas
have been Vedified and the apparent conflict between Vedic and Ågamic content is
theoretically, if not exegetically, resolved. 

Another strategy has made use of the concept of “completing” the (Vedic) revelation.
Friedhelm Hardy (1979) traces how the so-called Tamil Veda of the early medieval
Vai‚~ava poet saints has been incorporated into the scriptures of the Çr⁄vai‚~ava school as
consummating, and for some even supplanting, the traditional Veda, and in another exam-
ple of Vedification, that of “progressive revelation,” the late fifteenth-century theologian
Vallabha declares: “In the early part [of the Veda] K®‚~a appears as the sacrifice, in the
later [Upani‚adic portion] he appears as brahman; [in the Bhagavad G⁄tå] he is the
avatårin [god in human form], but in the Bhågavata Purå~a, K®‚~a appears clearly [as
himself ]” (Tattvårthad⁄panibandha 38). Here Vallabha endorses his form of devotion to
K®‚~a, derived from the Bhågavata Purå~a (c. ninth century CE), by placing this text at the
summit of a hierarchy of revealed texts starting with the traditional Veda. These are all
examples of the way, irrespective of the legitimating strategies, polycentric Vedic lattices
are established, in order to multiply, adapt, and perpetuate Vedic authority as part of a
textured expansion of influence. Let us give another example with a regional emphasis.

Kunal Chakrabarti (2001: chapter 5) has shown that similar strategies have been imple-
mented in the medieval Sanskrit Purå~as of the Bengal area to draw non-Åryan Tantric
practices into the Vedic fold during the process of the region’s “Bråhma~ization.” Here
too, he claims, somewhat sweepingly, “There is no direct continuity from the Vedas to the
Tantras” (K. Chakrabarti 2001: 188). Yet in the Mahåbhågavata Purå~a, the goddess speaks
as follows: “The Ågama [here the Tantras] and the Veda are my two arms with which I
sustain the whole universe. . . . If, out of ignorance, one violates either of these two, he is
sure to slip away from my hands. . . . Both the Vedas and the Ågamas lead to welfare. . . .
Wise people should practice dharma by accepting these two as identical” (cited in 
K. Chakrabarti 2001: 189). He gives other examples where relations of equivalence are
posited in some way or other between Veda and Tantra. For their part, once this process
was under way, the Tantras too opted for a strategy of convergence. “The Kulår~avatantra
claims that the Tantras are the essence of the Vedas which were churned out from the
Vedic ocean by Çiva with the stick of his intuitive wisdom. . . . In the Niruttaratantra, the
Tantras have simply been described as the fifth Veda” (K. Chakrabarti 2001: 188). Again,
in the B®haddharma Purå~a, “The goddess tells Çiva that he is the presiding deity of the
Ågamas and [that] Hari is the presiding deity of the Vedas. But Çiva was appointed first
and Hari later” (K. Chakrabarti 2001: 189). K. Chakrabarti argues that these are transpar-
ent attempts to muffle sectarian rivalries between traditions that started out without a clear
associative history, to strengthen their affiliation, and to “smother the boundaries of their
individual identities” (2001: 190). As noted earlier, we are speaking here of a form of
survival and propagation, the very opposite of divide and rule in that it represents a
multifaceted attempt to transcend and overcome the divides signified by the index of
polarities. In this particular mode, Hindu polycentrism is not a monomorphic enactment.
Rather, the many rationalizing strategies it accommodates show it to be an effective way
of nuanced self-diffusion.
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But there are a number of other modes by which the polycentric functionality of the
Hindu banyan disperses itself. Let us consider some of these. 

Our next example has to do with a well-rehearsed method of configuring space and
time, with special reference to the modality of pilgrimage in Hinduism. Here is a salient
illustration. It is well known that the city of Varanasi (“Kåç⁄” is its Sanskritic name),
towards mid-northeastern India, has long been one of the holiest pilgrimage sites
(t⁄rtha) for Hindus. The river Ganges at Kåç⁄ is believed to be particularly effective with
regard to its religiously purificatory role. But the subcontinent is a large place, and Kåç⁄
has a definite location. As in the case of the Veda, this has led to the rise of “alternative”
Kåç⁄s related in a similar fashion to the “original” Kåç⁄. Diana Eck has described this
as follows:

A place such as Kåsh⁄ is important, even supreme, without being unique. . . . To
celebrate one god or one t⁄rtha need not mean to celebrate only one. Far from stand-
ing alone, Kåsh⁄, like a crystal, gathers and refracts the light of other pilgrimage
places. Not only are other t⁄rthas said to be present in Kåsh⁄, but Kåsh⁄ is present else-
where. In the Himålayas . . . on the way to the headwaters of the Ganges, the pilgrim
will come to a place called the “Northern Kåsh⁄”. . . . This kind of “transposition of
place” is a common phenomenon in Indian sacred topography. . . . [T]he affirmation
is that the place itself, with its sacred power, is present in more than one place. In
addition to the northern Kåsh⁄, there is a southern Kåsh⁄ and a Shiva Kåsh⁄ in the
Tamil South. . . . In a similar way, the River Ganges is a prototype for other sacred
waters, and her presence is seen in countless rivers and invoked into ritual waters all
over India.18

(1982: 39–41; emphasis added)

This system of interactive nodes or centers does not seem to occur so pervasively and
efficaciously in the cultural transactions of the other major world religions. Thus, from
the point of view of our example of a privileged pilgrimage site, there is, by contrast,
but one Mecca to which the hajj⁄ must travel, one Rome to which the pilgrim must come,
one Jerusalem, one Wailing Wall, to which the faithful must defer. But in the Hindu
world the symbiotic, multipolar dispersals of potency or çakti of which we speak exist
in dense and far-flung matrices over a wide spectrum of speech and behavior patterns,
transcending the index of polarities while dispersing the ones and redintegrating the
manys.19

It is part of our case that polycentrism does not extend only to instances we may
describe conventionally as religious. Indeed, we have already adduced enough evidence, I
think, to indicate that the phenomenon characterizes a mentalité, a way of constructing the
world. The following examples might serve to underscore this point. 

Both David Shulman (1985) and Ronald Inden (1990) have written on patterns of king-
ship in medieval Hindu polity. Adverting to Shulman elsewhere, I have noted: “Painting a
‘synthetic portrait of the medieval South Indian state,’ Shulman (1985: 21) contends that
in this state ‘no single center exists. . . . The state has no real boundaries. Instead, [one]
would gradually become aware of a varied, shifting series of centers of different kinds and
functions, connected with various interlocking networks’ ” (Lipner 1996: 122–23). The
analysis is complex, but its purport is to show how these centers validate and energize one
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another in a system of social, religious, and political interaction, expressing yet another
though related modality of the polycentric phenomenon. The point is that this polity is not
monoaxial with a more or less pyramidically progressive and arterial devolution—and
reclamation—of power, to and from its far-flung termini (a standard prototype of
“despotic” rule). Rather, Shulman’s analysis reveals a dense multidimensional matrix of
symbiotic, shifting centers of authority, interacting at different levels by negotiating,
absorbing, and reemitting shared provenances of power. 

Surprisingly, Inden does not mention Shulman, yet his own treatment of Hindu state-
craft in medieval central India complements that of Shulman, taking it further and more
explicitly in the direction of our own thesis. Inden demonstrates how it was customary for
rulers in the region to legitimate their kingly authority by strategies of transposition, that
is, by superimposing the features of a sacred topography located elsewhere geographically,
upon counterparts in their own territory (rather as in the case of Kåç⁄ described earlier), in
order to affirm the divine validation of their own rule: 

Mount Kailåsa was [symbolically] the chief mountain among the Himalayas, in the
sense that it was the place where India was fashioned at the beginning of a cosmic
cycle. . . . The foremost pilgrimage places of the Vaishnavas and Çaivas . . . were both
situated there. At these sites, the highest forms of these contending high gods were to be 
found. . . . Kailåsa and the Gaπgå were, thus, both the epistemological and ontological
centre of India. . . . So when Krishna I and his successors built and extended the
Kailåsa temple at Ellora they were not simply doing obeisance to some distant and
awe-inspiring model of a sacred place; they were claiming to make that place, as
constituted by them, [re]appear [in their own territories] in the Sahyadris or
Vindhyas, [namely,] in the mountains of the Deccan homologous with the Himalayas. 

(1990: 257; emphasis added)

And, 

When we consider that all rivers were said ultimately to originate from the Gaπgå, when
we take into account the fact that some of the Purå~as refer to the Godavari and the
Krishna, the rivers constituting the imperial domains of the Rashtrakutas [in middle-
eastern India], as Gaπgås of the south, when we remember that the Rashtrakutas
were talking about these topographical features [namely, Mount Kailåsa and the
Gaπgå] not simply as physical places, but as the domains of purposive agents inter-
acting with time, country, universal king and cosmic overlord to make and remake a
divinized polity, it all makes good sense. 

(Inden 1990: 259; emphasis added)

In other words, it was characteristic for these rulers to justify their political goals in terms
of what I have described earlier as polycentric modalities. 

In modern India, it seems that such political strategies have fallen into desuetude. After
all, the protracted imposition of subject status gave rise to protestations of power among
the Indian elite that reflected the political structures of their colonial masters. For the first
half-century of independence, India has struggled to maintain a centralized nation-state.
But, as we know, recently this polity has been fragmenting, and perhaps we are beginning
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to see regional and other forms of coalition emerging which will begin to replicate
polycentric dispersions of this currently centralized authority. The situation is unclear,
particularly in the face of what appear to be counteracting forces of political and cultural
universalization. Will the new instruments of these homogenizing forces, namely, hindutva
and some interpretations of sanåtana-dharma, evolve some form of polycentric dynamic
after all? Events await development and further analysis.

CONCLUSION

Much remains to be said, but space is limited. Modalities of polycentrism seem to be
detectable in a host of other contexts. We could speak of the polycentrism of Hindu con-
ceptions of deity, discernible from early Vedic times. Even some of the pioneering
Western Orientalists of a bygone age saw that the “gods” or devas of the early portion of
the Vedas, the Saµhitås, could not be described straightforwardly as comprising a “poly-
theistic” pantheon but existed in a nexus of relationships which made the particular focus
of attention the supreme god of the moment, the implication here being that each of these
foci refracted an energizing power that underlay them all (the “one”). Friedrich Max
Müller (1823–1900) invented the awkward term “henotheism” for this phenomenon,
though his explanation for it (see Neufeldt 1980) reflects the procrustean tendencies of his
times. So-called Hindu polytheism of today could be seen as a derivation of Vedic theism
in polycentric terms, where particular deities exist with others in a concatenation of vari-
ous (sometimes tiered) reciprocities. The particular theologies of these reciprocities in the
different later schools may vary, just as the legitimating strategies of Vedification vary, but
the mutuality they consider is, to begin with, polycentric, not “polytheistic” in the classical
sense of this expression. In fact, quite perceptively latter-day Hindu theism has been
described as “polymorphous monotheism” rather than as polytheism. But these ideas are
still work-in-progress and require further treatment.

Similar claims might be made for the deployment of the concept of avatåras or (multi-
ple) descents of transcendent realities; for the conception of Word (våc, çabda) in some
philosophies as a refractive yet re-integrative process of the manifestation of horizontal
and hierarchical forms of intelligible being in the world; for the notion of a divinized and
feminized m¨laprak®ti, in the sense of a “root” goddess, who displays in pluriform yet
assimilative and recombinative ways (see K. Chakrabarti 2001: chapter 5, where he argues
that the role of the pluriform goddess in the Purå~as of medieval Bengal was to legitimate
Bråhma~ization by enfolding heterodox practices); for the distinctive technique of legiti-
mation for social and religious ends, in the replication of myth; for that particular under-
standing of dharma as the law of right living according to which the individual’s/
the group’s sociomoral status is continually being determined by response to a web of
concurrent pulls discernible through such categories as str⁄dharma (woman’s dharma),
var~adharma (the dharma of caste-order), jåtidharma (the dharma of one’s birth group),
kuladharma (the dharma of one’s family/clan), and so on.20 Such polycentric exemplifi-
cation can be multiplied almost indefinitely and extended over a range of contexts.21

I observed earlier that the phenomenon I have described in this chapter perpetuates
propagation and survival. But it is more than just that: in so far as it is an open-ended
process, it endorses the ingenuity of adaptation and improvisation, encourages integration
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across the index of polarities (in this sense it has a leveling impulse: for example, the little
tradition can have its Veda or ratified t⁄rtha or goddess, as well as the great tradition), and
legitimates particularity in the context of a wider “identity.”22

In an earlier article, I spoke of polycentrism as follows:

I do not wish to dwell exclusively on a radical de-centring, in conceptual or behavioural
structures, as distinctive of [Hinduness]. . . . A radical de-centring tout court, seman-
tic or otherwise, is an evanescent process with nowhere to go. . . . In my analysis, any
process of de-centring is part of a larger process, within the same framework of
discourse, of continuous re-centring among a set of interactive polarities in dynamic
tension. This allows for forms of “progress,” of identity-in-difference, in which both
theoria and praxis have the scope to develop in terms of constructed (and where
necessary, alterable) teleologies. The Hindu phenomena we have considered are not
semantic black holes, susceptible merely of some radical deferral of meaning in which
sense and reference are systematically swallowed up in deconstructive chaos. On the
contrary, . . . they are conductors both of the elusiveness and re-purchase of meaning
in a continuous equilibrating tension.

(Lipner 1996: 125)

I am not claiming that what I have called polycentrism does not exist in some form else-
where. There may well be evidence of this complex phenomenon in other cultures and
faiths. What I am claiming is that as a way of ordering the world, microcosmically and
macrocosmically, it has been sufficiently pervasive historically in the seething totality we
are pleased to call “Hinduism” so as to make it a leading, if not the leading characteristic
of this tradition, and that as such this makes Hinduism distinctive.23 That is a bold claim.
But I hope I have done enough to indicate, not least by collating and reconfiguring evi-
dence drawn from a wider scholarship (not only textual but also sociological and anthro-
pological), that it merits serious scrutiny and collaborative research.

What the future holds in store is uncertain. As I have hinted earlier, homogenizing
forces have made an appearance in a post-independence “secular” India (where “secular”
has a meaning all its own) amid the rampant pressures of a crushing globalization.24 It may
be that the history of Hinduism is about to take a sharp turn. Whether this would be for the
better or for the worse remains unclear. On the other hand, it could be that these homoge-
nizing forces themselves develop polycentric modalities of their own. In that case, the
momentum of history may yet triumph, and an enduring tradition that I have sought to
describe in fluid rather than in essentializing terms may continue to survive, adapt, and
reform itself in humanly and humanely creative ways.

NOTES

1 The word “Hindoo” was in use by the early seventeenth century, and “Hindooism” by at least
the 1780s (Sweetman 2000).

2 Another term sometimes used by Indians in a way politically synonymous with “Bhårat” is
“Hindusthån,” namely, “land of the Hindus,” though “Hindusthån” can have more specific
meanings referring to territory in nonpeninsular India. On Åryåvarta and related concepts, see
Killingley 1997a.
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3 Thus this does not mean that everyone spoke the same language or displayed identical cultural
traits. Within the context of dominant Åryan linguistic and cultural patterns, there was room for
sometimes substantial variation (e.g. in the south of the subcontinent).

4 How the various views delineated here will be able to come to terms with what seem to be recent
finds of much earlier urban centers discovered (underwater) off the Gulf of Cambay remains to
be seen. Such finds appear to be in the earliest stages of discovery and assessment.

5 As we shall see, the term “hindu,” as an Indian word, was in regular use perhaps a couple of
centuries before that.

6 He then goes on to give short summaries of dozens of popular sects “of some of the provinces”
under the administration of the Bengal government.

7 Frykenberg (1989: 31) seems to argue that a concept must be definitionally “crisp or precise” to
have a useful life, but this overlooks the epistemological complexity of concept-formation and
concept-deployment, not least in social-scientific contexts. In such contexts, many concepts are
necessarily open-ended interpretatively and methodologically malleable, as indices of historical
multivocality and theoretical contestation.

8 But to be fair to Smith, it was his objections, first raised over forty years ago, that appreciably
helped sharpen awareness of the methodological issues involved in our use of such terms as
“religion” and the abstract designations, “Hinduism,” “Buddhism,” “Christianity,” and so on.

9 But see Sen (1998) for a nuanced treatment of Hindu-Muslim relations, in which such boundaries
were regularly breached, in post-Caitanya (namely, post-sixteenth century) contexts of eastern
India.

10 Here Smith seems to reduce “Hinduism” to a religious way of life, which does not fully accord
with our own position.

11 This must not be confused with the “objective” stance mentioned earlier, which gave rise to the
academic study of religion in the West, of distancing oneself qua observer from personal
religious experience or commitment (including one’s own), irrespective of cultural context. 

12 A well-documented procedure: see, for example, C. Bayly (1996); Kopf (1969, 1979);
Raychaudhuri (1988).

13 On the thought of Rammohan Roy, who pioneered Hindu interaction with the West, see
Crawford (1987); Killingley (1977, 1993). Killingley notes, “Rammohun was probably the first
Hindu to use the word Hinduism” (1993: 61; emphasis in original), and in a footnote adds that
Rammohan used the word in 1816.

14 Or even “Buddhist” for that matter. On the one hand, Buddhism in its numerous modes derives
from a historical founder, on the other, there are no claims to unity on the basis of belief in a
single scriptural canon or transcendent reality such as God, and so on.

15 For a careful analysis, first of some of the dyads mentioned earlier (in terms of the models of
“Sanskritization” and great-little traditions), and then of the way Vedic paradigms have exerted
hegemony in acculturating a whole region, see K. Chakrabarti (2001: chapters 3ff.).

16 Traditionally numbered as one hundred thousand, but in the so-called Pune critical edition about
seventy-five thousand verses long. 

17 Folk enactments have been a form of expressing Mahåbhårata teachings for centuries; for a
treatnent of a televisual adaptation, see Lipner (2001). For detailed scholarly information on the
Sanskrit epics, see Brockington’s (1998) monumental work.

18 Not only among Hindus in India. On page 277 in Lipner (1998a), I have cited an instance
of “inducting” the spiritual power of the Ganges into the waters of a Mauritius lake, with a
consequent expansion of the Ganges’s sphere of polycentric influence. Among the Hindus of
Mauritius, this lake is known as Gaπgå Talåb. 

19 In his fascinating study of the many potential “lives” of Hindu holy places and icons, Richard
Davis points out the contrast between Muslim and Hindu perceptions of the temple of Somanåtha,
in the south of the Gujarat peninsula. He writes: “When confronting the polycentric Indian
[=Hindu] political and religious order…[early] Muslim chroniclers wished and needed to
identify a center, the Indian equivalent of Mecca or the caliphal Baghdad. They chose to pro-
mote Somanåtha to this preeminent position in their own accounts, and turned Maªm¨d’s
[eleventh century CE] victory over Somanåtha into a synecdoche for the conquest of India”
(R. Davis 1997: 94; emphasis added). Thus, the conquest of Somanåtha meant the conquest of
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Hindudom, presumably analogous to the way the conquest of Mecca would imply the subjugation
of Islamic religiopolitical order.

20 See Lipner (1998a: chapter 8), for a detailed analysis of dharma in terms of this model in the
context of the famous dicing incident of the Mahåbhårata (Book 2, chapters 43–65, in the Pune
edition).

21 It is perhaps germane to our argument to quote from an obituary of the distinguished Indian
photographer, Raghubir Singh, who died in 1999: “Beyond showing the rich palette of India’s
landscape and peoples, many of his pictures also reveal an Indian way of seeing, in that they
simultaneously capture several equally important knots of activity in the manner of old
miniatures, rather than leading the viewer’s eye to some primary focal point” (Kaufman 1999;
emphasis added).

22 But there is an ambivalence lodged here in that it also permits manipulation for vested interests.
23 What I have attempted is to provide grounds, in nonessentializing terms, for describing

Hinduism under its own rubric. Some such effort is called for in the world of scholarship if we
are to justify a range of ongoing activities, namely, the planning and undertaking of study and
research from the point of view of various disciplines under a recognizable focus, the pursuit of
interreligious dialogue across identifiable traditions, engaging in projects of transcultural
understanding, the production and publication of books on “Hinduism” or aspects thereof, and
so on. No doubt such attempts must leave room for the provisionality, on occasion, of the naming
process, but their undertaking is anything but an idle semantic exercise, for to abandon it is to
leave the subject unrecognized and hence voiceless. 

24 “Secular” in the Indian Constitution does not mean “opposed to religion”; it permits the
expression and propagation of religious belief (provided that the human and civic rights of others
are not violated in the process) in such a way that no single religious tradition, even that of
a majority, is constitutionally privileged (for a treatment of the term in the context of the Indian
nation-state and Indian history, see Larson 1995).
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ORAL TEACHINGS AND
TEXTUAL TRADITIONS





C H A P T E R  T W O

VEDA AND UPANIÍAD

Laurie L. Patton
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THE VEDAS

It is sunrise; a group of men are standing above a rounded firepit and chanting poetic
rhythms. Near the firepit, outside a boundary, the sound of women pounding rice is inter-

spersed with the hymns. Every few verses end with the sound “svåhå.” The men pour an
amount of gh⁄ or clarified butter from a wooden bowl, and the fire flares up suddenly. Next
to the firepit is a long glistening pole wrapped in yellow, rubbed in an oily substance. The
entire scene is a medley of light: the sunrise, the fire, the golden butter, and the yellow pole.
The priests are reciting hymns to Agni, the fire god, comparing him to the sun, which is ris-
ing now and casting light all around. Their hymns are also likening him to the color of the
butter being cast into the pit, making a spectacle of sparks and smoke. Later the rice that the
women have pounded will be shaped into balls of rice-offerings, making the arena a place
of eating as well as offering for the priests and for the community as a whole. 

When did this scene occur? It could have occurred in 1500 BCE, a time when the Vedic
corpus of mantras was used in sacrifice, or it could have occurred in Spring 2000, in west-
ern Maharashtra, in a revival of Vedic sacrifice which attempts to follow the ancient texts
exactly. The span of 3,500 years of tradition has compelled many (most recently on Internet
Web sites concerned with Hinduism, but in many scholarly and popular publications before
that) to define the Vedas as the core of Hindu practice and identity. Because the Vedic
tradition is an elite tradition, this is not an uncontroversial statement. Popular bhakti or
devotional movements have rejected Vedic knowledge and practices and prompted the
untouchable saint Tukåråma to declare that he who gives himself over to study of the Vedas
“gets tangled up and dies therein.” In the light of Tukåråma, and other Hindu men and
women like him, it is perhaps more accurate to say that the Vedic tradition remains a kind
of prestigious and ancient touchstone around which Hindu religious arguments revolve.

This touchstone called the “Vedas” emerged as a series of practices involving oral
compositions and a set of sacrifices involving fire. While oral texts and the practice of fire
sacrifice probably existed for several centuries, if not millennia, before 1500 BCE, the
scholarly consensus is that the Vedic practices emerged as we know them around this time
in Western India and moved eastward along the Gangetic plain. They were the property of
people who called themselves årya (nobility) and distinguished themselves linguistically
from the dåsa (enslaved ones) and the mleccha (“those who speak indistinctly,” foreigners). 



At present much debate exists about the origins of the Åryans themselves (see Bryant
2001; Patton and Bryant 2004). Much of nineteenth-century European scholarship posited
an “invasion” of an early group, springing from an Indo-European homeland who
migrated through the Caucasus, Iran, and into the Hindu Kush, around 2000–1500 BCE.
However, recent archaeological evidence suggests that the story is far more complex and
does not involve an invasion at all. Rather, the Åryans might have cohabited and mingled
with their counterparts, the inhabitants of the Indus Valley civilization (covering what is
now present-day Pakistan and parts of Western India), for several centuries, before the
great towns and cities of the Indus Valley civilization fell into decay around 1700 BCE.
Archaeological evidence also suggests that Indus Valley towns and ways of life lasted in
smaller scale far beyond that time of the demise of its great cities and that the Åryans were
present in the more central parts of India far earlier than had been previously thought. In
light of this picture of ancient developments, some scholars argue that the Indus Valley
and the Vedic civilizations were a single civilization. While the debate is still raging, 
suffice it to say that the Vedic world emerged in a complex and gradual way, involving
both migration from outside as well as indigenous growth from within. 

How would the Åryan women pounding rice and the men pouring butter have under-
stood themselves as a people? What distinguished the Åryans from other groups and the
Vedas from other texts? First, the Åryans worked with chariots, horses, and weapons of
war which included iron. Second, their social organization was broadly tribal in nature and
focused on cattle as a form of wealth and status. Third, their method of worship revolved
around an elaborate system of sacrifice involving vegetable and animal offerings, in which
the power of speech played a central role.

TEXTS AND CONTEXTS

The Vedas

This power of speech is where the Vedas come clearly into focus. The word “veda” means
knowledge; historically, this knowledge took the form of word and chant. Four kinds of
knowledge are specified as the property of Bråhma~ priests, the hereditary keepers of
tradition: the ¸g Veda or knowledge of the verses, the Såma Veda or knowledge of the
chants, the Yajur Veda or knowledge of the ritual directions, and the Atharva Veda or
knowledge of the atharvå~as, the procedures for everyday life (also called “magical” for-
mulae). These four divisions reflect a division of labor amongst the priestly elite as to who
was to do what, and it meant that knowledge itself was organized around the performance
of yajña or sacrifice. For the Vedic Åryans yajña is the central action that was meant to
motivate and sustain the entire universe. The Vedas are the words and chants accompany-
ing the actions and served to augment and vitalize the actions into having cosmic power.
Without the sacrifice, the sun would not rise in the morning; nor would the cattle grow and
multiply; nor would the crops flourish throughout the year. The possibility of long and
healthy life for humans and the worship of the fathers or ancestors after death would not
be present. 

As early to contemporary Vedic commentators have observed, the women pounding
rice in the scene described earlier would not have understood the meaning of the words of
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the Veda. This knowledge, aside from being a kind of fourfold division of labor of the
sacrifice, was also hereditary through the male line and learned entirely orally. The
different collections of hymns in the ¸g Veda are called ma~∂alas and are essentially
“family” collections which reflect the idea that this knowledge was passed down father to
son or teacher to student. Moreover, the method of keeping the knowledge oral was highly
advanced science of memorization. Later the Vedic texts were divided into saµhitåpå†ha
or the words combined in euphonic combination (sandhi); padapå†ha, in which the words
are separated and stand on their own; and kramapå†ha or syllabic separation which showed
the ways in which each syllable was to be memorized and repeated in a regular pattern and
accompanied by bodily movement. 

To this day, when one attends a performance of a Vedic sacrifice, one sees students sit-
ting near the Vedic fires, learning the kramapå†ha system and moving their heads and
hands and wrists in accordance with the rhythm. In the twentieth century, this learning is
augmented by books; this was not the case during the Vedic (both early and late) period
of early India, from about 1500 to 300 BCE. The ¸g Veda alone consists of some 10,000
verses, and the recitation of such a work involved mental feat of great magnitude indeed.
But the sheer human effort of this memorization occurred in very everyday contexts—
fathers teaching sons, teachers instructing students in small villages across the Gangetic
plain.

The Bråhma~as and the S¨tras

Enough ambiguity existed in Vedic compositions to leave room for an expansive inter-
pretive tradition. The Bråhma~as and the S¨tras are groups of texts which form distinct
chronological layers after the composition of the Vedas and are concerned with both the
etiology and the performance of sacrifice. We might formulate the problems of these texts
in the following way: what are the outgrowths and results of such a sacrificial system, both
in practice and in the idealized textual representation? The authors of the prose Bråhma~as
developed an elaborate ritual philosophy in which the central questions were metapracti-
cal as well as metaphysical.1 They ask, “What is the origin of this sacrificial practice, and
why does it work the way it does?” Etiological narrative is mixed with ritual instruction,
and the progression of thought is associative rather than strictly logical along the lines of
later classical Hindu philosophy. Each Veda has its Bråhma~a—or putting it in a general
way, each form of knowledge had its own ritual elaboration and explanation. (The ¸g
Veda has the Kau‚⁄taki and Aitareya Bråhma~as; the Yajur Veda has the Çatapa†ha and
Jaimin⁄ya Bråhma~as, and so on. We will see this system expanded into the Upani‚ads, to
be discussed later.)

The Vedic schools also produced the basic shortened formulae or S¨tras of how to per-
form these sacrifices (although some would argue that even these, too, are idealized types
and not recipes or descriptions of the actual procedures) (Thite 1996).2 The manuals for
the public sacrifices are the Çrautas¨tras and contain ritual directions as well as viniyogas
or applications of Vedic mantras. The manuals for the more domestic rites, prescribed for
those living in villages around the central arena, are contained in the G®hyas¨tras. These
are a very valuable source of information for the kinds of rituals that would inform “every-
day life,” such as the birth of a child, the funeral for a Bråhma~, getting rid of an enemy,
a rival co-wife, and getting lost in the woods. They too contain ritual instructions as well
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as which Vedic mantras to use in which situation. The role of women becomes more
prominent in these rituals. In the G®hyas¨tras, we see the beginning of an emphasis on per-
sonal learning and self-sufficiency, in which the actual sacrificial arena becomes less and
less important and the internalization of mantra on the part of the mobile priest becomes
far more the modus operandi of the Vedic virtuoso.

Finally, in the late Vedic period, there emerged the Vidhåna literature, those which
consist entirely of viniyogas outside the sacrificial situation entirely. These texts imply that
the Bråhma~ himself, through the mere utterance of mantras, can change any and all
situations in which he might find himself in. These Vidhåna texts are, in a way, a natural
extension of the G®hyas¨tras, and yet the domestic ritual itself is less present and the focus
is on the use of the Vedic text alone as having magical powers. This is the svådhyåya or
self-study of which Timothy Lubin (2003), Charles Malamoud (1977), and others have
written so persuasively. It creates a kind of Vedic universe in which mental agility alone
can account for Vedic knowledge, and the prestige of the Veda becomes embodied not in
sacrificial action but in the verbal and imaginative skill of the reciter and performer. 

All of these texts and schools can be geographically located in some important ways and
saw particular growth across the Gangetic plain. Most of the early Vedic schools flourished
in the Western part of India, beginning in the Gandhåran region and expanding into the
Kuru-Pañcåla and Kosala (later written Koçala)-Videha regions, with areas south and west
of these regions also participating. During the late Vedic period Kuru-Pañcåla was clearly
the center of Vedic theology and speculation, with the Videha region acting as a kind of
outlying area. Later, the regions of Aπga in the southeast and the Vindhya Mountains in
central India also supported the composition of Vedic texts. Thanks to recent scholarship,
each of the Vedic schools have been tentatively located in particular geographical regions:
the Taittir⁄ya school, which housed the school of the K®‚~a Yajur Veda, in the northwest
regions of Kuru-Pañcåla; the Çukla Yajur Veda school in the central region of Kosala-
Videha; and the Kau‚⁄taki school more broadly to the south between the Satvan and
Matsya kingdoms just to the north of the Vindhya Mountains.3

THE DETAILS OF SACRIFICIAL 
PERFORMANCE

What did the act of sacrifice look like to the men and women at the sunrise performance?
Each sacrificial arena consisted of a large rectangle, about the size of a small soccer field.
One half of the arena was divided into three main fires, each symbolically representing a
different power and a different function. Ideally, the fire itself originated from the home
of the åhitågni or household keeper of the fire, who lived near the sacrificial arena, kept
miniature versions of the fires in his home, and recited mantras with his wife to keep them
burning throughout the day. (Villages in Andhra Pradesh still reflect this arrangement and
have been documented, thanks to the work of David Knipe [1997] and others.) In the
larger public arena, the gårhapatya fire represents the fire of the home and hearth, the
åhavan⁄ya fire, the source of priestly power, and the dak‚i~å fire, the southern fire that
protects against the demons who might emerge from that inauspicious direction. In some
sacrifices involving soma, the sacred drink imbibed by both the priests and the gods, the
middle of the rectangular field is the soma-cart, a large platform on wheels which hauls
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the stocks from which the soma is made. At the far end is the mahåvedi, the round firepit
into which clarified butter and other offerings are given at various pivotal points in the
sacrifice itself. Between these main fire altars are various smaller altars which serve
particular functions such as the crushing of the soma and various stations of the priests
whose role is to recite Vedic verses at different parts of the sacrifice. 

Just as the Vedas themselves represent a kind of division of labor, so too the priests’
labor are divided into various kinds like any other well-organized “central office,” and one
might think of the sacrificial arena as a kind of central office of the universe itself. Priests
took up their roles at different places within the performance arena, and each form of labor
is weighted with a kind of cosmic, mythical significance. The hot® is in charge of the ¸g
Veda or poetic formulae; the adhvaryu priest is an expert in the Yajur Veda and in charge
of overseeing the actual movements of all of the subpriests and moves all about as a kind
of “master of ceremonies.” The udgåt® priest is in charge of the musical elements and said
to be mythically descended from the Gandharvas or heavenly musicians. His Veda, not
surprisingly, is the Såma Veda or the Veda of chants. The Bråhma~ priest, associated with
the Atharva Veda, is in charge of the entire sacrifice, and his role is to sit in silence on a
stool at the center, observing the proceedings and being consulted in moments of ritual
error or confusion. Silence in the Veda tends to signify either great insight or great defeat,
and of course, in this case of the Bråhma~, insight is indicated. 

Another, separate ritual role is reserved for the sponsor of the Vedic sacrifice, called the
yajamåna, and his wife, the patn⁄. The two provide the economic resources for the entire
thing to be performed. The yajamåna holds a special seat during the proceedings and, at
various moments at the beginning and the end, performs an inaugurating function for
certain rituals. His wife, too, is present at various moments of the sacrifice such as the
pravargya or secret ceremony before the soma sacrifice. At times she is covered with a
parasol, and at other times she participates in offerings. She represents fertility and a kind
of cosmic sexuality, and her public role is to be noted as a major exception to the general
role of women during the sacrificial performances. In recent sacrificial revivals, she is
honored as a sacred person in her own right.

The basic structure of the Vedic sacrifice is that of the haviryajñas, which primarily
include vegetable offerings in the forms of gruel and rice cakes and dairy offerings such
as gh⁄ and curds. Animal sacrifices are also haviryajñas, but tend to be viewed as more
elaborate rituals in their own right, called paçubandhas. Time was measured by these 
regular haviryajñas, and even the villagers mentioned in the morning scene described
earlier would have recognized the proceedings of the priests at important transitions of the
day and of the seasons. The agnihotra marked the morning and the evening of each day; the
darçap¨r~amåsa was the new and full moon offering; and the seasonal sacrifices marking
spring, rainy season, and autumn were called the cåturmåsyåni or four-month offerings.

Relatedly, the soma sacrifice is also a basic form of structural organization in the Vedic
ritual and involves the crushing and offering of soma in the morning, mid-day, and
evening. Each soma sacrifice consists of several offerings, either vegetable or animal, and
each offering is dedicated to a particular deity and accompanied by mantras that are
devoted to that deity. These rites are the basic offerings around which the larger proce-
dures such as the kingly coronation (råjas¨ya) and the horse sacrifice, designed to conquer
land (açvamedha), are built. These larger sacrifices usually involve other, special rites,
frequently of a contestual nature. The açvamedha involves a dialogue between Bråhma~s
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and Ç¨dras or servants. The mahåvrata or equinox rite involves a mock battle over the sun,
in the form of a white disk.

In fact, many scholars have argued that contest per se is the essence of the Vedic world-
view: each sacrifice was a kind of Bråhma~ical “potlatch” ceremony in which wealth was
displayed, and members of competing Åryan tribes engaged in verbal battles in which the
very life of the contestants was at stake.4 They conjecture that these performances created
an escalating scale of violence from which the authors of the more contemplative works,
the Upani‚ads, departed in favor of a more internalized view of sacrifice. Whatever level
of violence was actually and metaphorically present, it is clear that these acts of sacrifice
were also bargaining chips for political power in a system of small tribes and tribal
alliances and continued to remain so as the sacrificial system moved into the period of
more consolidated kingdoms along the Gaπgå River around 500 BCE. 

Whatever the actual nature of the sacrifices, it is abundantly clear from the texts them-
selves that several rituals provided “prototypes” (vik®ti) for other variant rituals ( prak®ti),
which could be constructed around them. Many of the basic ritual structures could remain
in place, while the oblations, the mantras recited, and the deities propitiated might change.
The Bråhma~as and the S¨tras also make provision for the fact that some rituals can be
“embedded” within other rituals, and thus the variation on the same basic ritual observance
can be quite large indeed. 

While there exist solemn and sacred divisions of priestly knowledge and priestly labor
in this solemn sacrificial tradition, in recent revivals one is struck by an overall atmosphere
of festivity and lightheartedness during the proceedings themselves. As it is performed
today, a yajña involves the economic systems of an entire village—the woodcutters for the
fires, the rice growers for the offerings of balls of rice, the bamboo splitters for the bound-
aries and decorations of the entire sacrificial arena itself.5 It is a kind of village melå or
festival, in which even those who do not participate become joyful observers. To draw
close to the arena in which sacred sounds or acts are being performed is to draw close to
a source of auspiciousness. Frederick Smith (2000, 2001) has called this phenomenon the
contemporary “Hinduization” of Vedic sacrifice and argues that forms of worship from the
“Classical period” of Hinduism such as the p¨jå or worship of images, both statues and
drawings, are regularly enacted around the periphery of the sacrificial arena. In addition,
in the twentieth century, impromptu classes attended by local villagers and taught by
Bråhma~ priests are conducted around the peripheries of the performance.

Aside from the twentieth century additions, what gods would our second-millennium
villagers have worshiped in the Vedic sacrifice proper, and what is the theology behind
them? The ¸g Veda is our best source for poetic theology, containing, as they do, stories
and fragments of stories about their divine exploits. As one might expect, the Vedic gods
are also divided into relative divisions of labor. Agni, the fire god, and Soma, the god of
the sacrificial drink, are the priestly gods who are in charge of transporting the sacrifice to
the heavens (Agni) and inspiring the poet who praises (Soma). With these priestly gods,
we see the Vedic world at its most philosophically playful: the texts constantly move
between the abstract and the concrete. At times Agni is the actual fire, and at others he is
clearly the god of fire, and this constant oscillation between the two states is part of the
genius of Vedic poetry. Soma, too, is both a deity of eloquence and the sacred drink that
is crushed and when imbibed causes eloquence (see Ma~∂ala 9 of the ¸g Veda for hymns
dedicated to Soma).
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The warrior god, Indra, is far more human in his incarnations. His feats include 
cosmic heroism; he freed the cows from their cave in heaven and thereby allowed them to
roam freely about the world (¸g Veda 3.31). In so far as cows are also symbolic of light
in the ¸g Veda, he thereby allowed the light to roam freely about the world. He also slew
the serpent V®tra, whose huge body had dammed up the rivers and stopped the waters from
flowing (¸g Veda 1.32). Indra is an appetitive god and is frequently caught in exploits with
sage’s wives. Yet the element of mystery is not entirely absent from Indra, either;
perceiving Indra in disguise or being able to tell his voice from far away are parts
of the ways that the ancient sages showed their prowess (¸g Veda 8.14, 2.12). Some of
the more well-known deities of the third class, the agricultural class, are the Açvins,
the twin deities who heal, cause safe childbirth, restore beauty, and prolong life (¸g Veda
1.92, 1.116).

The Vedic world is also filled with other deities, identified with but not limited to the
natural world. S¨rya, the sun god, is the most prominent of these deities and is depicted as
the deity who rides a chariot across the skies and whose cyclical journey is identified with
the calendar year (¸g Veda 1.50). The power of S¨rya is lurking behind many Vedic verses
referring to light and to time. Våyu, the wind god, helps the worshiper send an oblation;
Råtr⁄, the goddess of night, takes messages from one Vedic character to the other (¸g Veda
10.127). U‚as, the goddess of dawn, reveals herself to the world like a loving wife reveals
herself to her husband (¸g Veda 1.92). P¨‚an, the pathfinder, allows us to find our way
when we are lost in the woods (¸g Veda 1.42, 6.55). Yama presides as the god of death
and the underworld, where the dead man visits after his soul has left this world (¸g Veda
10.14, 10.16).

In addition, the sages (®‚i) and fathers ( pit®) play an important role in the Vedic cosmos:
many would argue that they, rather the gods, are the real actors in the yajña. The ®‚is are
frequently the heroes of Vedic hymns and the utterers of them. In no sense can they be
called “original” authors, as we might call William Wordsworth or John Keats in the
European tradition, however. Rather they perceive the hymns, through both sight and
sound; the hymns themselves are thought to be self-existent before the creation of the
world, and the sage’s job is not to create but to receive and transmit them appropriately.
Thus, the families who own the different ma~∂alas or cycles of the ¸g Veda are seen as
guardians of them, not their originators. Moreover, the sages were said to be present at the
original sacrifice that created the world: in this sense, they have the same, if not greater,
role in creation than the Vedic gods. The fathers, on the other hand, are the receivers of
the sacrifice along with the gods. The fathers are seen as the ancestors of the sacrificer who
makes the offering: in certain texts they are viewed as the successful sacrificer who has
gone onto gain the status of a deity in his next life by virtue of offering so many sacrifices
in his previous one.

The style of these Vedic hymns is frequently enigmatic, built on a set of metaphorical
constructions which contain two or more realities. As mentioned before, Agni is both the
fire and the fire god, the power of fire itself. Cows frequently represent light and the free
passage, the passage of sunlight throughout the world. They also represent wealth and
gold. Sometimes metaphoric constructions make explicit comparisons, such as the com-
parison of the voices of priests to the voices of frogs in the spring (¸g Veda 7.103).
Another hymn compares the labor of the poet reciting mantras to the labor of a carpen-
ter or a physician or a miller with grinding stones (¸g Veda 9.112). Equally frequently,
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the enigmas can take the form of explicit riddles, such as those in ¸g Veda 1.164.34–35:

I ask you about the farthest end of the earth. I ask you about the navel of the universe.
I ask you about the semen of the stallion bursting with seed; I ask you about the final
abode of speech.

This altar is the farthest end of the earth; this sacrifice is the navel of the universe.
This soma is the semen of the stallion bursting with seed; this Bråhma~ priest is the
final abode of speech.

These enigmas are assumed to be part of the verbal contest in the center of the sacrificial per-
formance, mentioned earlier. Finally, enigmas can take the shape of explicit paradox such as
“With the sacrifice the gods sacrificed to the sacrifice” (¸g Veda 10.90.16), in which the
poets create a kind of verbal Mo̊bius strip in which nothing can exist independently.
Elements of the universe do not engage in a form of linear creation, rather they engage in
acts of mutual creation that serve as challenges to reciter and to hearer in the sacrificial arena.

The fate of the Vedic schools, given their widespread geographical range, is itself a
matter of puzzlement and interest. Schools of interpretation of Vedic meaning, such as the
aitihåsika or legendary school, the nirukta or etymological school, and the yajñika or ritual
school, are also mentioned even in late Vedic and early epic texts. Some schools of philo-
sophical interpretation based on the Veda also flourished. M⁄måµså is one such school—
meaning “intensive investigation,” M⁄måµså originated in the s¨tras or small aphorisms of
Jaimini in the fourth century BCE. M⁄måµså thinkers were concerned with the right proce-
dures of sacrifice so that they could fulfill their dharmic obligations; thus it could be called
a kind of ritual philosophy. They divided the Vedic compositions into those statements
which helped them to perform dharma and those statements which were “ancillary” aids to
that purpose. The Vedas also produced kinds of Vedåπgas or limbs other than the Vedic
schools described here. The jyotirçåstra, or science of astrology, and the dhanurveda, or
knowledge of archery, are two such limbs which made it more broadly into Indian culture. 

While these schools are very important kinds of continuities in the Vedic traditions, there
were discontinuities as well. During the second century BCE and continuing into the first few
centuries CE, a great sea change occurred, in which practices of sacrifice became less and
less important and the honoring of images emerged into the foreground. Perhaps because of
interaction with Buddhist and Jaina ideas and practices, the Vedic way of life became rather
more of a prestigious remnant than a dominant set of ideas and practices. Certainly, in the
Gupta and medieval periods, ideas about sacrifice continued in the scholarly commentarial
traditions, including M⁄måµså. And while Vedic worlds and deities were stock-in-trade
backdrop to the Purå~as, the theological texts of the medieval period, such Vedic references
were only that—backdrop. In the medieval period, the philosopher Madhva, from the
Dvaita school of thought, also composed an important commentary on the Veda. Less well-
known commentators such as Skandasvåmin also turned their attention to Vedic texts
exclusively. The most well known is Såya~a, the fourteenth-century commentator who
supervised a massive gloss on the ¸g Veda and other Vedic texts, according to Vedånta
tradition. Såya~a’s small industry was based in fourteenth-century Vijayanagara kingdom. 

Finally, the colonial period also ushered in an interest in the Veda that was highly deter-
mined by conversations between local elite Bråhma~ rulers, missionaries, and British
administrators. This conversation involved the so-called “discovery” of the Vedas by
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British colonial translators; the creation of a false Veda as an authoritative text by British
missionaries; the “critical edition” of the Veda by a German scholar working in England,
Friedrich Max Müller, in the mid-eighteenth century; and the critique of the Vedas by
Hindu reformers such as Dayånanda Sarasvat⁄, Rammohan Roy, Vivekånanda, and others.
Some of that critique involved dissolving the “idolatrous content” and others involved a
stress on personal experience rather than textual fidelity. Other activists such as Aurobindo
were less critical of the Vedas but strove to see in them mystical readings that could rival
any Western religious texts. 

By the mid-twentieth century the Vedas were “owned” by several groups: the traditional
pa~∂itas and priests who recited them at weddings, small sacrifices, and other life-cycle
occasions; European and American philologists who parsed and analyzed them for
historical purposes; Indian scholars who used both traditional Indian and Western exeget-
ical methods; theosophists who saw in them a transcultural, transhistorical meaning. This
situation continues to be the case in the early twenty-first century, with the addition of a
small but visible group of Vedic revivalists, whose purpose is to reenact Vedic sacrifices
with as much fidelity to the Çrautas¨tras as possible.6 While Vedic sacrifices have contin-
ually been performed in various parts of India, these performers are explicitly attempting
to make the performances relevant to twenty-first century concerns. Indian educators
inspired by Hindu nationalist concerns are also focusing on Vedic content in school
curricula, emphasizing the Vedic texts as a form of intellectual achievement that has been
overlooked by colonial educational system.

THE UPANIÍADS

Let us turn to another scene that might have occurred a few hundred years later, in say
800 BCE. It is sunrise, and the learning is happening in a wilderness area, of forest, outside
of the village where the smoke of the Vedic sacrifices is still rising. Maitrey⁄ is asking a
question of her husband and teacher, Yåjñavalkya. Yåjñavalkya is making a long trip and
about to divide his wealth between his two wives. Maitrey⁄ responds by saying, “What is
the point in getting something that will not make me immortal? Tell me instead all that you
know.” Developing personal wisdom, inner knowledge of the meaning of immortality, in
addition to and at times in substituting for, external wealth, and even the external acts of
sacrifice make up the scenes of the Upani‚ads. 

Why did this conversation take place, and why was it memorized and handed down
orally as part of Vedic lore? During the middle-late Vedic periods, during which many of
these oral texts were composed, new interactions between both K‚atriyas and Bråhma~s
led to new conversations about the nature and meaning of the sacrifice. Maitrey⁄ is told by
Yåjñavalkya, for instance, that priestly power, royal power, the worlds of the Vedic cos-
mogony, and the gods, the beings, and the whole (sarvam), all of these are venerated not
for themselves but for the self. The self is not only the motivating force behind these exter-
nals; rather they are these externals. And thus the self, Yåjñavalkya concludes to Maitrey⁄,
must be identified with the whole—in fact, must be the whole. Then duality disappears,
for when the whole has become one’s very self, then who is there to perceive and by what
means? (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 2.4.1–12). The whole here has also been referred to in
most other Upani‚ads as brahman, the force that unites the entire universe.
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The Upani‚ads were part of the “branches” of the Vedas, and they grew up in the
following way: as each of the schools grew, each text or new area of inquiry was added to
the Vedic schools. As mentioned earlier, the Bråhma~as were a kind of ritual elaboration
that showed the value and origins of each of the sacrificial practices. The S¨tras, both public
and domestic, were condensed manuals of operation. In addition to the S¨tras, however,
there were also parts of the Bråhma~as’ ritual philosophy which were to be taught in the
forest, as Maitrey⁄ was being taught in the scene described before. Because these teachings
were meant to be uttered beyond the bounds of traditional sacrificial society, they were
eventually called Åra~yakas or forest teachings. Some of these compositions (such as the
B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad) were also called, adjectivally, Upani‚ad or “esoteric teaching.”
Others of these collections came to be called “Upani‚ads” in their own right, separate from
the Åra~yakas. The ¸g Veda produced the Aitareya and Kau‚⁄taki Upani‚ads; the K®‚~a
Yajur Veda led to the Taittir⁄ya, Çvetåçvatara, and Ka†ha Upani‚ads; the Çukla Yajur Veda
produced the B®hadåra~yaka and Ûçå Upani‚ads; the Såma Veda engendered the
Chåndogya and Kena Upani‚ads, as well as the Jaimin⁄ya Upani‚ad Bråhma~a; and the
Atharva Veda gave rise to the Mu~∂aka, Praçna, and Må~∂¨kya Upani‚ads. 

How might we describe the religious world reflected in these texts and in conversations
such as the one between Maitrey⁄ and Yåjñavalkya? The Upani‚ads departed from the
basic elaboration of these ritual themes. Rather, they used sacrifice as a reference point, a
metaphor, for the focus upon and realization of the self (åtman) and the identity of the self
with the all-important force that animates the world (brahman). Some scholars have called
this process “the internalization of the sacrifice.” It is important to note that this is not
“rejection of the sacrifice in favor of philosophy” as some earlier scholars have characterized
the Upani‚adic move.

Moreover, Maitrey⁄ and Yåjñavalkya shared a geographical imagination. While
Upani‚adic perspectives differ from each other, all draw from a common stock of stories,
dialogues, and metaphorical constructions involving famous kings and teachers from a
broad geographical spread, covering the Gangetic plain from Kuru-Pañcåla in the west to
Kosala-Videha in the east. This Upani‚adic way of life expressed a radically different
social and political reality from the heyday of Vedic society. There is a strong presence of
movement across kingdoms and a high level of trade amongst kingdoms. In addition, kings
(K‚atriyas) are as strong as Bråhma~s in their theological prowess and concerns. However,
while this strong presence has led some early historians to hypothesize that the K‚atriyas
may have been the authors of the Upani‚ads, it is fairer to say that the mutual relationship
between the Bråhma~s and the K‚atriyas took on a new vibrancy as kings played a new
role in the emerging urban landscape. As Patrick Olivelle (1993) and others have argued,
the consolidation of kingdoms led to their being a kind of town/wilderness split which
fostered such institutions as celibacy and asceticism.7

This system could be supported by the more established kingdoms, as the Åryan tribes
were no longer simply constantly on the move and concerned about their own tribal sur-
vival. We have references to mercantile centers and kingdoms, such as Videha and Kåçi
(B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 2.1.1, 3.8.2; Kau‚⁄taki Upani‚ad 4.1). Even the Upani‚adic
schools were gathered around small communities of at least one, and usually several,
teacher and their families as well as students. Philosophical ideas for which the Upani‚ads
are so famous are linked to crafts, such as pottery and weaving; and luxuries, such as gar-
lands and perfumes, become major images. Courtly images, such as food and drink and
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singing and music, are crucial for the new Upani‚adic perspective (Chåndogya Upani‚ad
8.2.1–10). One of the Upani‚ads describes the world of brahman like a court palace with
watchmen, doorkeepers, throne and couch, rivers, trees, and courtyard (Kau‚⁄taki
Upani‚ad 1.3–5).

The Upani‚ads also reflect a basic chronology of themes and structure. The earliest
Upani‚ads probably originated around 600–500 BCE and were composed in prose. They
focused on many common topics such as the nature of brahman; the nature of sacrificial
speak and the verses; the various forms of breath; the homologization of parts of the body
to the powers in the universe. The teaching of the five fires as the essence of the major
parts of the cosmos (e.g. fire as man, woman, and the three worlds) is especially distinc-
tive in these early prose compositions. The later Upani‚ads are composed in verse and
developed the theme of brahman into a theistic, rather than monistic, point of view. They
also focus on the idea of liberation through meditation. The final prose Upani‚ads also
focus on these themes and derive from the first centuries CE.

What did this internalization of the sacrifice look like? Each Upani‚ad had a different
method for teaching this knowledge, but all used the basic imageries of the sacrifice to
show the ways in which bodily processes and processes of awareness allowed the student
to conceive of the sacrifice as going on inside his body. A close examination of one
particular passage will show how this process works: In the B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad
3.1.8–10, Açvala the Hot® priest (presumably trained in sacrifice and sacrificial recitation)
asks Yåjñavalkya the teacher about what will happen “today at the sacrifice.” Notice that,
already, someone who is a sacrificer is asking someone else about the inner meaning of
the sacrifice. When Açvala asks how many oblations there will be, Yåjñavalkya responds
that each oblation has its own modality and is therefore connected to the world that has its
own modality. The oblations that flare will win the world of the gods, for the world shines
that way. The oblations that overflow (atinedante) will go to the world of the ancestors,
for that world is “over above” (ati). The oblations that lie down (adhiçerate) will go to this
human world, for that world is here below (adha). This imagery continues a basic
cosmology which one sees in earlier Vedic texts of the worlds of the gods, the fathers, and
the ancestors. However, it attributes, through etymologies, different modes of being to
each of the offerings and each of the worlds. 

Açvala then asks Yåjñavalkya how many deities will be used by the Bråhma~ priest to
protect the sacrifice that day. And Yåjñavalkya departs from other Vedic texts, such as the
B®haddevatå or the Sarvånukrama~⁄, whose main point is to number the deities in an
appropriate fashion. He answers, instead, “One, the mind.” He argues that this is possible
because the mind is without limit and the All-Gods are without limit, and the world which
one gains by it is also limitless. Thus the deities become identified with mind itself—and
by implication, the Bråhma~ priest, the controller of the sacrifice, can earn his authority
through the machinations of his own mind. Finally, in discussing the hymns that are used
in the sacrifice, Açvala asks what these hymns are with respect to the “self-body” (åtman).
Yåjñavalkya replied that the hymn recited before the sacrifice is the out-breath, the hymn
that accompanies the sacrifice, the in-breath, and the hymn of praise, the inter-breath.

In this short story, then, each of the basic sacrificial procedures, present from the earli-
est ritual texts, becomes homologized with the individual breathing body. We see this in
many other parts of the B®hadåra~yaka and other Upani‚ads. The sacrificial fires are seen
as part of the inner workings of the body; the role of the adhvaryu priest is identified with
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the eyes, and the process of sight itself, and this sight can see the nature of the whole world
(B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 3.1.5). In other passages, it is not only the cosmology of the
sacrifice that is given to the body but also the cosmology of the entire world and its
topography. For instance, rivers of the world are identified as the rivers contained within
the body (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 1.1.1; Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad 1.4.5), the eye of the
world is also the sight of the body (Chåndogya Upani‚ad 1.7.4), and so on. 

What then becomes of the Vedic deities? Are these powerful tools of the early Vedic
imagination harnessed in another way? Yes and no. Many of the deities are still quite active
and involved—such as Indra, who is engaged in much questioning and dialogue through-
out most of both the earlier and later Upani‚adic texts. However, while the activity of
sacrifice is still presumed, the Upani‚ads use the deities themselves as aids to a certain
kind of knowledge, a special kind of wisdom that only the meditator has access to. Thus,
the world of the gods is only one world that can be gained; the possibility of nonreturning
altogether is anew and quite intriguing prospect. The object of that knowledge is no longer
the gods per se but that new force called brahman. 

How might have Maitrey⁄ thought and argued about the nature of brahman, this key to
the universe? First, it was thought of as the power behind the sacrifice, and as the
Upani‚adic thought developed, it was described as the power behind every living thing and
every element in the universe. Brahman was “the whole” (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 2.5)
and transcended even the gods. It also existed beyond all known things in this world and
yet was also present within them. It was set apart from beings, and yet dwelling within
beings at the same time. This basic identification between the selves of beings and brah-
man leads to the famous Upani‚adic equation that the self (åtman) is the same as the power
behind the universe (brahman). As the sage Yåjñavalkya puts it: “The self within all is this
self of yours.” Occasionally, as we see from Yåjñavalkya’s words, the larger brahman is
also spoken of as the åtman or “self” of the universe, and thus the poetic nineteenth-
century translation, “the world-soul.” The B®hadåra~yaka puts it eloquently: “This self is
the honey of all beings, and all beings are the honey of this self. The radiant and immor-
tal person in the self and the radiant and immortal person connected with the body [here,
also referred to as åtman]—they are both one’s self. It is the immortal; it is brahman, it is
the whole” (2.5.9).

Brahman is also spoken of as a formulation of truth—a truth which is to be attained by
wise men and women who have practiced meditation and focused on the forest teachings
for a very long time. Brahman is the highest object of the teachings on hidden
connections—an object rooted in austerity and the knowledge of the self (Çvetåçvatara
Upani‚ad 1.9). The imagery here is not simply that of a truth to be attained but an abode
in its own right. Brahman is almost like a “truth realm.” For instance, Chåndogya
Upani‚ad 3.11 states of brahman: “There, surely, it has never set, nor ever risen. By this
truth, O gods, let me not be stripped of the formulation of brahman.” The text goes on to say
that when someone knows this teaching, for that person the sun neither rises nor sets—for
him it is always day. 

Similarly, other Upani‚ads also describe brahman as a stainless realm (Praçna
Upani‚ad 1.16) in its own right—a world of unending peace, an ancient formulation which
is heard in the heavenly abodes (Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad 2.4). Other delightfully worldly
images are also used to describe brahman, such as a divine fort (Mu~∂aka Upani‚ad
2.2.7), a wheel (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 2.5.19; Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad 2.4), and a kind
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of clay which has been smeared but now is clean (Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad 2.14). The
meditator, in turn, is a person whose body is the “bottom slab with the syllable oµ the
upper drill” (Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad 1.14) who seeks brahman “like oil in sesame seeds
and butter in curds” (1.15). 

Finally, true to the sages’ understanding of their work as “hidden teachings” and 
“hidden connections,” the Upani‚ads are filled with metaphors which hint at, but can never
directly state, the true nature of brahman. Here, we can cite many dialogues within the
earlier Upani‚ads which use the themes of invisibility and negation. The famous dialogue
between Uddålaka and his son Çvetaketu shows the son and pupil dividing the seeds of a
fruit into smaller and smaller units until he cannot see anything left. Uddålaka explains,
“You are that” (tat tvam asi). In other words, Çvetaketu and his inner self (åtman) are also
identified with that invisible force that makes the seed grow (brahman). Brahman is like
that, says his teaching. Moreover, many of the famous dialogues argue that the best way to
describe brahman is through negation, “Not this, and not that.” It is important to note that
this Upani‚adic approach is not simply a mystical via negativa, as has been often described.
Rather, the dialogues show that brahman is a practical process of reduction from something
to nothing, until one ends with a paradox, about which one can say very little. Maitrey⁄
begins with this process when she questions her husband, and it is assumed that she, like all
other Upani‚adic sages, will internalize the wisdom and become a teacher in her own right. 

But what would Maitrey⁄ have expected after she arrived at this point of knowledge?
What would her expectations of the afterlife have been? We see emerging in the Upani‚ads
a theory of death and birth which is strikingly different that the Vedic sacrificial fear of
“re-death” ( punarm®tyu). The Upani‚ads contain the earliest records of what we have
come to call saµsåra, or the endless cycle of birth and death, as well as mok‚a, or the path
that leads away from saµsåra. The story of Jabålå is instructive on this point. Jabålå is
ashamed that his native learning, gleaned at his father’s knee, is not sufficient in the court
to which he travels. He must learn an entirely new set of metaphors, in which each section
of life (man, woman, semen, food) is said to be identical with the sacrificial fire. While
these are not unusual for many sections of the Upani‚ads, the subsequent section is
startlingly new. Those whose conduct is good, but who choose to offer sacrifices in the
village, will go on the path of the moon and be reborn accordingly. Those who choose the
path of the forest and the knowledge of brahman will go on the path of the sun and leave
this life altogether. And those whose conduct is reprehensible will be reborn into a lesser,
probably repugnant, womb.

Why is this a new way of thinking? To be sure, the language of paths which are good
to go on is an old and very familiar Vedic trope; we see it in the hymn to the horse as he
is being sacrificed in ¸g Veda. Here, however, the familiar Vedic idea of going on a path
after life is transformed into nothing less than a new theory of the afterlife—a theory
which has informed Hindu ideas ever since. The later texts of Patañjali’s Yogas¨tra
(c. second century BCE) pick up on these ideas and make them into a strict and methodical
philosophical system. Much of the Vedånta worldview is premised upon this and other
basic understandings of the “paths” of the Upani‚ads. 

Some scholars have viewed the Upani‚ads as the beginnings of Hindu philosophy and
figures such as Yåjñavalkya and Maitrey⁄ as protophilosophers. It is important to point out
that this would be a misleading characterization. The later books of the Vedas and the
Bråhma~as contain philosophical elements about the nature of the universe, and the
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Upani‚ads really draw their inspiration from these sources. Moreover, some of the books,
such as the sixth chapter of the Chåndogya Upani‚ad, contain a number of rituals and
prescriptions that resemble some of the domestic manuals of the G®hyas¨tras or the later
“magical” texts of the Vidhånas. (Some have even postulated that this book is a kind of
“proto”-G®hyas¨tra.) These contain very touching vignettes of the relationships between
students and teachers, men and women, rituals to instill intelligence in a newly born child,
and rituals for making love or to seduce a reluctant lover. Therefore, it is hard to place a
definitive “genre” marking upon them such as “philosophy” rather than ritual or even
poetry. 

What has been the Upani‚ads’ role in Hindu history? It is hard to overestimate it;
certainly, in the Vedåntic tradition, which makes up the world of so many Hindus today,
they are the foundations of spirituality and practice. Although there were many commen-
tators before him, the eighth-century philosopher Çaµkara was the great systematizer of
Upani‚adic thought and elevating the linkage between brahman and åtman to the level of
a metaphysical principle. For Çaµkara’s reading of the Upani‚ads, it was not only that
brahman was ultimate reality but also that all else was måyå or cognitive error. Realizing
the nature of this error was the first step to realizing brahman. Moreover, Vedånta philos-
ophy called itself Uttara M⁄måµså (literally, later, or even ultimate, investigation), the
school of thought which superseded the P¨rva M⁄måµså (literally, earlier investigation) or
ritual philosophy of the Vedic schools. In the colonial period, they emerged as documents
which could provide the answer to the missionaries’ claim that the Hindus had no scrip-
ture per se—or certainly no scripture which could provide the kind of spiritual insight that
the Bible could. Indeed, nineteenth-century Hindu reformers, such as Rammohan Roy and
Vivekånanda, championed the Upani‚ads as the core of a Hindu spirituality which could
rival any Christian notions. The Upani‚ads became a core of “resistant spirituality” in the
best sense. What is more, the Upani‚ads influenced many Western thinkers as the font of
wisdom, just as the translations into European languages were beginning to emerge. Today
Vedånta philosophy is the bedrock of twenty-first-century middle-class Hinduism, having
been made famous by Hindu mystical leaders such as Råmak®‚~a and social reformers
such as Vivekånanda. And each of these schools of thought begins with a close reading of
the Upani‚ads.

CONCLUSION

It is hard to know whether the women pounding rice as they listened to the sunrise mantras
had any idea that they were participating in a tradition that would last over three thousand
years beyond their recent crop of rice. These women’s situation, and Maitrey⁄’s as she
argues with Yåjñavalkya, point to the complexity of these Vedic and Upani‚adic compo-
sitions of early India. The Vedic women would have known of the great authority of that
chanted sound, and Upani‚adic Maitrey⁄ would have known of the great intellectual tradi-
tion in which she was participating with her husband. 

Among the twice-born classes, the Vedas and Upani‚ads have astounding foundational
longevity. They contain poetic brilliance, unique philosophical insight, and incomparable
ritual complexity. Among intellectual elites throughout those classes, they have been
recited, read, and reinterpreted with a spirit of innovation and fidelity to tradition. They
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have also been used as symbols of the unity of India, the cradle of Hindu thought, and have
emerged on the stage of world literature in the last century. 

Yet the Vedic women would have also known that they could not then have had access
to the meanings of the mantras and that their contributions of rice were as close as they
could get to the traditions of sacrifice. Maitrey⁄, too, would have been as anxious, if not
more so, as to how she would be cared for if her husband did not return from his journey,
than about the nature of brahman. If the Hindu world extends from villager to Bråhma~
priest, then Vedic and Upani‚adic traditions oscillate between being at the very core of
the Hindu world and being at its radical periphery. Thus, perhaps, is the fate of all great
intellectual traditions.

NOTES

My translations in this chapter follow K. F. Geldner, Wendy Doniger [O’Flaherty], and Patrick
Olivelle.

1 This idea was developed in an East Asian context by Kasulis (1992). However, it can be appro-
priately applied to the concerns of M⁄måµså, whose concerns are about the efficacy of ritual as a
means of instruction in dharma or correct religious role.

2 Thite’s is a very provocative thesis based on very detailed knowledge of the prescriptive texts and
years of observation of Vedic sacrificial procedures, their timing, and the resources required for
them.

3 The most definitive geographical reading of these schools has been two recent articles by Witzel
(1987b, 1989). Most of the work rests on a careful analysis of references to persons, places, flora,
and fauna within each of the texts.

4 Although this idea is as old as the writings of nineteenth-century Indologists such as Bergaigne
(1963), Heesterman has put it into the most succinct terms (for a basic explanation, see his 1985).

5 We can also infer that there was some greater involvement in the community during early Indian
times from Buddhist texts like the D⁄ghanikåya (K¨†adanta Sutta 5.18), where servants and work-
men performing their tasks for the sacrifice are mentioned.

6 In my own fieldwork I have interviewed the major sponsor of the sacrifices, Ranganath Krishna
Selukar, and his wife and family, from the period of 1993 through 1999. He speaks particularly
of placing his performances in the tradition of the leader and mystic Jñåneçvara. In addition,
smaller performances of sattra, as well as the sacrifice of the åhitågnis or householder sacrificers,
speak of the spiritual teachings of their yoga teachers being translated into this new and ancient
form of sacrificial practice (also see Lubin 2001). F. Smith’s many years of ethnographic work in
this area also confirms this view. Along with Knipe, Smith’s The Vedic Sacrifice in Transition
(1987) is an excellent beginning in this area, and the field awaits further work. 

7 Anthropologists such as Susan Wadley have also focused on this idea of gråma even in contem-
porary work. 
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

MAHÅBHÅRATA

James L. Fitzgerald

The Mahåbhårata is a tradition of religious epic that has lived in numerous different
cultural niches—some oral, some written, some Sanskrit, some vernacular—in South

and Southeast Asia for over two thousand years. From its very beginnings the
Mahåbhårata has played a fundamental role as a sacred “scripture” in defining the Hindu
world. Countless times it has been, and still is, dramatized by actors, puppets, and dancers
for the entertainment or edification of audiences or as part of rituals or festivals
(Hiltebeitel 1988–91; Sax 1991a). It has been declaimed in Sanskrit in temples and has
been repeatedly translated into the vernaculars of South Asia. Some parts of it have been
and are often chanted in congregational liturgies, in Sanskrit or a vernacular, sometimes
with audiences chanting refrains. Lessons have often been drawn from it by learned expos-
itors before live audiences ( pravacana), and it has often been the object of devoted private
reading and study. In the 1990s it was broadcast serially throughout India on television, and
vast portions of the population of India watched it regularly and eagerly. In spite of the
tremendous extent and variety of this tradition, or rather because of it, the description of the
Mahåbhårata in this chapter is based only on the most accessible, and the single most
important, subtradition of the larger phenomenon, the written Sanskrit text of the epic.

The written Sanskrit Mahåbhårata was fixed and promulgated in Northern India
between about 300 and 450 CE, that is, about the time of the Gupta empire, and that text
became, de facto, an almost normative redaction for written copies of the Sanskrit text
(Bigger 1998: 13–19; Fitzgerald 1985: 126–28). The prior history of this Gupta text of the
Sanskrit Mahåbhårata has been a regular subject of inquiry and debate in Western-based
scholarship on the epic for over one hundred and fifty years (see Brockington 1998:
130–58). There is broad agreement that the particular precursors of this text, that is, some
kind of “Bhårata” epic, came into existence and began developing sometime after 400 BCE.
There is also broad agreement, though not unanimity (see Hiltebeitel 1999c), that the
Mahåbhårata has antecedents of some kind in older Indo-Åryan, oral bardic literature and
perhaps even in more ancient Indo-European bardic songs about warriors and wars.
Relying upon Franklin Edgerton’s (1939) penetrating study of the different forms of the
Mahåbhårata’s minority verse form (the tri‚†ubh, which makes up about 11 percent of the
almost 160,500 lines of verse in the epic), Mary Carroll Smith (1992: xiii–xiv) argued that
the eight thousand lines of older, Vedic-style tri‚†ubhs in the Mahåbhårata constitute
the core of the original epic and reflect an ancient, non-Bråhma~ized warrior society



with close thematic ties to Homer and to Beowulf . This thesis has yet to be studied closely.
A number of scholars have studied the oral poetry of the Mahåbhårata and shown the per-
sistence in it of formulas and techniques common in extemporizing oral bardic traditions
known in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (see Grintser 1974; J. Smith 1999). On the
basis of the work of Pavel Grintser and comparative studies of ancient and modern epic
literatures, Yaroslav Vassilkov, sometimes working in collaboration with S. Neveleva,
has provided a very interesting comprehensive overview of the Mahåbhårata and its
development in terms of a threefold typology of archaic epics, classical epics, and reli-
gious didactic epics. “The Mbh [Mahåbhårata] went through the stage of the classical
heroic epic and was partly transformed into a religious didactic épopée. But during this
process, the Indian epic paradoxically retained some features typical of the epic folklore
at the archaic stage” (Vassilkov 1995: 255). Vassilkov sees in this extended process of
thematic absorption and synthesis “the true uniqueness of the Mbh. There is no other epic
in the world which combines in the same way the features of all three main historical
stages of development: archaic, classical and late” (1995: 255). 

There is, however, no scholarly consensus on something that is a necessary prerequisite
for the mounting of seriously detailed historical arguments—namely, an agreed upon read-
ing of the Gupta text and a classification of the text’s elements based on that reading. Many
scholars have made substantial contributions to developing a consistent reading of this
Gupta text, but there is as yet no generally focused discussion on these issues. Madeleine
Biardeau (1968–78) developed a comprehensive ideological reading of the epic, and Georg
von Simson (1984, 1994) presented a reading based on naturalistic, mainly planetary,
interpretations of the main characters of the epic, carrying forward similar themes from the
nineteenth century. The recent work of the Nåråya~⁄ya project under the lead of Peter
Schreiner (1997) has carried out an excellent comprehensive study of one important part of
the Mahåbhårata, a study that provides some important models for the systematic analysis
of this and other bodies of “anonymous” Sanskrit literature, in addition to its many concrete
contributions. A large-scale treatment of the Mahåbhårata quite different from that
presented here was recently published by Alf Hiltebeitel (2001a; Fitzgerald forthcoming). 

What follows is based on a new reading of the Gupta text as a whole (as represented in the
Pune edition) in the light of much prior scholarship. This reading revives and refurbishes some
aspects of the “Brahmin Renaissance” arguments of a century ago, of which one of the main
proponents was Haraprasad Shastri (1910), who was unconvincingly rebutted by Romila
Thapar (1973: 197–203) and G. M. Bongard-Levin (1985: 100). Because it uses historical
hypotheses as a key to reading the epic narrative, this telling of the Mahåbhårata story must
be deferred until the categories and themes that animate it have been presented. To synopsize
the story of the Mahåbhårata in abstracto oversimplifies it to the point of boredom or trans-
forms it into Oriental curiosity. This new reading is fundamentally informed by the historical
hypothesis that two of the most important arguments governing the text’s basic formation
were: the covertly anti-Mauryan (especially anti-Açokan) argument that proper rule should be
bråhma~ya, that is, based on reverence for unique Bråhma~ priority in the determination of
social, political, and cultural matters; and the argument (against the Çuπga and Ka~va exam-
ples) that governance and its intrinsic violence are inappropriate for men of the most refined
natures and sensibilities, that is, Bråhma~s. The På~∂ava narrative of the Mahåbhårata—the
central narrative that is focused on the five På~∂ava brothers—and some of its important 
supplemental narratives and teachings pit Bråhma~ agents along with divine or semidivine
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K‚atriya agents against much of the stratum of the world’s rulers (K‚atriyas), who are
portrayed as largely corrupt. The Mahåbhårata tells an apocalyptic (which signifies here the
literal sense of the Greek apo-kaluptein, “uncover,” the “uncovering” of the hidden divine and
not simply “eschatological destruction”) story of the destruction of this corrupt stratum of
society by an alliance of the Bråhma~ and divine agencies and the consequent establishing of
the small band of semidivine K‚atriyas (the På~∂avas) as the new and proper rulers of the
earth. This nexus of ideas and arguments makes most sense when viewed as a derivative
reflection of political, social, and cultural events in northern India beginning at the start of the
fourth century BCE, especially the rise and success of Veda-and-Bråhma~-rejecting religions,
such as Jainism and Buddhism, and the rise of the “Ç¨dra” Nanda empire at På†aliputra (c.340
BCE), its giving way to the Mauryan dynasty (in either 317 or 314 BCE) and the overthrow of
Mauryans by the Bråhma~ general Pu‚yamitra Çuπga in 187 or 185 BCE.

In this view, the Mahåbhårata developed as a Bråhma~-inspired response to the tremen-
dous damage (as seen from the point of view of some Bråhma~s between approximately 300
and 100 BCE) wrought by the rise of the empires at På†aliputra and the “heathen” (nåstika,
Jainism and Buddhism, particularly) religions these empires promoted (see Fitzgerald 2004).
But, though its basic inspiration was reactionary and conservative, the Mahåbhårata was an
intensely creative response to the perceived crisis. At the time of its initial development as the
På~∂ava epic (sometime between 300 and 100 BCE) it synthesized older Vedic religious ideas
with newer developments (some of the ethics and worldview of yoga, especially the ideal of
“harmlessness,” ahiµså), and in later centuries subsequent redactors wove together meaning-
fully many of the new religious ideas (such as elements of Çaivism, the worship of the god-
dess, bhakti, the theory of the yugas, and others) that emerged into prominence in India
between the time of that original development and the time it became more or less fixed
(sometime between 300 and 450 CE). The Mahåbhårata’s main narrative laid down some of
the fundamental history that grounded “Hinduism,” and it contained within it the first canon-
ical library of “Hinduism” (as opposed to the earlier canonical library of Bråhma~ism, the four
Vedas). The text was put forward as “the fifth Veda,” “the Veda for women and Ç¨dras”; it
was the utterance of the inspired seer Vyåsa intended to serve as a comprehensive, Bråhma~-
inspired basis for living a good life in a good society in a good polity (see Fitzgerald 1985).

The good polity envisioned and promoted in the Mahåbhårata is protected within and
without by a king who wields the rod of force (da~∂a, which refers to his imposition of
punishment and to his army). He is energetic, self-restrained (niyata), and subjects himself
to the guidance of Bråhma~s, whom he supports materially and preserves from all harm.
A principal way the king preserves Bråhma~s from harm is by ensuring the good society,
one in which there are four different orders (var~a) of people making four different kinds
of contribution to the whole. The good society is characterized fundamentally by the exis-
tence of Bråhma~s, “men of brahman,” the unseen, fundamental reality of the universe
that is acoustically manifest in the hymns of the Vedas, first seen and heard by the ancient
seers. These “Bråhma~s” have learned the brahman (in the form of the hymns of the
Vedas) by hearing it from the mouth of the previous generation, and they put it to use to
guarantee prosperity and general well being to the members of society in this life and after
death. The good society has another special kind of men, K‚atriyas, “men of k‚atra”
(armed force). K‚atriyas are warriors and rulers, whose main obligation is the protection
(rak‚a~a) of society. In addition to these two specially charged orders of society, there are
the ordinary “people,” the Vaiçyas, who are the basic economic producers of society. All
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three of these orders are eligible to use the mantras (effective ritual formulas) of the
Bråhma~s’ Vedas for rites of divine worship (yajña). A fourth order, Ç¨dras, is not eligible
to use the Bråhma~s’ religious services directly (but see Mahåbhårata 12.60.36ff.). Their
contribution to the general social function is obedient service to the three higher orders. In
the good society, the king is responsible for keeping all members of the orders engaged in
their own particular lawful kinds of work (their svadharma, i.e. the particular work by
which a person of one or another order accumulates “merit” for the next life). The opposite
condition is one in which some or many in society fail to engage in their proper work, doing
instead the work of other kinds of people. Not only do such people fail to perform their law-
ful work (their dharma), the orders of society become indistinct, break down as separate
groups, and cease to exist in fact. One of the worst forms of this saµkara (mixture) so
dreaded by Bråhma~ thinkers has non-Bråhma~s or untrained Bråhma~s purporting to teach
the Vedas or perform Vedic rites and has many Bråhma~s taking up soldiering, commerce,
or even agriculture out of economic necessity. The outcome of this saµkara is the disap-
pearance of Bråhma~s as a distinct group making a good and valuable contribution to the
social welfare. The good life was available to the three upper orders of society, for they had
the right to use the Vedic rites of worship and perform other special acts that would accu-
mulate merit (one of the basic meanings of the word “dharma” in the Mahåbhårata) and
bring them benefits in the future in this life and guarantee them a good life after death (most
often envisioned as life in a heavenly world, sometimes as a good rebirth). The rhetoric of
the Mahåbhårata is often aimed at K‚atriyas, and the good life for them involved gaining
glory and riches, dying heroically of wounds in battle, and going to a high heaven. 

The library of “Hinduism” contained in the Mahåbhårata recorded authoritative examples
and teachings on a diverse set of philosophical and religious themes ranging from making
pilgrimages to the performance of Vedic rituals to rules for renouncers. It described
visions of Vi‚~u and Nåråya~a; of Çiva; of Yama (the lord of the dead) and his alter ego,
Dharma; and of Çr⁄; of death herself (M®tyu); of the rod of force (da~∂a); and of other mar-
velous divinities. It told many stories of gods, Bråhma~s, and kings and taught geography,
the calculations of time, and the general history of the universe. And it included various
hymns in praise of Vi‚~u, Çiva, and even one or two other gods (Agni and S¨rya).

The history told by the Mahåbhårata recorded a divinely led, tremendously violent
purge of the armed men (the k‚atra) of the world because many of these K‚atriyas had
abandoned the ideals of good polity and good society, completely ignored the right and
lawful ways of behaving (dharma), and tyrannized and abused all the creatures of the
earth. The Mahåbhårata is a story of avatåra in the original sense of that term,
avatåra~a—a “taking down,” a relieving of a burden that oppressed the earth (Hacker
1978a). (Only later did this term come to signify the “descent” of a deity for such a rescue
mission.) These wicked K‚atriyas were in fact the most recent incarnations of the demons
(asura) defeated by the gods in their last war. The elimination of these demonic K‚atriyas
by good K‚atriyas was planned by the supreme god Vi‚~u-Nåråya~a and Indra (the ancient
Vedic god of the monsoon thunderstorm) in concert with the other gods (see Mahåbhårata
1.58.30–59.6), and the campaign was led on earth by the five På~∂avas (the “sons of
På~∂u” in the lunar K‚atriya lineage of the Kaurava Bharatas): Yudhi‚†hira, Bh⁄ma,
Arjuna, and the twins Nakula and Sahadeva. The mother of the first three was Kunt⁄, who
had also had a premarital son named Vasu‚e~a (later called Kar~a) by S¨rya, the sun god,
before her marriage to På~∂u; the twins’ mother was Mådr⁄.
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THE FIVE PÅ¡¤AVAS: WAR-PARTY 
OF THE GODS

At one level of the epic the five På~∂avas function as a single symbolic entity to represent
the god Indra on the earth, using violence in the interests of gods and Bråhma~s. Explained
as five instances of Indra at one key point (in Mahåbhårata 1.189), the five brothers were
all married to the Påñcåla princess Draupad⁄, a secret incarnation of the chthonic goddess
Çr⁄ (royal splendor), the consort and emblem of the richness, majesty, and authority of the
good and successful king. Born up in the heights of the northern “snowy mountains”
(Himavat, the Himålayas) not far from the heavenly worlds, the På~∂avas were escorted
down to the Bhårata capital Håstinapura on the plains of the Gaπgå by Bråhma~s soon
after På~∂u died, while they were still very young. Down on the plains, aided by three
“dark,” “obscure,” or “secret” (k®‚~a) holy agents whose true identities or interests were
not publicly known—K®‚~a Våsudeva, the incarnation of Vi‚~u-Nåråya~a; K®‚~å
Draupad⁄, the incarnation of Çr⁄; and K®‚~a Dvaipåyana Vyåsa, the actual father of På~∂u
and grandfather of the På~∂avas and representative of the world’s Vedic Bråhma~s—the
På~∂avas led an action to purge from the earth the demon-infested k‚atra. The fivefold
På~∂ava Indra came down from the mountains as the overt, public agent of this divine
purge (“på~∂u” means “white, light, bright” and connotes “overt” and “public” over
against the “black, covert” characters of the three K®‚~as) and directly challenged and
eventually eradicated the demonic K‚atriyas of the world, represented principally by the
På~∂avas’ paternal first cousins, the wicked sons of På~∂u’s blind brother Dh®tarå‚†ra—
the hundred wicked Dhårtarå‚†ras led by their eldest Duryodhana. The På~∂avas accom-
plished this with the aid of their divine or quasi-divine covert backers, that is, with the
gentle wisdom and advice of their grandfather K®‚~a Vyåsa, with desire and fury stimu-
lated by their wife K®‚~å Draupad⁄ and the abuse of her by demonic K‚atriyas, and with
the guidance and manipulation of their cousin and friend K®‚~a Våsudeva.

At the same time, each of the five På~∂avas has another symbolic identity in the epic:
While nominally sons of the Bharata På~∂u, the five were actually the physical sons of the
gods Dharma, Wind, Indra, and the Açvin twins, respectively. As the work of Georges
Dumézil (1968) has shown, these gods, and thus the På~∂avas who represent them, sym-
bolize the three functions of ancient Indo-European culture—creating and preserving 
well being: through control of the unseen powers of the world, through physical force and
violence, and through nurture, healing, and abundant generation. These functions are rightly
associated in general with the ideas of the characteristic work contributions of the three
upper orders of Indian Åryan society—Bråhma~s, K‚atriyas, and Vaiçyas—and the five
På~∂avas, though they are fundamentally all K‚atriyas, simultaneously present, through
their different paternities, a microcosm of the complete Åryan society. So Yudhi‚†hira, the
eldest På~∂ava and the son of God Dharma (the epic deity who has replaced the Vedic gods
Mitra and Varu~a in the position of the first function) is characterized by the main concerns
of dharma of the day (some of which pulled in opposite directions at the time of the epic’s
composition: he was punctilious about lawful duties but also generous; he was a dutiful
military leader and thus a lord of death, but he was inclined toward kindness; as a king
responsible for the wealth and success of his people, he was forced by concerns of artha
[success] and n⁄ti [policy] to be a duplicitous liar, but he was a man who loved truth),
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and he had a strong predilection for the Bråhma~ order of society and some of its
aspirations for beatitude. Bh⁄ma, the second På~∂ava and the son of the god Wind (Våyu),
represents the tremendous energy of physical force—he was a large, impulsive man with
great appetites who embodied the sheer physical power and violence of the K‚atriya order
of society. And Bh⁄ma fulfilled most clearly the responsibility of K‚atriyas to be protec-
tors, as he was the På~∂ava most solicitous of the comfort and safety of their wife
Draupad⁄, and the one who was the champion of them all in situations of general danger.
The twins Nakula and Sahadeva manifest the abundance and multiplicity of the function
of fertility and growth that characterizes the Vaiçya order of society, whose work tending
animals they sometimes performed. These four På~∂avas, representing the three functions
embodied in the three ancient orders of good noble (årya) society, stand together as a
representation of that whole complex society over against its king, represented in this
mythic theme by Arjuna, the son of Indra, the violent leader of the gods. As an image of
the king, Arjuna unites the attributes of all three other functions within himself and is ulti-
mately responsible for all three of the others. This “bright one” in particular (as does
“på~∂u,” so does “arjuna” mean “white, light, bright”) had special relationships with two
of the “dark ones,” K®‚~å Draupad⁄ and K®‚~a Våsudeva: It was by Arjuna’s prowess that
Draupad⁄ became the På~∂avas’ wife; Arjuna later also married K®‚~a’s sister Subhadrå,
and K®‚~a was Arjuna’s special friend and charioteer during the war. (Georg von Simson
[1984: 197] sees Arjuna and K®‚~a as representations of the bright moon and the dark
[new] moon.) There is yet another sacred theme encoded in K®‚~a and Arjuna—they
together share a covert identity as incarnations of Nåråya~a and Nara, god and man, who
live in the mountains at Badar⁄, near where the Gaπgå descends to earth, performing
asceticism. They come to earth from time to time, taking up weapons to defend the gods.
The multiple encoding of the epic’s main characters is possible because the general themes
that the different encodings represent are basically concentric. 

DEMONIC KÍATRA

This purge, this avatåra~a of the earth’s burden, was called for because the earth was
suffering grievously under the onslaught of loutish and malicious K‚atriyas, and the last
effective method of handling them—the regular elimination of them by the enraged
Bhårgava Bråhma~ Råma Jåmadagnya—was no longer available (as Råma had been
stopped by his troubled Bråhma~ forbears and banished by the Bråhma~ patriarch 
Kaçyapa for eliminating the earth’s kings). After the most recent of the recurring wars
between the gods and the demons, the defeated demons had incarnated themselves on earth
as new K‚atriyas in the vacuum left by Råma’s repeated slaughters (see below); they
neglected dharma and abused Bråhma~s and other beings constantly. The Mahåbhårata
contains numerous accounts of K‚atriyas abusing Bråhma~s that illustrate and extend this
indictment, and these stories chronicle different Bråhma~ responses to these K‚atriya
provocations. On the one extreme is the response of the seer Vasi‚†ha, who, when perse-
cuted by King Kalmå‚apåda (see Mahåbhårata 1.165–68), tried several times unsuccess-
fully to commit suicide. Then there was the response of the young Bhårgava Bråhma~
Aurva, who in enduring rage at the persecution of the Bhårgavas by the Kårtav⁄ryas
(a K‚atriya line descended from K®tav⁄rya), took up asceticism to destroy the entire world.
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And finally, at the opposite extreme from Vasi‚†ha, there is another Bhårgava Bråhma~,
Råma Jåmadagnya, who slew all the earth’s K‚atriyas twenty-one times over when a
vendetta arose between him and other descendents of K®tav⁄rya after King Arjuna
Kårtav⁄rya stole the calf of Råma’s father’s cow. Råma killed the Kårtav⁄rya King Arjuna
in revenge, Arjuna’s sons killed Råma’s father, Råma retaliated against them, and for thou-
sands of years after, Råma’s mission was to kill every K‚atriya everywhere. New genera-
tions of K‚atriyas were produced after each slaughter when Bråhma~s impregnated the
widows of the dead K‚atriyas in order to regenerate the k‚atra (see Mahåbhårata
3.115–17, 12.48–49). But after twenty-one genocidal slaughters Råma was halted and 
banished in order to save some remnant of K‚atriyas.

(The story of Råma Jåmadagnya is much more than one more Bråhma~-abuse story in
the epic. It is told four times in the Mahåbhårata at strategically important locations—
twice at length—and Råma Jåmadagnya’s slaughter is mentioned or alluded to numerous
other times across most of the text’s length. V. S. Sukthankar [1936] took these facts and
numerous other stories and references to Råma’s Bhårgava kinsmen in the epic to be
indicative of a massive Bråhma~ redaction done by a historical clan of Bhårgava
Bråhma~s. He saw this redaction to be what transformed an older warrior epic—the
Bhårata—into the sprawling Dharmaçåstra represented by the received text of the
Mahåbhårata. Decades later Robert Goldman [1972, 1977, 1978] studied the Bhårgava cor-
pus of the epic closely and argued Sukthankar’s case in greater detail. Adalbert Gail’s
1977 study of Råma Jåmadagnya offered new insights, and recent reexaminations of this
material from new perspectives by Christopher Minkowski [1991], Lynn Thomas [1996],
Alf Hiltebeitel [1999c], and James Fitzgerald [2002b] have developed a completely differ-
ent approach to Råma Jåmadagnya in the Mahåbhårata that necessitates a reassessment of
the Sukthankar-Goldman theses.)

In the setting of the Mahåbhårata’s narrative, the new generation of demon K‚atriyas
prowled the earth, led by the incarnation of the demon Kali (strife) as Duryodhana
Bharata, the På~∂avas’ first cousin. Duryodhana was destined to provoke a different, more
satisfying resolution of the continuing problem of K‚atriyas’ neglect of dharma (see
Mahåbhårata 3.239.15–240.28, 11.8.24–26). He and his ninety-nine brothers (who were
incarnations of Råk‚asa monsters) were aborted initially as a grotesque fetal mass their
mother had carried for two years. Vyåsa divided the mass and had their gestation finished
in pots filled with gh⁄, which resulted eventually in one hundred thoroughly wicked
(du‚†åtman) young men, the Dhårtarå‚†ras, “sons of Dh®tarå‚†ra” (Dh®tarå‚†ra was På~∂u’s
blind brother; the mother of these incarnate demons was Gåndhår⁄, who voluntarily
covered her eyes at the time of her betrothal to Dh®tarå‚†ra, so as not to be superior to her
husband). In time Duryodhana became fast friends with a foundling child of a charioteer-
bard of the Bhårata court, a young man named Vasu‚e~a. (He was later known as Kar~a,
a name signifying the terrible act of his cutting off of his body the golden armor and
earrings that had formed part of his body at birth. This boy was in fact the inadvertent, pre-
marital child of Kunt⁄ and S¨rya, the sun.) Vasu‚e~a, Kar~a, was the most intense,
resolute, and loyal of Duryodhana’s allies and the destined enemy of Arjuna.

The one hundred Dhårtarå‚†ras formed the core group of the K‚atriyas targeted by the
avatåra mission of the gods, and while Duryodhana was unmistakably the leader of this
party, Kar~a, embodying some of the sun, was the main warrior at the center of this group
(Bh⁄‚ma, an incarnation of the god Sky, Dyaus, claimed that place first, but he was older
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and wiser and less intense and single-minded than was Kar~a). At one basic level of the
Mahåbhårata narrative, this story is another telling of the war between the gods and the
demons (see below), and in the Mahåbhårata retelling, Kar~a is the water-restricting V®tra
to Arjuna’s Indra (Indra was an ancient embodiment of the monsoon rains).

THE TAPAS (HEAT, FIRE, PAIN) AT THE CENTER OF
THE MAHÅBHÅRATA

The violence of the purge of the K‚atriyas that is the core of the Mahåbhårata narrative is
shocking in its intensity, its extent, and its thoroughness. This purge has its roots in a kind
of genocidal hatred (the Mahåbhårata is replete with accounts of frequently interrupted
genocide—is itself narrated at a rite [ultimately interrupted] to kill all the world’s
snakes!—and it grows immediately out of the genocidal rampage against all the world’s
K‚atriyas by the Bråhma~ Råma Jåmadagnya, which too was interrupted and subjected to
repeated criticism within the Mahåbhårata [Fitzgerald 2002b]), but the Mahåbhårata has
repudiated rage that is simply genocidal (Hiltebeitel 1999c: 166; Minkowski 1991:
399–400) and assimilated its violence to the philosophy of kingship described briefly
above and to an account of the history of that kingship (see Mahåbhårata 12.59.94–140,
the story of King P®thu, for the basic statement of that history). The rage depicted in the
Mahåbhårata and the philosophy of kingship in which that rage eventually came to rest
both answered important historical events in northern India in the last half of the first 
millennium BCE, events that called the violent Råma Jåmadagnya story into being as well
as its more sophisticated cousin, the På~∂ava avatåra~a story (see Fitzgerald 2002a;
Malinar 1996; von Simson 1984: 220–23; Sutton 1997). The events involved are those
transformations of the “second urbanization” of India (see Erdosy 1995a,b) and the rise
of the imperial state of På†aliputra, the Mauryans’ elevation of Jainism and Buddhism to
eminence at the expense of Bråhma~ism, and the emperor Açoka’s “Dharma campaign,”
which, implicit criticism in the Mahåbhårata seems to suggest, was viewed by at least
some Bråhma~s as arrogant and hypocritical. We know definitely from his inscriptions
that Açoka, who was a lay follower of the Buddha, did not subordinate himself to Bråhma~
guidance and even insulted Bråhma~ism by treating it as just one more religious elite
among many elites that were all eligible for imperial support if they adopted the tolerant
and pluralistic view of religions the emperor advocated (see Major Rock Edict Twelve,
Thapar 1973: 255). It is likely that Açoka’s “insubordinate” attitude toward Bråhma~s was
merely the most prominent rejection of Bråhma~ philosophy by a ruler of the era, for the
Mahåbhårata has numerous stories depicting the failures of K‚atriyas to respect the
dignity, special position, and special contributions Bråhma~s saw themselves making to
society. Also, the Bråhma~s had significant competition from the Jaina, Buddhist, and
other new religious elites of the time, and any support the Mauryans and other kings
offered those other groups cost Bråhma~s in terms of treasure and honor both.

But the creation and development in the Mahåbhårata of these accounts of violent
apocalyptic redress of an unacceptable political and social situation set in motion funda-
mental philosophical and ethical conflicts that had basically lain dormant before. The more
universal and subject-centered philosophies of yoga and the concomitantly more socially
sensitive ethics of kindness, generosity, patience, and harmlessness that had developed
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with increasing momentum through the middle of the millennium (Bodewitz 1999;
Schmidt 1968, 1997) had always been in tension with the older ritual- and duty-centered
notions of dharma. But the violently revanchist action imagined in the Mahåbhårata
narrative brought the contradictions between these perspectives out into the open fully and
deeply, and the Mahåbhårata is at one level the record of a tremendous struggle in which
its authors try to resolve what some of them think of as necessary violence with what many
others regard to be the superior ethic of harmlessness (see Lath 1990). There is a tremen-
dous ambivalence and contradiction regarding dharma in the Mahåbhårata, an ambiva-
lence that turns up in the narrative at many places, and nowhere as much as in the several
appearances of the god Dharma in the epic narrative (who is an alter ego of Yama, the lord
of the dead) and in the character of Dharma’s primary representative in the story, his son,
the eldest På~∂ava, Yudhi‚†hira. This tension was basically irresolvable and was one of the
fundamental sources of the epic’s tremendous creativity (Fitzgerald 2004).

Over time the intellectuals in and around this tradition worked out, in the Mahåbhårata,
a number of ways to try to dispel the contradiction: a renewed emphasis upon the differ-
ent ethics of Bråhma~s as opposed to K‚atriyas was one theme developed; another was the
karmayoga doctrine, by which a person performed his proper duties, his svadharma, and
escaped the lasting consequences (and rewards) of those deeds and gained the beatitude of
yoga by doing those deeds with a yoga-transformed mind, that is, without any desire, sim-
ply as duty; the amalgamation of the karmayoga theme with ideas of bhakti, “devotion to
god” (this is the main teaching of the Mahåbhårata’s Bhagavad G⁄tå, Mahåbhårata
6.23–40), allowing the assignment of all responsibility for violence to god, was yet
another. Toward similar ends, the horror of the violent purge was sometimes explained
through conceptual structures that removed human agents from responsibility for it: at one
point the Bhårata war, war in general, is said to be the fury of Rudra—the essential being
of each and every human—using himself to destroy himself when the tide of evil among
people has become too great (Mahåbhårata 12.74.17–21). Often the whole affair is repre-
sented as a tremendous, all-consuming sacrificial fire, in which the offered victims—the
warriors—go to heaven with the upward rising flames and smoke: a sacrifice presided over
by Dharma, that is, Yama the king of Dharma (dharmaråja) armed with his “rod” (da~∂a)
(L. Thomas 1994). At other times this paroxysm of violence is represented as a general
purge of the world by Çiva (e.g. Mahåbhårata 12.74.17), who is the deity who seems to
represent general destruction and who presides over violence that seems to erupt from the
deepest anger and is the most intense (such as the night raid on the sleeping warriors of
Book 10 of the Mahåbhårata; see Johnson 1998). At other times the whole business is laid
to fate or time (e.g. Mahåbhårata 12.34.2–12). At other times the destruction depicted in
the epic is said to be a cosmic dissolution ( pralaya) that occurs at regular intervals in the
cosmic cycles of time as part of the natural degeneration of existent being over time (see
González-Reimann 2002; Madeline Biardeau [1968–78]) has seen this theme as one of the
major keys to unlocking the structure of the Mahåbhårata in terms of the ideas of cosmic
cycles of destruction and recreation, the descent of Vi‚~u to rejuvenate dharma at these
junctures, and the call to human participation in the action of god.) The violence and
destruction of the Mahåbhårata narrative is tied to principles the authors deliberately
and strongly affirmed, chiefly the king’s da~∂a, his “rod of force.” Thus the repugnant
elements of the story could not simply be dispensed with in favor of ahiµså. And because
the violence was ultimately affirmed in the face of the enduring sense that ahiµså was the
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supremely right way to live (i.e. the supreme dharma), a dynamically creative tension
lived at the heart of the Mahåbhårata for a very long time.

THE CAMPAIGN OF THE PARTY OF THE GODS
AGAINST THE DEMON HORDE

The main narrative of the Mahåbhårata is the På~∂ava narrative, which cryptically tells
the “secret of the gods,” the holy, paradigmatic story of the gods’ avatåra~a (the “off-
lifting”) of the earth’s burden of oppressive men of arms (unworthy K‚atriyas). The theme
of avatåra~a told in the Mahåbhårata has been assimilated to the ancient theme of the
gods warring against their elder brothers, the demons (asura), and thus the På~∂ava
narrative is also one more retelling of the war between the gods and the demons,
particularly the fight between Indra and the water-choking asura V®tra.

The account of this thrilling narrative moves out of its preparatory phases around
chapter 100 of the epic’s Book of the Beginning and relates the births of the sons of
Dh®tarå‚†ra in the Bhårata capital of Håstinapura and the births of På~∂u’s five sons far up
in the Himålayan northland on Mount Gandhamådana. På~∂u died shortly after the birth
of his sons, and the seers of this holy area led the boys down to their ancestral capital on
the Gaπgå and put them in the charge of their father’s brother, Dh®tarå‚†ra. The slopes of
the Himålayas are not far from the lower heavens, and this descent of the semidivine
På~∂avas to the Bhårata court where they joined their demonic cousin-brothers is the
actual beginning of the symbolic struggle between the gods’ party and the demons, as told
through the loosely encrypted På~∂ava narrative. Shortly after the På~∂avas’ arrival in
Håstinapura, the På~∂avas began attacking the Dhårtarå‚†ras with boisterous juvenile mis-
chief, and Duryodhana and his brothers responded maliciously. The hostilities became
more serious a few years later as the young men’s training came to an end, and a public
display of their martial skills ended with open antagonism and an aborted confrontation
between Arjuna and Kar~a.

From this point onward the malicious rivalry between the two phratries was deadly
serious, and the prospect of a death match between Arjuna and Kar~a is one of the themes
that dominates the horizon of the narrative. The party of the gods, the På~∂avas, was sent
away from the ancestral court to the town of Våra~åvata on a transparent pretext. There
the På~∂avas eluded a Dhårtarå‚†ra fire trap by hiding in a hole in the ground beneath the
burning house, and then they fled into the forest and hid there for some time, disguised as
Bråhma~ ascetics, while all the world believed them dead. Next, still disguised as
Bråhma~s, they hid for a while in the town of Ekacakrå. While hiding out during this time,
the På~∂avas were aided by the mysterious (k®‚~a) agent of Bråhma~ism Vyåsa, who first
set them up in Ekacakrå and then later counseled them to leave to seek the Påñcåla princess
Draupad⁄ as their wife. The party of the gods emerged from this period of retreat and
weakness in the face of its enemies with a tremendous flash of brilliance and force, when
Arjuna alone passed the martial test to win the princess Draupad⁄, and he and Bh⁄ma then
fended off the assault of the gathered K‚atriyas (who attacked Arjuna, outraged because
it seemed a Bråhma~ would marry the princess Draupad⁄). This burst of unexpected
brilliance culminated in all five På~∂avas, that is, the one composite Indra, wedding
Draupad⁄, the incarnation of Çr⁄, while announcing their true identities to King Drupada
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and the rest of the world. (Because of a superficial misunderstanding, their mother Kunt⁄
had unwittingly commanded all her five sons to share Draupad⁄ equally, an irreversible
pronouncement that in fact fulfilled five requests for a husband which Draupad⁄ had made
to Çiva in an earlier birth [Mahåbhårata 1.157].)

Much of the ensuing På~∂ava narrative has the same oscillating rhythm of the heroes
emerging from absence, obscurity, weakness, or retreat (which is typically hallowed by
some kind of association with gods or Bråhma~s or both) to a brilliant display of strength in
the arena of martial achievement and then withdrawing once again. There is a kind of
chiaroscuro quality to this narrative of På~∂avas and K®‚~as, a play of light against dark which
suggests that ceaseless alternation of the moon between brilliance and obscurity that was so
fundamental to Bråhma~ religion in ancient India. And these oscillations give the narrative a
recurrently apocalyptic quality, wherein hidden divine agency is disclosed (the key notion of
“apocalypse”), often with some form of violence or profound deviation from normal or
expected behavior. On another level, this waxing and waning of the På~∂avas is part of a
larger pattern that is symbolic of the divine På~∂avas’ surge forward in attack against their
demonic enemies (their initial descent from the Himålayas), their pressing their enemies hard
(their youthful success and popularity in Håstinapura) until they were repulsed and driven
into retreat (Våra~åvata, the fire, the hiding disguised as Bråhma~s) only to counterattack
powerfully (the winning of Draupad⁄, which was followed [see below] by the establishment
of “Indra’s Station” [Indraprastha], Yudhi‚†hira’s building a magnificent assembly hall there,
and his royal consecration as a king of kings), and on and on to the victorious På~∂avas’ final
departure from their seat of power as they embark upon the suicidal “great journey” to heaven
at the end of the entire story, where they confront, and join with, the Dhårtarå‚†ras once again.
The alternating movement of the story corresponds to the general pattern of accounts of
Indra’s battle with V®tra, particularly the major version of it that is told in the Mahåbhårata
as “Indra’s victory” in Book 5 (in this account Indra is even temporarily swallowed by
V®tra—an extreme form of the Mahåbhårata’s fundamental theme of Indra’s waning before
his waxing). And as various versions of Indra’s battle with the demons shows, he is typically
aided by Bråhma~s (when Indra was swallowed by V®tra, the gods made the demon yawn so
Indra could escape) and by Vi‚~u (in our “Indra’s victory” paradigm Vi‚~u counseled the
gods to lull V®tra with a deceitful truce and Vi‚~u then assisted Indra by, completely unex-
pectedly, entering into a handful of foam which then became Indra’s deadly weapon against
the demon) and typically has a very difficult time that is marked by setbacks (his being swal-
lowed) and retreats (the false truce) before his final victory. New to the På~∂ava narrative’s
symbolic version of this ancient battle is the assistance given to Indra by Çr⁄ (i.e. in the
På~∂ava narrative, the energizing of the På~∂avas by Draupad⁄).

With the På~∂avas’ “rebirth” by their wedding to Draupad⁄ the Dhårtarå‚†ras were
dispirited, and again they contemplated measures to get rid of or suppress the På~∂avas.
Cooler heads prevailed, and the På~∂avas were given an undeveloped half of the kingdom
to the west, on the Yamunå River, where they built a marvelous city “like a new heaven”
that was called “Indra’s Station.” Here Yudhi‚†hira, waxing powerfully, decided to build
a splendid palace, and when that was done he launched a royal consecration sacrifice,
Råjas¨ya, to become the ruler of the entire world. This rite required that he actually sub-
due the entire world, something Yudhi‚†hira did with the help of K®‚~a Våsudeva and his
own brothers. All the major kings of the world then gathered at “Indra’s Station” to witness
Yudhi‚†hira’s consecration as the universal sovereign. 
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The splendor of Yudhi‚†hira’s consecration rankled Duryodhana deeply, so the demonic
phratry struck again with a scheme to bring the På~∂avas down. Yudhi‚†hira was invited
to engage in a friendly dicing match with Duryodhana at Håstinapura, a challenge the king
was bound to accept (van Buitenen 1972). Yudhi‚†hira, however, was not as skilled at the
game as Duryodhana’s stand-in, Çakuni (Duryodhana’s mother’s brother), and the
På~∂ava king lost round after round until he had wagered and lost each of his brothers and
then himself and then Draupad⁄. (Collating the results of previous research on ancient
Indian dicing, David Shulman [1992] argues that this episode appropriately leads to war
because dicing [devana] is inherently connected to “fate” [daiva], “the very essence” of
which is “negativity, in the sense of destructive, dis-integrating, crooked and unbalancing
forces” [359]. Daiva is “the individual’s situation within” . . . “a cosmic structure with
inherently violent and destructive components” [Shulman 1992: 359, 358].) Draupad⁄,
who was menstruating and dressed only in the single garment women wore in the women’s
apartments, was then dragged by her hair into the men’s hall of assembly. The
Dhårtarå‚†ras had a high time abusing Draupad⁄, as she would now be their servant, while
her husbands hung their heads in shame and virtual silence. Duªçåsana even tried to strip
Draupad⁄ bare, but she was miraculously spared that indignity. Draupad⁄ then challenged
the proceedings, demanding to know if Yudhi‚†hira had already gambled himself away
before wagering her. Before the elders could fully respond to her challenge, the presiding
elder, the blind Dh®tarå‚†ra, in dread of doom, called the whole match off and restored to
Yudhi‚†hira all he had lost. 

This dispensation drew the På~∂avas back from the abject humiliation visited upon
them by Yudhi‚†hira’s helplessness with the dice. But the På~∂avas’ resurgence was short-
lived. Duryodhana soon challenged Yudhi‚†hira to one last throw by which the loser would
spend twelve years out in the wilderness followed by one year of complete incognito.
Yudhi‚†hira lost that last throw as well, and, in the familiar rhythm of the epic, he and his
brothers and Draupad⁄ departed for the obscurity of the wilderness.

This party of the gods, this embodiment of Indra with Çr⁄, temporarily set back once
again, dwelled outside the city in the forest and wilds for twelve years. The group
diminished significantly when Arjuna left the others for several years. Arjuna journeyed
up into the mountains, toward heaven to visit various gods in order to gain more powerful
weapons for the battle against the demonic enemy. In the course of this journey he was
tested by Çiva, who then gave him the secret of the terrifically destructive Brahmå-head or
Påçupata weapon. He received different special weapons from the gods Yama, Varu~a,
and Kubera—gods who stand guard over the earthly realms of the south, west, and north,
respectively. Indra, his father, the god who guards the east, invited him to heaven and there
gave Arjuna his, Indra’s, special weapon, the lightning bolt. Arjuna stayed in heaven,
sitting on his father’s throne, for five years, and in this time he learned music and dancing
from a Gandharva. In the meantime the other På~∂avas, guided and protected by the
Bråhma~ Lomaça, moved east across far northern India (skirting the Gaπgå Valley proper,
crossing its tributaries to the north), stopping at various potent “bathing-shrines” (t⁄rtha)
where men of powerful deeds or even gods had performed great rites of sacrifice
(King Gaya, Viçvakarman, Råma Jåmadagnya). At some of these places Yudhi‚†hira
performed sacrifices or asceticism and experienced spiritual exaltation (see Mahåbhårata
3.114). The party also visited the retreats (åçrama) of Agastya on a northern tributary of
the Mahånad⁄, Vibhå~∂aka Kåçyapa on the Kauçik⁄, and Råma Jåmadagnya on Mount
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Mahendra in Kaliπga, near where the Vaitara~⁄ empties into the ocean (in present-day
Orissa). In these retreats the party of Indra heard tales of the K‚atriya abuse of Bråhma~s,
abuse that was always redressed by surprising displays of Bråhma~ power. Råma
Jåmadagnya, who had virtually exterminated the world’s K‚atriyas repeatedly and who
was ill-disposed toward K‚atriyas in general, received the På~∂avas’ worship and, remark-
ably, extended a blessing to the K‚atriya Yudhi‚†hira. The party then rapidly traveled
through southern peninsular lands and then back north and west to Çurpåraka (a site on the
western ocean on the opposite side of the subcontinent from Kaliπga), a place also associ-
ated with Råma Jåmadagnya in the period after his vendetta had been halted. The party
traveled a little farther north to Prabhåsa, near where the Sarasvat⁄, at that time, emptied
into the ocean, and K®‚~a and his brother Råma met them there and lamented their
shrunken condition and predicted their eventual triumph. From here the party headed east
up the Sarasvat⁄ to Kuruk‚etra, visiting retreats, hearing more stories of Bråhma~ power
and accounts of the great deeds and rites of mighty kings, some of them ancestors of the
På~∂avas. Next they turned north and went far up, braving many dangers and difficulties,
past the Himålayas into the Gandhamådana, near the heavens, where they had been born.
There they stayed at the hermitage of Nåråya~a and Nara on the bank of the Gaπgå on
Mount Kailåsa. Then they journeyed to “White Mountain” (Çveta) to await Arjuna’s
descent from heaven. Arjuna came down, met them, and showed them the weapons he had
acquired. After three more years the Indra represented by the På~∂avas—strengthened and
enhanced by their immersions and their meetings and now doubly fortified with the new
divine weapons of the son of Indra—descended to the plains and lived out the twelve years
in the forests near the Sarasvat⁄ River, not too far from the Bhårata kingdom.

During the last year or two of this exile, the demonic party attacked the divine party
while it was down and out. Duryodhana, egged on by Kar~a, launched a cattle roundup in
the forest near the På~∂ava encampment. On the main narrative level, the real purpose of
the Dhårtarå‚†ras was to see the På~∂avas’ hardship and to gloat. But the outing ended up
badly for Duryodhana—he happened into a battle with Gandharvas and had to be rescued
by the På~∂avas. Duryodhana was so shamed by this he wished to fast to death and was
dissuaded only after the world’s demons summoned him to the nether realms with a rite,
informed him of his secret identity and the hidden nature of the struggle with the På~∂avas,
and predicted to him his victory over them. Heartened, Duryodhana returned to
Håstinapura and wished to perform a royal consecration of his own. The priests informed
him he could do no such thing while Yudhi‚†hira lived and while his father lived, but they
urged him to perform the grand “Vai‚~ava” rite with a ploughshare wrought of molten
gold, a rite to rival the Råjas¨ya. Duryodhana performed this rite, and kings from all over
the earth came with tribute and offered him felicitations.

The På~∂avas then went into hiding for the agreed upon thirteenth year. They and
Draupad⁄ donned symbolically significant disguises, entered Virå†a’s capital city in the
kingdom of the Matsyas (fishes), and disappeared altogether from public view. Draupad⁄
passed herself off as a low-caste hairdresser-maid, separated from her husbands (see
Hiltebeitel 1981). Arjuna pretended to be a eunuch and lived in the harem, teaching danc-
ing to the women of the palace (see Hiltebeitel 1980). Yudhi‚†hira posed as a master of
dicing named Kaπka (named after the kaπka bird, the death-dealing, carrion-eating bird
that stalks fish deceptively [a composite of the crane, heron, and stork; the tallest and most
imposing of the carrion-feeders on battlefields; see Fitzgerald 1998]). The demonic
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Kaurava party again attacked the weakened and withdrawn På~∂avas, though this time the
attack was unwitting, as it was actually directed against the Matsyas. The På~∂avas just
made it through the year of darkness without being discovered, and when they reemerged
into the light, their allies gathered at Upaplavya in Virå†a’s kingdom to mount a campaign
to recover their lost glory and their half of the Bhårata kingdom (i.e. to elevate the war
against the demons into an all out effort), and Duryodhana’s allies gathered at Håstinapura
to resist that campaign. The Dhårtarå‚†ras refused to yield back the På~∂avas’ half of the
kingdom through negotiations, and war seemed inevitable. Final embassies were under-
taken to avert war, Yudhi‚†hira, conflicted and inconsistent, as ever, offered to settle for
just five villages of their former kingdom, but Duryodhana and his supporters were
belligerent. Eighteen armies then gathered on Kuruk‚etra, the “altar of Prajåpati, the
Progenitor,” seven allied to the På~∂avas and eleven aligned with the Dhårtarå‚†ra
Kauravas. As the armies faced each other on the field, Arjuna lost the will to face his own
kinsmen in battle and proposed the På~∂avas back down. He spoke only to K®‚~a, who
was serving as his charioteer and who then lectured him on the rightness of the war, on the
ultimate religious superiority of doing one’s lawful duty (dharma) over renouncing one’s
duty, on the fact that doing one’s duty can be a form of devotion to god that completely
transforms one’s soul and delivers one to absolute and eternal beatitude. K®‚~a told
Arjuna, the son of Indra and the leading Indra of the På~∂ava Indra-aggregate, that he
himself, K®‚~a, was Vi‚~u-Nåråya~a incarnate, and he showed the awestruck Arjuna his
form as all-destroying time, here on earth to relieve the earth’s burden. This sermon and
demonstration (corresponding to the infusion of energy that Vi‚~u often furnished Indra at
the critical point in his battles against V®tra and analogous demons; see Mahåbhårata
5.10.1–38) transformed Arjuna, restoring his usual intensity and steely resolve.
Yudhi‚†hira then dutifully walked across the battlefield and took leave of his elders on the
other side one by one.

The hostilities commenced and raged for eighteen days and through the night of the
eighteenth day. The battle was a horrific, genocidal bloodletting in which the initiative
swung back and forth between the parties of the gods and the demons. Most remarkable in
this battle, on the level of the human narrative, were the transgressions committed by the
På~∂avas—they committed four virtual parricides, and they regularly engaged in crooked
behavior, usually at the behest of K®‚~a Våsudeva. Linking up with earlier themes of
ambiguous sexual identities in the epic, Arjuna felled the grandfather Bh⁄‚ma on the tenth
day of battle as he, Arjuna, screened himself behind Çikha~∂in, a prince against whom
Bh⁄‚ma would not fight, as he had once been a woman. The Kaurava army was led next
by the teacher of all the boys, Dro~a, and the five days he led the Kaurava forces saw a
number of painful and troubling deeds and killings—Abhimanyu, Arjuna’s young son by
his second wife, Subhadrå (K®‚~a’s sister), was killed very dramatically; at K®‚~a’s com-
mand Arjuna shot off the arm of his distant Bharata cousin Bh¨riçravas as that pious man
was poised to kill his ancient family rival Såtyaki (a V®‚~i favorite of K®‚~a and Arjuna);
Arjuna hunted down Jayadratha (a man who briefly kidnapped Draupad⁄ during the period
of the På~∂avas’ forest exile) and severed his head with such force that it landed in the lap
of Jayadratha’s old father, whence it bounced to earth, killing the old man by virtue of a
curse he himself had uttered against anyone who might make his son’s head fall to earth;
K®‚~a manipulated Gha†otkaca, Bh⁄masena’s son by his second wife, the night-monster
(råk‚as⁄) Hi∂imbå, to fight Kar~a during the night battle after the fourteenth day and force
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Kar~a to discharge his one infallible weapon. But the fifteenth day saw worse, as
Yudhi‚†hira, the man whose truthfulness his teacher Dro~a trusted implicitly, lied outright
to his teacher Dro~a, telling the master that his son Açvatthåman was dead, in order to
demoralize him (which it did). Draupad⁄’s brother, the På~∂avas’ military commander-in-
chief Dh®‚†adyumna, then swooped down upon Dro~a, who has sat down and was
meditating in pråya (the fast to death), and Dh®‚†adyumna decapitated him.

The secret elder brother of the På~∂avas, Kar~a, became the leader of the Kaurava army
next. As Bh⁄ma steadily slaughtered the century of Dh®tarå‚†ra’s sons, the battle was
funneling down to the final confrontations of Bh⁄ma with Duªçåsana (whose blood Bh⁄ma
had sworn to drink when that Kaurava grotesquely abused Draupad⁄ at the time of the
dicing match), of Arjuna with Kar~a, and of Bh⁄ma with Duryodhana. On the seventeenth
day of battle Bh⁄ma fulfilled his vow against Duªçåsana. And Kar~a rode out to face
Arjuna, with the skilled horseman Çalya as his charioteer for the battle. But Çalya, the
brother of Mådr⁄ (the mother of the På~∂ava twins), who was fighting for the Kauravas
only because of a chance misunderstanding, had made an arrangement with the duplicitous
Yudhi‚†hira to work at demoralizing Kar~a. Çalya lived up to his agreement by berating
Kar~a and praising Arjuna. Due to earlier curses in Kar~a’s ill-starred life, his ability to
defend himself against Arjuna evaporated and then a wheel of his chariot mired in mud.
At K®‚~a’s urging, Arjuna refused to yield Kar~a free time to extricate his chariot’s wheel,
and the son of Indra, the god of the rains, killed the son of the rain-parching sun as he
struggled to free his chariot’s wheel from the wet earth.

Duryodhana consecrated Çalya as his commander-in-chief after Kar~a’s death, but the
war was now almost finished. Yudhi‚†hira, who suborned Çalya’s treachery against Kar~a
in the first place (Mahåbhårata 5.8), claimed Çalya as his to kill, and around noon on the
eighteenth day he did kill his uncle. Fighting continued for some time after this, until
Sahadeva På~∂ava beheaded Duryodhana’s uncle and mentor, Çakuni. The Kaurava army
was now almost entirely gone, and Duryodhana fled the field. All the great warriors on
the Kaurava side were now dead with the exception of Duryodhana, Açvatthåman, K®pa,
and K®tavarman. After the killing of Çalya and Çakuni the narrative spiraled down to
Bh⁄ma’s club duel with Duryodhana, Açvatthåman’s “attack upon the sleeping enemy”
(the sauptika attack, the “night raid” that killed King Drupada Påñcåla’s progeny, includ-
ing the five sons of Draupad⁄), and the concluding face-off between Açvatthåman and
Arjuna.

When Duryodhana despaired and left the battlefield he fled on foot to a nearby lake,
and, using magic (måyå), he solidified some of the lake’s water and entered into it, having
resolved to live there in suspended animation. But after a time the På~∂avas discovered his
location and confronted him. He and Yudhi‚†hira angrily debated the ethics of the general
situation, and Yudhi‚†hira, once again revealing his fundamentally divided nature, offered
to let Duryodhana retain the kingship if he could defeat any one of the På~∂avas in a duel.
Duryodhana emerged from the lake defiantly, donned golden armor, and told the På~∂avas
to pick one of their number to fight him with a club. The entire party then moved back to
Kuruk‚etra because it was a much more auspicious place than any other for a warrior to
die. The På~∂avas chose Bh⁄masena as their champion, but K®‚~a voiced a doubt whether
even Bh⁄ma could defeat Duryodhana in a club duel. After many accusations and insults
the two fought, and each knocked the other down. K®‚~a told Arjuna that Bh⁄ma could win
only if he fought unfairly. Taking that cue, Arjuna slapped his left thigh, signaling Bh⁄ma

James L.  Fi tzgerald

66



to strike an unfair blow below the navel, and Bh⁄ma soon hurled his club at Duryodhana’s
thigh, smashing it and winning the duel. Still in a vengeful rage, Bh⁄ma insulted
Duryodhana by placing his left foot upon the fallen king’s head. Everyone disapproved of
that, and Yudhi‚†hira made his brother stop. Duryodhana then excoriated K®‚~a for his
conduct during the war, and a shower of flowers fell upon him from the heavens as he lay
pathetically upon the ground. K®‚~a justified as necessary all the unfair tactics he had
recommended to the På~∂avas. K®‚~a then recommended that the På~∂avas and Såtyaki
spend the night on the bank of the Oghavat⁄ River outside their own camp.

In the meantime the trio of Kaurava survivors had returned to where Duryodhana lay
broken and dying of his wounds. Duryodhana, who had not yet given up, consecrated
Açvatthåman as his next commander-in-chief. Açvatthåman still seethed with rage over
Dh®‚†adyumna’s killing of his father Dro~a. His final desperate assaults were the subject
of the Tenth Book of the Mahåbhårata, The Book of the Attack upon the Sleeping Enemy
(Johnson 1998). After this consecration, Açvatthåman, accompanied by K®pa and K®tavar-
man, went to the gate of the På~∂ava camp that night. While his companions slept,
Açvatthåman observed an owl fall upon a flock of crows sleeping in the large fig tree
above him. Açvatthåman resolved to fall similarly upon the På~∂avas while they slept. As
he approached the gate of the På~∂ava camp, Açvatthåman saw there a huge and horrific
being, and he attacked it vigorously but in vain. He prayed for the help of Mahådeva
(Çiva), recited a hymn to that god, and offered the elements of his own body as an offer-
ing to him. The god appeared to him, blessed his intention, gave him a sword, and entered
into his body. Açvatthåman set K®pa and K®tavarman to guard the camp’s gate, and he
entered, found the På~∂avas absent, and proceeded to kill Dh®‚†adyumna (the killer of
Açvatthåman’s father) using only his bare hands (depriving him of the warrior’s death on
a blade). He then killed Drupada’s other son, Çikha~∂in, and Drupada’s grandsons, the five
sons of Draupad⁄, and all of their attendants. Meanwhile K®pa and K®tavarman set fire to
the camp. Açvatthåman and his companions then went back to Duryodhana and informed
him of what they had done. Duryodhana praised Açvatthåman and then died. The three
surviving Kauravas then went their separate ways.

The På~∂avas chased Açvatthåman and caught up with him at the hermitage of Vyåsa
along the Gaπgå River. Açvatthåman charged a blade of grass with the formula that made
it “the head of Brahmå” and hurled the dart “that there be no På~∂avas.” Arjuna shot a
counterweapon capable of neutralizing Açvatthåman’s shot. The seers Vyåsa and Nårada
then positioned themselves between the two weapons, which were blazing against each
other in one huge fireball. Then Arjuna, with great difficulty, was persuaded to withdraw
his weapon; he did so, exhorting the seers to protect them all against Açvatthåman’s. But
Açvatthåman, whose soul was not clean, could not withdraw his without it rebounding and
killing him, so Vyåsa proposed that Açvatthåman be spared if he would spare the På~∂avas
and hand over the jewel on his head. Açvatthåman agreed, but as the weapon had to do
some harm if not recalled, he directed it into the wombs of the På~∂ava women, and it
killed Parik‚it in the womb of Uttarå, Abhimanyu’s widow. K®‚~a predicted that though
the fetus would die, the dead baby would be revived and live a long life. He then sentenced
Açvatthåman to wander the earth for 3,000 years shrouded with miasma.

Just as Indra was, in some accounts, plagued with evil for killing V®tra (who was some-
times conceived of as a Bråhma~)—evil which caused the god to retreat and hide until it
was fully expiated—so the immediate aftermath of the Bhårata war was dominated by a
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sense of horror and malaise, which especially troubled and impeded the victorious
På~∂ava king, Yudhi‚†hira. Yudhi‚†hira’s sense of the war’s wrongfulness persisted to the
end of the text, in spite of the fact that everyone else, from his wife to K®‚~a Våsudeva,
told him the war was right and good; in spite of the fact that the dying patriarch Bh⁄‚ma
lectured him at length on all aspects of the good law (the duties and responsibilities
of kings, which have rightful violence at their center; the ambiguities of righteousness in
abnormal circumstances; and the absolute perspective of a beatitude that ultimately tran-
scends the oppositions of good versus bad, right versus wrong, pleasant versus unpleasant,
and so on); in spite of the fact that he performed a grand horse sacrifice, Açvamedha, as
expiation for the putative wrong of the war. These debates and instructions and the account
of this horse sacrifice are told at some length after the massive and grotesque narrative
of the battle; they form a deliberate tale of pacification ( praçamana, çånti) that aims to
neutralize the inevitable miasma of the war.

In the years that followed the war, Dh®tarå‚†ra and his queen Gåndhår⁄ and Kunt⁄, the
mother of the På~∂avas, lived a life of asceticism in a forest retreat and died with yogic
calm in a forest fire. Thirty-six years after the war the clan of K®‚~a Våsudeva erupted in
a drunken brawl, and they all slaughtered each other; K®‚~a’s soul dissolved back into the
supreme god Vi‚~u (K®‚~a had been born when a part of Vi‚~u took birth in the womb of
K®‚~a’s mother). When they learned of this, the På~∂avas believed it was time for them to
leave this world too, and they embarked upon the “great journey,” which involved walk-
ing north toward the polar mountain—that is, toward the heavenly worlds around the
upper slopes of that mountain—until one’s body dropped dead. One-by-one Draupad⁄ and
the younger På~∂avas died along the way until Yudhi‚†hira was left alone with a dog that
had followed him all the way. Yudhi‚†hira made it to the gate of heaven and there refused
the order to drive the dog back, at which point the dog revealed itself to be an incarnate
form of the god Dharma who had come to test Yudhi‚†hira’s virtue. Once in heaven
Yudhi‚†hira faced one final test of his virtue: He saw only the Dhårtarå‚†ras in heaven, and
he was told that his brothers were in hell. He insisted on joining his brothers in hell, if that
were the case. It was then revealed that they were really in heaven, that this illusion had
been one final test. So ends the Mahåbhårata.

THE WRITTEN SANSKRIT TEXT OF 
THE MAHÅBHÅRATA AND THE PUNE EDITION

As was said at the outset, this chapter is based upon the single most important resource for
entering into and charting the extensive Mahåbhårata tradition, the written Sanskrit text
of the Mahåbhårata. The single most important and useful version of this text is the
attempted critical edition carried out and published at the Bhandarkar Oriental Research
Institute in Pune between 1919 and 1966.

The first printed edition of the Mahåbhårata was carried out in Calcutta between 1834
and 1839 and presented a northern Indian version of the epic. This was followed by the 
publishing in Bombay in 1862–63 of a somewhat different northern version, one estab-
lished by N⁄laka~†ha, a Marathi Bråhma~ working in Varanasi in the latter part of the
seventeenth century (Brockington 1998: 130), who also wrote an extensive commentary on
the text. As the Calcutta Sanskrit scholar Mohan Ganguli worked on a translation of the
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entire northern recension (under the patronage of Pratap Chandra Roy, between 1884 and
1896), there was scholarly awareness of a longer southern recension of the Mahåbhårata
(published in Kumbokonam in Tamilnadu, 1906–10), and Western scholars began
discussing and calling for a critical edition of the manuscript tradition.

The process of preparing a critical edition of the Mahåbhårata was begun at the
Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute in Pune in 1919 and went under the general direc-
tion of V. S. Sukthankar (who had studied philology in Berlin) in 1925. Publication of the
complete, critically established text and apparatus was carried out between 1933 and 1966
by Sukthankar and his successors S. K. Belvalkar and P. L. Vaidya and their associate
editors. Hundreds of relatively young Mahåbhårata manuscripts (the oldest manuscript of
known date was a barely four-hundred-year-old manuscript from Nepal; Dunham 1985:
6–7; Sukthankar 1933: lix) were surveyed, many were collated, and dozens were chosen
to form the basis for editing the eighteen parvans of the epic one by one. This heuristic
process revealed literally thousands upon thousands of variations among the manuscripts
in the reading of individual lines, in the order of verses and chapters, and in the inclusion
and omission of particular passages and episodes. This fact was not surprising. It fits with
all our general knowledge of oral epic narrative traditions, of the great vitality of Indian
bardic traditions, and of the decentralized nature of Indian cultural institutions. But this
process also revealed the striking fact that in the midst of all this variation, there was a
remarkable degree of close agreement in readings line after line, in the order of verses, and
in the contents of the parvans, agreement that can be explained only by postulating the
existence of a normative written text at some point in the past and in some significant
measure (see Bigger 1998: 13–19; Fitzgerald 1985: 137n5).

But the manuscript tradition proved to have been too fluid and too dynamic to allow the
editors to recover the archetype (see Dunham 1985: 11–12, 15–18; Sukthankar 1933:
lxxxvi). Emerging from and existing in the larger, energetic, multichannel Mahåbhårata
tradition, the Sanskrit manuscript tradition was too permeable and characterized by too much
circulation of too many of its exemplars (and consequently, too much interpenetration of its
subtraditions) to allow an accurate genealogical tree of the great variety manifest in the
manuscripts. Fully cognizant of these problems, Sukthankar and his colleagues did their best
to approximate the archetype while admitting that actually recovering it was an unattainable
goal. Their attempt and the edition they produced generated immediate controversy on
different fronts. Scholars sympathetic to their ends were skeptical of their efforts; other
scholars thought the effort to edit the tradition critically was fundamentally misguided; and
some people were upset that certain motifs and passages of the text familiar to them were
relegated by the Pune editors to the obscurity of the apparatus to the edition. For all the prob-
lems that remain with its survey of the manuscript tradition (Dunham 1985; Grünendahl
1993) and in spite of the enduring controversies, the Pune edition has been an immense
scholarly advance in the study of the written Sanskrit Mahåbhårata tradition and is today the
starting point of all serious investigation of this part of the Mahåbhårata tradition. In the
1990s the Japanese scholar Muneo Tokunaga (1996) led an immense effort that resulted in
the digitization of the Pune text. John Smith (1999–2001) reworked the Tokunaga text,
significantly improving the method of transcription employed, correcting the remaining typo-
graphical errors, and including all lines and passages relegated to the Pune apparatus (but not
including individual variant readings of words and syllables). The searchable computer files
of the Pune text offer tremendous new advantages for the study of the Mahåbhårata.
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Sukthankar and his colleagues made a great advance in the charting of the manuscript
tradition of the written Sanskrit text. The apparatus of their edition includes the variant
readings contained in all the manuscripts consulted and the text and variants of the numer-
ous passages found in some manuscripts that were judged not to have been part of the
putative archetype. Also, the approximation of the archetype which the Pune editors
labored hard to produce is, for all its artificiality (it is a reconstruction, it never was any
person’s or community’s actual text), a reasonable and defensible editorial result, and the
study of Indian civilization is the richer for it. One of the very greatest values of the labors
of the Pune editors in doing this reconstruction is their recovery of many “difficult read-
ings” (lectiones difficiliores) that had been dropped or “corrected” in many of the manu-
script traditions because these readings were obscure or regarded as mistaken. On the other
hand, a great danger the Pune edition occasions is the possibility that its established text
will be printed and distributed without its intrinsically important but cumbersome appara-
tus, a possibility, thus, that the Pune edition could efface much of the variegated develop-
ment of the Mahåbhårata textual tradition. 

The Pune text gives us an approximation of what must have been a very prestigious and
important written Sanskrit text that eclipsed prior versions of the Mahåbhårata both oral
and written, though probably it did not eliminate them altogether. The critically established
text is in part a “lowest common denominator,” and while Sukthankar was right to posit that
everything in this “Gupta archetype” (not his designation) was faithfully transmitted every-
where (thus everything not found everywhere derives from some source outside the Gupta
archetype), that putative fact does not mean that any and all textual elements not deriving
from the Gupta archetype are posterior developments. In all likelihood there were presti-
gious written redactions of a Sanskrit Mahåbhårata prior to that of the Gupta era as well
as major and minor oral traditions. Many elements of such traditions not included in the
“official” Gupta era redaction no doubt found their way into many, or even all, of the
particular manuscript traditions through the normal processes of conflation.

WOMEN IN THE MAHÅBHÅRATA

The basic premise of the Mahåbhårata as a myth of avatåra (in the original sense of that
word; see Hacker 1978a and above) describes the action of men motivated by the need of
women or femininely construed entities (especially the earth). This widely familiar narra-
tive structure occurs and recurs often in the epic text in ways large and small, and much
of what men actually say and do in the epic is accurately represented by it. But at the
same time, this Indian setting of this familiar theme is strikingly different from its most
famous instances in Western literature. There is in the Mahåbhårata a much more
thorough and dynamic presence of energetic women and female powers that will remind
Western readers more of Irish epic literature than Homer’s Iliad. The Mahåbhårata spends
a great deal of time recounting the generation and birth of its heroes, and its heroes are
named as often with matronyms as with patronyms. The wives and mothers of these
men—especially Gåndhår⁄, Kunt⁄, and Draupad⁄—figure prominently and often potently
in the main and subordinate narratives of the epic, even when serving functions
described by the “familiar theme.” And furthermore, the premises of the “familiar theme”
are regularly complicated or break down completely in the Mahåbhårata, as men
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prove themselves too weak or corrupt to defend or contend for a woman, and a woman is
left to fend for herself or she rescues or trumps the men involved (examples given below).
Finally, the importance of this sexual charge in the epic narrative is underscored by the
surprising degree to which the sex that is in-between male and female (generally referred
to as the “third nature” or, most commonly, “nonmale,” napuµsaka) is represented and
developed in it. 

The familiar structure of the avatåra theme represents dramatically what Manu, in the
same general era during which the Mahåbhårata was developing, prescribed as the duty
of men toward women, rak‚a~a (“guarding, protecting from harm, preserving, keeping in
the desired state”: “When she is a girl, her father guards her; when she is a young woman,
her husband guards her; when she is an old woman, her sons guard her. A woman should
never be on her own”; Manusm®ti 9.3), and this structure and this idea occur and recur
often in the Mahåbhårata. The Mahåbhårata, presenting one part of the “secret under-
standing of the gods” (1.58.3), depicts the earth pleading with Brahmå and the gods of his
celestial court for relief from the hordes of demons that oppressively crawl all over her
(1.58.30ff., 11.8.20ff.). The gods agreed to descend and help her. Shortly after, Çr⁄ (not the
earth herself, but the representation of her as the alluring and empowering consort of the
good king; see Gonda 1954: 176–231) was born from the ground demarcated for King
Drupada’s sacrifice (the “altar,” vedi) at the same rite that gave birth to her brother,
Dh®‚†adyumna (the chief executive military officer of the På~∂avas in the war), from the
fire. As soon as she was born, a bodiless voice announced: “This most splendid of all
women, this dark one (k®‚~å, which is actually her proper name) will tend to lead the
k‚atra to destruction. She with her lovely figure (sumadhyamå) will in time do the busi-
ness of the gods. Because of her a tremendous danger for K‚atriyas will develop”
(Mahåbhårata 1.155.44–45). In the epic narrative the På~∂avas flourished when they
married Draupad⁄; and when the demonic K‚atriyas abused her, a war to the death became
all but certain. (Additionally, the motif of the goddess Çr⁄’s leaving a wicked king or a king
fallen on hard times is a commonplace of the epic, and there is a collection of stories and
sermons focused upon Çr⁄’s shuttling between the gods and the demons at Mahåbhårata
12.215–21. In Mahåbhårata 12.124 Dh®tarå‚†ra repeats a version of one of these histories
to Duryodhana when the latter feels humiliated by the splendor of Yudhi‚†hira’s royal
consecration.) 

The structure of this basic premise is sustained in the epic narrative in many other ways:
for example, The Book of the Women (Book 11) movingly describes the terrific destruc-
tion and human loss caused by the great war, and it does so through an interesting,
extended portrayal of the bereaved women prowling the battlefield, looking for the bodies
and heads of the men who died doing their duty of rak‚a~a (at the human level of events,
the Kauravas were defending their continued possession of land—their portion of the
earth—and rights against the På~∂avas who were quasi-interlopers). This important and
detailed scene not only exemplifies the basic premise of the epic, it amplifies and extends
it by emphasizing the Kaurava women’s accustomed material comfort and their general
fragility. This scene contributes to the glorification of the warriors’ deeds by highlighting
the need they claimed to serve and affectingly portraying sorrow at their loss. 

But the Mahåbhårata also shows protection breaking down at times and women forced
to act on their own and fend for themselves. Çakuntalå, effectively an orphan, was seduced
and impregnated by King Duª‚anta, and she had to sue the king herself with great energy

Mahåbhårata

71



and eloquence to secure his honoring his promises to her (see Mahåbhårata 1.62–69;
Çakuntalå’s son was Bharata, the eponymous progenitor of the heroes of the epic).
Damayant⁄ was deserted in the wilderness by her mad husband Nala and worked hard and
resourcefully to save herself (see Mahåbhårata 3.60ff.). The Mådra princess Såvitr⁄
engaged the lord of the dead (Yama) in a battle of wits with which she revived her dead
husband and restored his family and her own to health and prosperity (see Mahåbhårata
3.277–83). And most importantly Draupad⁄, “like a boat upon the ocean,” saved herself and
her husbands during the dicing match (see above). One of the historical premises of the
Mahåbhårata is that proper K‚atriya protection had failed or broken down, that the earth
had been overrun by wicked men of arms. The contrived scene of Draupad⁄’s brutal abuse
at the dicing match, with its unbelievable passivity on the part of the På~∂avas, seems
intended to mirror this argument and highlight the role of femininely construed power in
the rectification of the situation. The tremendous brutality of Bh⁄ma’s vengeance—culmi-
nating in his drinking Duªçåsana’s blood on the seventeenth day of the battle—is an ampli-
fication of the familiar theme that corresponds to the inversion of that theme at the time of
the gambling.

RELIGION IN THE MAHÅBHÅRATA

The Mahåbhårata was called into existence by a crisis perceived by the Bråhma~ elite of
ancient India—a crisis threatening its very existence because of unprecedented competition
for patronage and support in the context of the new political and economic institution of the
Mauryan empire. The På~∂ava epic was a religiously energized political response to this sit-
uation that launched a reinvigorated Bråhma~ vision of the ideal polity and society. It was
“religiously energized” in the sense that many members of this elite were genuinely invested
in the notions that the Vedas they possessed were a transcendent sacred entity that really did
protect and prosper society in one way or another, “by feeding and pleasing the ‘gods’.” But
this Bråhma~ counter-revolution was creative as well as reactionary, and it succeeded—it
laid the foundation of what we today retrospectively identify as “Hinduism.” Because many
in the Bråhma~ tradition had participated in the creation and promotion of much of the
religious perspective of yoga and the ethics of harmlessness between 700 and 200 BCE, the
reaction of the Mahåbhårata carried many of these ideas along with it. Because the Bråhma~
elite was diffuse, rural, and had no institutions of central authority, it created a tradition that
was naturally open to absorbing and disseminating ideas and motives from a wide range of
geographic locations and from various non-Bråhma~ groups of society. Nicholas Sutton
(2002) has recently provided a comprehensive treatment of this entire subject.

The most important and most powerful new developments in the Mahåbhårata—from
the point of view of those Indian people who held Bråhma~s in some esteem, or at least
reverence, and whose religious ideas were conditioned by Bråhma~s—were the abundant
and open way that the Mahåbhårata presented a wonderful new theism coupled with a
moving new devotionalism. Second, the Mahåbhårata presented a new scenario of holi-
ness in the Bråhma~ically sanctioned world, one that highlighted a Bråhma~ elite in the
process of withdrawal into a way of life relatively more irenic and isolated, dedicated to
nonviolence (ahiµså), asceticism, yoga meditation, and sometimes complete renunciation
(this theme is developed in several essays in Heesterman 1985). A form of this ideal of
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holiness was then generalized to all members of society when it was articulated as the
doctrine of karmayoga, performing one’s dharma with the inner desirelessness of yoga.

Regarding the first development: The Mahåbhårata portrays a world in which tremen-
dous gods—Brahmå, Çiva, Vi‚~u, and, as Alf Hiltebeitel and Madeleine Biardeau have
pointed out, some early representations of the goddess—are active, and it does so at length
and with dramatic detail. Scholars of ancient Indian religions are well aware of the rich
theism contained in the Vedic texts, but in ancient India those texts became esoteric and
socially restricted. And their expressions of wonder and worship were short bursts of praise,
their myths short and obscure narratives, and they came to be surrounded by the obscure
sets of correspondences that concerned men who were ritual technicians rather than seers
or poets. The Mahåbhårata was a tremendous departure from that esoteric priestly tradition.
The Mahåbhårata contains many direct representations of the transcendent power and
majesty of many different gods: right near the beginning of the Mahåbhårata (at 1.3.60–70)
is a wonderful imitation of a ¸g Vedic hymn to the Açvins (said falsely in the Mahåbhårata
to be from the ¸g Veda). Shortly after this, in the Mahåbhårata’s next episode, the seer
Bh®gu wrongly curses the god Agni to eat omnivorously, that is, indiscriminately, and the
god, reprimanding the sage, gives a nice characterization of one attribute of transcendence
characteristic of some gods as he says of himself: “With my power I make myself many and
exist in many bodies—in agnihotras, in sattras, and in various rites and ceremonies. And
what is offered into me according to the prescriptions declared in the Vedas refreshes the
gods and the ancestors” (Mahåbhårata 1.7.6–7).

These are old ideas, in India as well as elsewhere, but they were not widely circulated
in India with Bråhma~ic authority before the Mahåbhårata. (Also, I mention both of these
because both contain direct mentions of the primary Vedas.) The image of the gods and
the asuras pulling back and forth with the snake Våsuki to twirl the Mandara Mountain
and churn the ocean, creating the sun and the moon and other good things as well as the
elixir of immortality, is momentous even as it is lightly humorous. Çiva’s sudden attack
upon Arjuna in the mountain wilderness, his testing Arjuna, and Arjuna’s devoted surren-
der to him inspire awe, fear, and worship. The image of the wide, nurturing Goddess Earth
covered and burdened with thugs terrorizing and slaughtering innocents (Mahåbhårata
1.58) arouses far-reaching compassion and rage, and when she travels up to the heaven of
Brahmå, her sorry plight represents all vicious injustice and terrestrial long-suffering as it
moves all the gods to action. Brahmå’s benevolence and majesty and the roiling energy of
the other celestials around him gives way to Vi‚~u’s far greater majesty, when all the gods
must travel up even higher for an audience with him. Vi‚~u’s earthly incarnation, K®‚~a
Våsudeva, is breathtaking when Çiçupåla’s insults finally trigger his rage; he is awesome
when Duryodhana thinks he can contain him, but K®‚~a shows all things in and radiating
from himself; and K®‚~a is both breathtaking and awesome in the climactic demonstration
of himself as all-devouring time to Arjuna just before the war commences. This list could
go on at some length reciting affecting images of truly awesome and marvelous beings
(Çiva-Rudra, Nåråya~a, Çr⁄, M®tyu [death], Yama [the lord of the dead, the king of
Dharma], Kubera, Gandharvas, Apsarases, Yak‚as, and so on; even Kåla [time]). Like the
Vedas, the Mahåbhårata has gathered textual representations of all the gods into a single,
compendious whole. Unlike the primary Veda, the Mahåbhårata made all of this available
openly and widely—a virtue to modern sensibilities as, evidently, it was to some in ancient
India.
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But as potent and moving as many of these images and related stories are, even more
powerful, I suspect, was the fusion of divine action to the main human focus of the
Mahåbhårata, the horrific war that stands as a tremendous inferno at its center. It was a
war of human kings to all appearances, but the audience knew it was really a purge of
demonic thugs led by the gods, and it demonstrated the power and influence of gods in the
affairs of human beings. Finally, the war itself is something of a divinity.

Simultaneously fascinating and repelling, war holds out the promise of resolving one’s
earthly life—it leads to death or glory, heaven or victory. “As moths speeding full tilt to
their demise fly right into a fire,” so have men rushed to the war (Bhagavad G⁄tå 11.29),
soon to enter the flaming, fanged mouth of god (11.25, 11.27, 11.30). Kuruk‚etra is the
“the creator’s sacrificial altar” (as it is sometimes called, see Mahåbhårata 3.81.178,
3.129.22, 9.52.20), the war is a sacrificial offering to the gods (see Hiltebeitel 1990), battle
is the digesting fire by which the gods absorb their food. And in this nightmarish confla-
gration there is a moral and spiritual collapse into god as well as a material one: the deeds
of K®‚~a Våsudeva in the war are often immoral from the perspective of men who under-
stand themselves to be noble, who do not wish any ignoble advantage in battle, not even
to save their lives or win the war. But the party of the gods wins only because of K®‚~a’s
baffling deeds and counsel that ignores the rules of warfare (dharma) and even truthful-
ness. This advice and behavior makes K®‚~a Våsudeva just the sort of baffling, unheard of
and unimagined new kind of being that Sheldon Pollock (1991: 34–43) sees emerging as
the essence of the regular incarnations of Vi‚~u who periodically descend into the world
to reenergize dharma (the later and familiar sense of the word “avatåra”). So from the
human point of view the collapse into the conflagration of the war looks more like the end
of the world, when God Agni reduces everything to its elements, likely at the command of
the great god Çiva. The war is the mouth of god eagerly devouring the whole world and
everyone in it (Bhagavad G⁄tå 11.30). The vast war narrated across more than 40,000 lines
of text, the central and most imposing fact of the Mahåbhårata, is also the most exhila-
rating, awesome, and consistently moving (frightening, horrifying) reality of the
Mahåbhårata. The quasidivine Bhårata war is one of the principal mysteries presented in
the text, and this fact, coupled with K®‚~a’s baffling behavior (he later comes to be known
commonly as mohana, “causing confusion, or consternation, mystifying”) and the
immorality of the På~∂avas in order to win the war, has barred this Veda from most homes,
except for the Bhagavad G⁄tå, which assimilates K®‚~a and the war and teaches a doctrine
fusing devotion to K®‚~a to the yoga of the karmayoga.
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Although it is little known to the average, educated Westerner, the Vålm⁄ki Råmåya~a
is arguably one of the three or four most important and most widely influential texts

ever written. For the impact this poem and the countless other works it has inspired upon
the religions, the arts, and the social and political thought of much of Asia has been and
continues to be both profound and widespread. Indeed, the influence of the Råmåya~a is
in many ways comparable to that only of such monumental texts as the Bible and the
Qur’ån.

But where these other two great religious documents have, like the Råmåya~a, made
themselves at home in many different cultures, each of them has done so within the
confines of a single greater religious tradition, the Judeo-Christian and the Islamic, respec-
tively. In contrast, the Råmåya~a, over the past two-and-a-half millennia, has established
itself as a central cultural document of most of the major Hindu, Jaina, Buddhist, and
Islamic cultures of South and Southeast Asia. 

In short, it is hardly an exaggeration to say that in terms of its diversity, longevity, and
ability to transcend boundaries of language, culture, religion, social class, gender, and politics,
the Råmåya~a—by which we mean the collectivity of the oral, literary, folk, performative,
and artistic representations of the ancient Hindu tale of Råma and S⁄tå that have permeated,
indeed saturated, the cultures of South, Southeast, and to some extent Central, West, and East
Asia beginning with the first millennium BCE—is among the most popular, versatile, and
influential stories the world has known. In the following pages we will attempt to trace a few
of the outlines of the extraordinary trajectory of this vast and complex polymorphic set of texts
(to use the broadest possible reading of that term), as its components have impacted the lives,
beliefs, aesthetics, politics, social relations, and general culture of diverse nations and
communities spanning nearly three millennia of human history and stretching over immense
areas of Asia from Iran to the Philippines and from Sri Lanka to Mongolia.

THE RÅMÅYA¡A OF VÅLMÛKI

We will begin with a discussion of what we believe to be the oldest surviving version of
the Råma story, the monumental Sanskrit epic poem, the Råmåya~a (the Adventures of
Råma), attributed to the legendary poet-sage Vålm⁄ki. This epic appears to have been



largely composed during the first half of the first millennium BCE (R. Goldman 1984:
14–23). The precise dating of the poem is, however, difficult, and scholarly opinion on the
matter varies considerably (Brockington 1984: 1, 1998: 377–79). It is also apparent that
some portions of the text, as it has come down to us, were composed later than others
(Brockington 1984: 312, 315). Moreover, indigenous traditions of India regard the poem
to be a work of the Tretå Yuga, the second of the four great cyclical ages of cosmic time,
since its author is a contemporary of the epic hero, who is said to have lived in that age.
This would, in the traditionalist reckoning, date the epic many hundreds of thousands of
years before the modern era. Then, too, a corollary of Yuga theory is that the cosmic ages
constantly recur and that events of a given yuga will recur with some variations when that
same era comes around again. By this reckoning, Råma reappears and—with some varia-
tions—undergoes his adventures, trials, and triumphs in each of the endlessly recurring
Tretå Yugas.

As it has come down to us, the Vålm⁄ki Råmåya~a is a lengthy, originally orally
composed, narrative poem of roughly 25,000 verses in generally simple, but sometimes
moderately ornate, Sanskrit couplets divided into seven large books or kå~∂as. For the
purposes of comparison, then, the poem is approximately twice the length of Homer’s
Iliad and Odyssey combined. Because of the popularity of the work and its central cultural
and religious significance, it is likely that the poem was subject to a long and complex
history of oral transmission before and during the period in which it came to be frequently
copied and recopied over the centuries in all of the regions and scripts of India. As a result
there has evolved a complex recensional history of the poem during which it, like its sister
epic the Mahåbhårata, came to be transmitted in two major regional recensions, the 
northern and southern, each of which has a number of subregional variants. These in turn
are subdivided into groups of manuscripts composed in the various scripts of the subcon-
tinent (Bhatt and Shah 1960–75, 1: xiii–xxix). The textual variations that characterize the
two major recensions are significant, with only about one-third of the total text identical
in the two versions. Despite this textual variation and the fact that the two larger versions
sometimes breakup one or two of the kå~∂as differently, the general configuration of the
narrative is quite similar in all recensions and has generally been regarded by scholars as
the departure point for the sometimes quite different treatments of the tale in other, later
Råmåya~a versions. 

It will be helpful, we believe, to summarize the plot of the Vålm⁄ki Råmåya~a as a start-
ing point to a discussion of the social, cultural, aesthetic, and theological significance of
the poem in the development of the larger Råmåya~a tradition and of Hindu civilization
in general.

THE STORY

Unlike the Homeric epics, but somewhat similarly to the Mahåbhårata, the poem begins
with a framing narrative whose purpose is to provide a history of its conception, compo-
sition, and early dissemination. The sage Vålm⁄ki is introduced in conversation with the
divine seer Nårada. Questioned by the former as to the existence of a truly exemplary man
in the current era, Nårada responds with a terse biography of Råma, the current ruler of the
kingdom of Kosala, whose capital is the city of Ayodhyå. After fulsome praise of Råma’s
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physical and moral perfection, the sage relates his career from the eve of his first, abortive
consecration, through his exile and sufferings and the war in Laπkå, to his ultimate acces-
sion to his ancestral throne and the utopian era that this inaugurates. This brief narrative
essentially encompasses, in much abbreviated form, the substance of Books 2 to 6 of the
larger epic.

Reflecting on Nårada’s edifying tale, Vålm⁄ki wanders into the woodlands surrounding
his åçrama for his daily ablutions. There his blissful contemplation of nature is rudely
interrupted as he witnesses the cruel death of one of a pair of mating cranes at the hands
of a tribal hunter. Stunned by what he sees as an act of unrighteousness and deeply moved
by the grief of the surviving bird, the sage curses the hunter for his wanton act. The form
of this particular curse, however, turns out to be more interesting than its substance, for it
issues from the sage’s lips as a perfectly formed metrical unit, a verse, consisting of four
equal quarters of eight syllables each whose prosody makes it ideal for singing to the
accompaniment of stringed and percussion instruments. Puzzled by these strange events,
Vålm⁄ki returns to his åçrama to ponder them. There he is visited by the great creator
divinity Lord Brahmå who tells him that he need not be perplexed, for it was through the
inspiration of the god that the sage has been able to transform his sorrow (çoka) for the
suffering of the grieving crane into an entirely new aesthetic medium: çloka or true poetry.
Brahmå then reveals his purpose, commissioning Vålm⁄ki to employ his newfound poetic
inspiration to compose a monumental poem about the career of Råma, a brief account of
which he had heard earlier that morning from Nårada, and granting him the divine vision
to be able to know the events of that remarkable career intimately. The sage composes the
epic, filling it with all of the poetic moods (rasa), and teaches it to his disciples, notably
the twins Lava and Kuça, who perform it throughout the land to the plaudits of all who
hear them. Eventually the fame of these singers of tales—who are in actuality the sons of
Råma—reaches the ears of King Råma himself, and he calls them to his court where he
becomes both the audience and subject of the narrative. It is at this point that the epic story
proper begins.

This charming and interesting preamble (upodghåta) to the poem is important because
it is the source of the widely established tradition that regards Vålm⁄ki as not just a great
poet but in fact as the ådikavi or first poet and his immortal composition as therefore the
ådikåvya or first poem, the source and inspiration for all later poetic composition. This
reputation, in many ways richly deserved, is significant for a larger study of the Råmåya~a
tradition, in that it accounts in large measure for the enormous prestige the Råmåya~a has
enjoyed over the centuries, even among those who do not, and in fact cannot, read its
Sanskrit. It also firmly establishes the tradition that Vålm⁄ki’s is the original formal or
literary rendering of the Råmakathå or the story of Råma and the direct or indirect source
of all subsequent versions.

The epic narrative proper begins with a description of the rich and powerful kingdom of
Kosala, the ancestral domain of the Solar dynasty, the noble race of kings who trace their
lineage back to the very sun god himself. As the tale begins, the kingdom is being ruled
from its prosperous, fortified capital city of Ayodhyå by the Solar dynast Daçaratha. The
aged monarch is represented as possessing everything a man could desire in terms of
wealth, virtue, power, and fame with the critical and potentially tragic exception of a son
to carry on his ancient line. On the advice of his ministers and with the assistance of the
sage ¸çyaç®πga, the king performs sacrifices with the aim of remedying this lack. Out of
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the sacrificial fire emerges a divine personage bearing a vessel filled with porridge which,
the king is instructed, is to be fed to his three wives so that they may conceive and bear
him sons.

While the king’s putrakåme‚†i or rite for the production of a son is in progress, the gods,
assembled to receive their shares of the oblation, address the creator Brahmå, complaining
to him that a terrible demon, a råk‚asa named Råva~a, taking advantage of Brahmå’s boon
of invulnerability at the hands of all supernatural beings, has begun to oppress the whole
world. Learning from the creator that, in his arrogance, Råva~a had omitted the mention
of mere mortals from the list of those who could not harm him, the gods appeal to Lord
Vi‚~u, asking him to divide himself into four parts and take birth as the four heroic sons
of Daçaratha in order to encompass the destruction of the demon king. Vi‚~u accepts this
mission, and Brahmå instructs the gods to father countless semidivine apes and monkeys
to serve as his allies.

This episode—found in all surviving recensions and manuscripts—is of considerable
significance to our understanding of the theological importance of the Råmåya~a, as it
establishes the poem early on as one of the central texts of the emerging Vai‚~ava corpus
and identifies Råma (along with his three brothers) as, like K®‚~a Våsudeva, one of the
principal avatåras or incarnations of Vi‚~u and, in the course of time, one of the major
objects of Hindu devotionalism. We shall return to the discussion of Råma’s divinity
below when we consider the history of Råmåya~a scholarship.

Unlike the later narratives of the life of K®‚~a and some relatively modern retellings of
the Råma story, Vålm⁄ki’s poem pays little attention to the childhood of its hero, moving
swiftly from the narrative of his birth to that of his coming of age. As the idealized prince
and his brothers approach manhood, the tranquility of the Kosalan court is shattered by the
arrival of the frightening and irascible sage Viçvåmitra who demands that the aged king
lend him his beloved son to defend the sage’s åçrama from the depredations of some
råk‚asas who have been interfering with his sacrificial rites. The fond king is reluctant to
part with Råma but is at last persuaded under the threat of a curse, and Råma, together with
Lak‚ma~a, his inseparable companion and younger brother, is committed to the care of the
sage. The three setoff on what amounts to a kind of initiatory journey, during the course
of which Råma receives instruction in mythological lore from the sage, rids the woodlands
of a terrible demoness, is initiated in the secret lore of divine weapons, and, finally, fulfills
his mission by ridding the Viçvåmitra’s åçrama of its predatory råk‚asas.

In the wake of Råma’s success Viçvåmitra reveals to him a further purpose of their jour-
ney. He informs him that King Janaka of the nearby city of Mithilå is holding a contest of
strength and martial vigor for the hand of his adoptive daughter, a princess of rare beauty
whom he had found as an infant in the ploughed furrow of a sacrificial ground and accord-
ingly named S⁄tå, “furrow.” The test, which no warrior has yet passed, is the lifting and
wielding of an immensely heavy and powerful bow that had been entrusted to the king’s
care by its owner, the mighty lord Çiva himself.

Although still a mere youth, Råma easily passes the test, lifting and, in fact, breaking
the mighty bow. He thus wins the hand of S⁄tå in marriage, while his brothers wed other
girls of Janaka’s household. On the return journey the wedding party is accosted by Råma
Jåmadagnya (Paraçuråma), the dreaded Bråhma~ nemesis of the warrior class. To the
horror of Daçaratha and his attendants, the Bråhma~-warrior expresses his contempt for
what he considers the defective bow of Çiva that Råma has so easily broken and challenges
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him to test his mettle with the more powerful weapon of Vi‚~u that he himself carries.
Råma seizes and masters the bow using it to cutoff the heavenly path of the irascible
Bråhma~.

This odd confrontation of the two Råmas is interesting, since both are regarded as
avatåras or incarnations of the lord Vi‚~u. Here the younger Råma literally displaces the
elder and comes into his own more fully as the incarnation of his age. It similarly serves
as the final element in the opening book’s bildungsroman of Råma as an epic hero who
has overcome the oedipal dread of the patriarchal Bråhma~ to emerge as a fully formed
hero in his own right.

The happy couple, Råma and S⁄tå, returns to Ayodhyå deeply absorbed in their mutual
love. This brings to a close the first book of the epic, the Bålakå~∂a.

The action of the second book, the Ayodhyåkå~∂a, opens some years later and concerns
itself centrally with a political intrigue in the women’s apartments of King Daçaratha’s
household and its cataclysmic consequences. The old king, feeling the burden of his years,
decides that the time is propitious for him to withdraw from the life of a householder and
monarch and consecrate his eldest and most deeply beloved son, Råma, as yuvaråja or
prince regent. He determines that the moment is particularly opportune since his next
oldest son, Prince Bharata, the son of his favorite queen Kaikey⁄, is temporarily away from
the capital on a visit to his mother’s family. The immediate consecration of Råma is
announced to the general rejoicing of the populace. However, when the news reaches the
ears of Kaikey⁄’s lifelong servant-woman, the hunchback Mantharå, she rushes to her
mistress to report what she sees as a calamity. The naive queen is at first delighted at the
good fortune of Råma, but Mantharå soon persuades Kaikey⁄ that the accession of Råma
and the attendant elevation of his mother, Kausalyå, to the status of queen-mother can only
spell disaster for her and her son. At length persuaded, the simple-minded Kaikey⁄
skillfully employs her feminine wiles and takes advantage of the sexual thralldom of the
aged king to force Daçaratha to grant her two thus far unfulfilled and unspecified boons he
had once promised her as a reward for her assistance. Using the boons she forces the king,
for whom the keeping of his given word is sacred, to agree to the exile of Råma to the
wilderness as a penniless wanderer for fourteen years and to the succession of her own son
Bharata in his place. The blow to Daçaratha is a crushing one.

Most noteworthy at this juncture is the way in which Råma distinguishes himself by the
stoicism and calm fortitude with which he accepts the sudden reversal of his fortunes. His
only concern is to maintain the truth of his father’s word despite the advice to refuse his
father’s command on the part of his impetuous brother Lak‚ma~a and his own mother.
Råma takes his leave of his family. His mother is desolate, but S⁄tå, arguing passionately
that a wife’s place is at her husband’s side through thick and thin, rejects Råma’s argu-
ments that she should remain behind in safety and comfort. In this way, S⁄tå establishes
herself firmly in the popular imagination as the archetype of the pativratå, the uncondi-
tionally devoted Hindu wife, just as Råma has now proven himself to be the idealized son,
deferring unconditionally to patriarchal authority and the all-powerful code of dharma. 

Divesting themselves of their wealth and finery, Råma, S⁄tå, and the ever-faithful
Lak‚ma~a set out for the wilderness, followed by virtually the entire population of the city.
Slipping away from their devoted followers, they cross the Gaπgå and enter the idyllic wood-
lands of Mount Citrak¨†a. In the meanwhile, Daçaratha, his heart broken, dies grieving for
his beloved son.
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Bharata, alerted to the catastrophe at Ayodhyå through prophetic dreams, returns home
in haste to find his father dead, his brother banished, and the kingdom without a ruler.
Rebuking his mother for what she has done and refusing the royal consecration pressed
upon him by the court Bråhma~s, he organizes a grand expedition to bring Råma back to
take up his rightful place as king. The brothers meet but cannot come to any immediate
resolution of the succession issue. Both refuse the throne, Råma on the grounds that he
must adhere strictly to his father’s words, and Bharata on the grounds that Råma should,
by virtue of his age and qualities, be the king in any case. At length a compromise is
reached whereby Bharata will rule the kingdom as Råma’s regent for the specified period
of the latter’s exile, placing Råma’s sandals on the throne as a symbol of the latter’s true
sovereignty. At the end of the fourteen years, Råma is to return and take up his long
delayed consecration as king. Bharata returns to a village outside Ayodhyå to await his
brother’s return. Råma and his party, however, eager to avoid further such encounters,
plunge deeper into the wilderness. This brings the Ayodhyåkå~∂a to a close.

The third book of the epic, the Ara~yakå~∂a, finds the hero wandering with his wife
and brother Lak‚ma~a amongst the hermitages of the sages of the Da~∂aka Forest. The
ascetics appeal to Råma to protect them from the savage råk‚asas that haunt the region.
Råma agrees, despite S⁄tå’s uneasiness at her husband’s involvement in the world of
violent conflict. After several hostile encounters with monstrous demons who foreshadow
the central moment of the book and the poem by attempting to abduct S⁄tå, the threesome
settles into a peaceful, rustic life near the banks of the Godåvar⁄ River. This sylvan idyll,
however, is soon interrupted by the arrival of a promiscuous råk‚asa woman, Ç¨rpa~akhå,
sister of the demon-king Råva~a. Attempting first to seduce the brothers and then devour
S⁄tå, she is teased and ultimately disfigured by the heroes. She reports her humiliation first
to the local råk‚asa garrison, whose warriors are then annihilated in combat by Råma, and
ultimately to Råva~a himself. Ç¨rpa~akhå’s report fills the råk‚asa overlord with hatred
for Råma and passion for his beautiful wife, S⁄tå. He forms a plan to lure Råma and
Lak‚ma~a away from the åçrama with the assistance of a råk‚asa named Mår⁄ca who
takes the form of a golden deer. S⁄tå, seeing the enchanting animal covets it, and she sends
Råma to catch it for her. Mår⁄ca draws Råma off to a great distance and, when he is finally
struck down by Råma’s arrow, cries out for assistance in Råma’s voice. S⁄tå, hearing what
she thinks to be her husband’s desperate cries, urges Lak‚ma~a to go to his aid. The latter,
knowing that Råma cannot really be in danger and heedful of his brother’s instructions not
to leave S⁄tå unguarded, attempts to reason with her. But S⁄tå, in her alarm, accuses
Lak‚ma~a of harboring a desire to eliminate Råma in order to possess her for himself. Cut
to the quick Lak‚ma~a disobeys Råma’s orders and rushes off into the forest. 

Råva~a, who has been lurking nearby, then takes on the form of a venerable forest asce-
tic and presents himself at S⁄tå’s hut on the pretext of asking for alms. His conversation
soon takes a decidedly nonascetic turn. Råva~a reveals himself in his true form, seizes
the princess, and carries her off through the sky in his flying chariot. Attracted by the
commotion, the vulture-king Ja†åyus, an old friend of Daçaratha, attempts to come to
S⁄tå’s aid, but he is overpowered and mortally wounded by Råva~a. Råva~a then carries
S⁄tå off through the air to his island kingdom of Laπkå.

Råma and Lak‚ma~a return from the forest to find S⁄tå missing. They search for her in
desolation and at length come upon the dying Ja†åyus, who informs them of her abduction
but who dies before he can tell them where she has been taken or by whom. 
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Råma wanders mournfully in search of his wife, giving vent to a terrifying outburst of
anger in an almost mad display of grief and rage. Soon he and Lak‚ma~a encounter the
monstrous råk‚asa Kabandha, who, when killed and cremated by the princes, reveals him-
self to be a divine being. Kabandha directs them to the mountain ¸çyam¨ka, where he says
they will find the monkey-lord Sugr⁄va, who will assist them in their search. The brothers
proceed to lake Pampå, near ¸çyam¨ka, bringing the Ara~yakå~∂a to a close. 

The fourth book, the Ki‚kindhåkå~∂a, opens with Sugr⁄va, the exiled lord of the
monkeys, dispatching his loyal minister Hanumån to find out the intentions of the two
princes who are wandering in the guise of ascetics. Råma and Sugr⁄va meet and exchange
their sad histories. Like Råma, the monkey-king claims that he has been wrongfully driven
from his kingdom and robbed of his wife. He tells Råma of how, mistakenly thinking his
powerful elder brother Vålin to have been killed in a battle with a demon, he took over
both the kingdom and his brother’s wife. When Vålin returns, he drives his brother Sugr⁄va
out of the kingdom and takes his wife in turn. 

Råma and Sugr⁄va form a pact of mutual assistance, with Råma agreeing to kill Vålin
and replace Sugr⁄va on the throne in exchange for Sugr⁄va’s assistance in finding and
recovering S⁄tå. Råma instructs Sugr⁄va to engage his brother in single combat and, true
to his word, strikes down Vålin from ambush, justifying this questionable action in the
face of the complaints of the dying monkey. This episode has remained one of the more
vexed ethical problems in the story until the present day. 

After some delay, Sugr⁄va marshals vast numbers of his monkey troops and organizes
them into four great search parties, each of which is dispatched to scour one of the four
cardinal points of the compass. The southern party, led by Vålin’s son Aπgada, eventually
makes its way to the southern slopes of the Vindhya Mountains, where, in despair at the
failure of their mission and the daunting immensity of the southern ocean, the monkeys
vow to fast themselves to death. Their vow is interrupted by the vulture Sampåti, the older
brother of Ja†åyus, who approaching to devour them ends by informing them that he has
seen S⁄tå being carried across the ocean to the råk‚asas’ island kingdom of Laπkå.
Resolved to send one of their number as a spy to scout for the abducted princess, the
monkey leaders each declare the distance he can leap. Only Hanumån, son of the wind
god, sits silent. When it has been made clear that none of the other monkeys has the power
to leap the mighty ocean, the task falls to him. As he prepares to make his flight, the
Ki‚kindhåkå~∂a draws to a close. 

The fifth book of the epic, the Sundarakå~∂a, opens with a lengthy account of Hanumån’s
prodigious leap and his long and frustrating search of the råk‚asa king’s city and palace
grounds. The poet depicts the forlorn princess in captivity and her confrontations with her
monstrous suitor Råva~a. Eventually, Hanumån discovers S⁄tå in a park attached to the
harem. He reveals himself to her, reassuring her with his accurate description of Råma and
his presentation of Råma’s signet ring. He offers to carry her back, but she refuses, stating
her preference of being rescued by her husband himself. Hanumån then takes his leave of
S⁄tå and begins a rampage of destruction in the palace parklands, during which he encoun-
ters and kills many of the råk‚asa warriors sent to capture him. At length he is captured by
Råva~a’s son Indrajit. Dragged before the råk‚asa king, the monkey rebukes him for his law-
less conduct and urges him to restore S⁄tå to Råma or face the most severe consequences.
Råva~a orders that Hanumån be paraded through the town with his tail set ablaze. But the
monkey slips his bonds and, leaping from rooftop to rooftop, sets the city ablaze. 
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Taking leave once more of S⁄tå, Hanumån leaps back across the ocean, to the delight of
the waiting monkeys. In high spirits they march back to the monkey capital of Ki‚kindhå
to report the discovery of S⁄tå to Råma, Lak‚ma~a, and Sugr⁄va. This brings the
Sundarakå~∂a to a close. 

The sixth book, called the Yuddhakå~∂a (or in some versions the Laπkåkå~∂a), is the
longest of Vålm⁄ki’s poem and deals with the great battle before the gates of Råva~a’s
gilded citadel. Råma and his forces march to the shore of the ocean, where, after Råma
subdues the turbulent ocean divinity, the monkeys construct a great causeway by means of
which the army crosses to Laπkå. There they are joined by Råva~a’s younger brother
Vibh⁄‚a~a who has defected after Råva~a has brutally rejected his advice to return S⁄tå.
Råma and his forces lay siege to Laπkå, and a protracted and gory battle rages for many
days with triumphs and disasters on both sides. Råma and Lak‚ma~a encounter and
ultimately destroy such fearsome warriors as Indrajit, Råva~a’s son and master of super-
natural weaponry, and the demon king’s gargantuan brother, the monstrous Kumbhakar~a.
Nonetheless, their victory does not come easily. At one point both of the brothers are
immobilized and nearly killed by the magical serpent arrows of Indrajit and are revived
only in the eleventh hour by the arrival of the divine bird Garu∂a, the celestial mount of
Vi‚~u and the sworn enemy of all serpents. When the redoubtable Indrajit uses his super-
natural weaponry to strike down virtually the entire monkey host, Hanumån once more
saves the day by flying to the Himålayas to carry back a mountain on which healing herbs
are growing. This episode remains in popular art and the popular imagination as one of the
central iconic moments of the epic tale and in the cultus of Hanumån. At length, after 
a terrific battle, Råma is finally successful in slaying the ten-headed demon-king.

But now, after his long sought and costly victory, Råma is far from demonstrating the
expected joy at the recovery of his abducted wife. Instead, he speaks harshly to S⁄tå, repu-
diating her as one who has lived in the house of another man and claiming that he has
fought the battle only for the sake of his own honor. He dismisses her, telling her to go
with whomever she wishes. It is only when S⁄tå subjects herself to an ordeal by fire, and
thus publicly demonstrates her fidelity to her lord, that Råma agrees to take her back,
stating that he had known all along of her loyalty but needed to demonstrate it to others.
The couple then returns to Ayodhyå, where at long last Råma, having carried out to the
letter his father’s orders, is consecrated as king. This brings to an end the sixth book.

The last book of the poem, the Uttarakå~∂a, serves both as an epilogue to the epic
narrative and a prologue to the careers of some of its secondary characters. Thus it pro-
vides a lengthy biography of Råva~a, relating his birth, his conquests, his penances, his
boons, and the curses that will lead ultimately to his undoing. Similarly, but much more
succinctly, it provides an account of the childhood and early deeds of Hanumån. Returning
to the central characters, the book describes Råma’s formal dismissal of his monkey and
råk‚asa allies and the well-deserved pleasures of his life with S⁄tå. The felicity of the royal
couple is, however, soon shattered when Råma’s spies bring him reports of gossip among
the citizens of Ayodhyå concerning the chastity of the queen during the year in which she
lived in captivity in the house of Råva~a and the propriety of Råma’s having taken her
back into his household. Acting to protect the honor of his house and his moral authority
as a ruler, Råma commands Lak‚ma~a to take S⁄tå, now pregnant, to the forest on the pre-
text of an excursion and abandon her to her fate. The forlorn queen takes refuge in the
åçrama of none other than the sage Vålm⁄ki, author of the poem, where she gives birth to
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Råma’s twin sons, Lava and Kuça. These two, as was narrated in the upodghåta of the
Bålakå~∂a, will become principal performers of the epic poem. The kå~∂a continues with
a variety of exemplary epic and Purå~ic narratives of great kings and supernatural beings.
At one point, Råma dispatches his brother Çatrughna to aid the sages of the Yamunå region
by slaying the oppressive demon Lava~a. Çatrughna accomplishes this feat and establishes
himself in the city of Mathurå. At another point, Råma is confronted by a Bråhma~ griev-
ing for the untimely death of his son. Realizing that such an untoward event could occur
only if there were irregularity in his otherwise perfect kingdom, Råma scours his realm
until he finds the source of this disharmony in the form of a lowly Ç¨dra engaged in the
austerities normally reserved for his betters. Råma unhesitatingly slays the offending
Ç¨dra, thus restoring harmony to the kingdom and the Bråhma~’s son to life.

At length Råma decides to perform an açvamedha, the great horse sacrifice of the ancient
Hindu kings. In the course of the ritual, Kuça and Lava, acting on the instructions of their
guru Vålm⁄ki, proceed to Ayodhyå to sing the Råmåya~a at the gateway of Råma’s sacri-
ficial enclosure. Råma is amazed and delighted by the poem, and upon inquiry discovers
that its singers are in fact his own sons and that its author has been sheltering his beloved
S⁄tå. He sends for S⁄tå, bidding her to declare her fidelity under oath once again in the
assembly. S⁄tå appears with Vålm⁄ki who, as an irreproachably truthful seer, attests to her
innocence. Råma declares that he has always been convinced of S⁄tå’s fidelity but repudi-
ated her for fear of public censure. He acknowledges his sons and expresses his desire to be
reconciled with his wife. S⁄tå, however, calls upon her mother, the earth goddess, to witness
her devotion to her husband and to once more receive her if she has been pure in thought
and deed. The goddess emerges from the earth on a celestial throne and, taking her daugh-
ter in her arms, descends once more into the depths. Råma is filled with rage at this turn of
events and threatens to tear up the earth and destroy it, if S⁄tå is not returned to him. He is,
however, pacified through the intercession of Brahmå, the creator god, who reminds him
that he is in fact the supreme divinity Vi‚~u and assures him that he will be blissfully
reunited with his beloved wife in heaven. Bereft of S⁄tå, Råma rules his kingdom joylessly
for many years. At last, Yama, the god of death himself, comes to Råma to remind him that
the purpose of his earthly existence has been accomplished and that it is time for him to
return to the heavenly realm. Acting on the advice of Bharata, whom he is prepared to
consecrate in his place, Råma divides his territory into the kingdoms of northern and south-
ern Kosala, establishing his sons in these realms respectively. Then, surrounded by all the
inhabitants of Ayodhyå, Råma immerses himself in the waters of the Saray¨ River and
ascends to heaven in his divine form, thus bringing the kå~∂a and the epic to an end. 

LEVELS OF SIGNIFICANCE IN 
VÅLMÛKI’S RÅMÅYA¡A

The Råmåya~a as  an aesthetic  creation

As will be evident from a reading of the earlier synopsis, the Vålm⁄ki Råmåya~a works
powerfully on a number of critical levels. One of these, which we have already discussed,
is the literary and aesthetic. This poem, uniquely among all versions of the Råma story, is
regarded as the original and the archetype of human poetry. In its claim to have originated
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the genre of poetic composition through the transmutation of raw emotion into aesthetic
delight by means of literary composition and artistic performance, the poem lies at the
heart of the important and well-known philosophy of aesthetics, which we recognize under
the rubric of rasa or aesthetic relish, derived from the sublimation of human emotion. The
prologue to the epic contains one of the earliest if not the earliest listing of the rasas first
systematized by Bharata in his Nå†yaçåstra. The prestige of the work as the “great source
for all poetry” has, moreover, carried over to a number of major retellings in important
regional languages of South Asia. Thus works such as the Iråmåvatåram of KampaŒ, the
Råmcaritmånas of Tulasidåsa, and the Råmåya~a of K®ttibåsa are frequently regarded as
the outstanding and even foundational literary compositions in their respective languages,
here Tamil, Avadhi, and Bengali, respectively.

The Råmåya~a as  a social  text

A second critical level on which the Råmåya~a operates powerfully is the social. The poet
has skillfully crafted his central characters, and the situations in which they find them-
selves, to be monovalent examples of idealized positive and negative role models in Hindu
society. Thus Råma is the ideal son, elder brother, husband, monarch, and general exem-
plar of a favored Hindu norm of masculinity. He is handsome, energetic, brave, compas-
sionate, stoic, and wholly committed to the governing principles of dharma by which
society, and indeed the entire cosmos, is supposed to be regulated. These traits emerge
most clearly in a number of focal episodes in the epic narrative. Particularly noteworthy
here is Råma’s calm acceptance of the cruel and unjust exile (Råmåya~a 2.16),1 which he
must undergo as a result of Kaikey⁄’s manipulation of King Daçaratha (2.9–10). At no
point does Råma betray either dejection at his loss of the kingship or even anger at the
wickedness of his stepmother. His sole concern is his deference to his father’s orders and
his preservation of the king’s reputation for truthfulness. This easy renunciation and seem-
ing indifference to worldly power and pleasures are among the characteristic traits of the
spiritual hero as described in Hindu literary and religious texts from a very early period. 

One of the main concerns of the epic poet in the creation of the character of Råma is
a focus on the maintenance of the integrity and harmony of the Hindu joint family. The
poet is everywhere eager to portray his hero as ready to sacrifice his personal good for that
of the family. In this the Råmåya~a contrasts very starkly with its sister epic the
Mahåbhårata, where conflicting interests lead inexorably to the rupture and annihilation
of the central ruling house. Although depicted as a supremely competent warrior, Råma is
shown as always willing to take the path of peace, deferring to Bharata (Råmåya~a 2.16,
2.99), accepting Vibh⁄‚a~a (6.12), and even, it appears, being willing to make peace with
the demonic Råva~a should he somehow abandon his evil ways (6.12.21). This, too, con-
trasts strongly with the implacable enmity and bloodthirsty vengefulness of the warrior
heroes of the Mahåbhårata. 

Similarly, figures such as Lak‚ma~a, S⁄tå, Kausalyå, and Hanumån represent, respec-
tively, the idealized deferential younger brother, the single-mindedly devoted wife, the
virtuous mother, and the perfect servant-devotee. On the other hand, the epic’s plethora of
monstrously perverse characters, notably the licentious and violent Råva~a himself,
represents in uncomplicated form the radical opposite of those models of restraint, decorum,
chastity, and deference that the epic idealizes so powerfully. The complex ambiguities,
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conflicting loyalties, and shades of gray that so characterize the central figures of the
Mahåbhårata are almost nowhere to be seen in Vålm⁄ki’s work. In this way, the Vålm⁄ki
Råmåya~a and many of its subsequent reworkings stand out as among traditional South
Asia’s most powerful and widely disseminated instruments for the formation of and rein-
forcement of characteristic social and cultural norms.

Central to Vålm⁄ki’s social vision is the powerful valorization of the late Vedic con-
ception of var~åsramadharma. This is the set of the normative rules laid out most clearly
in the Dharmaçåstras or law texts. According to these, society is to be ordered by means
of a strict social and ritual hierarchy in which each of the four var~as or social classes
knows and maintains its traditional place, status, and duties and each individual, at least
those of the higher var~as, is expected to pass through a prescribed series of life stages.
This is the rigid top-down system of the four var~as: Bråhma~, K‚atriya, Vaiçya, and
Ç¨dra. Each of these adheres to its immemorial function and defers to the classes above it.
In this system, Bråhma~s are to be especially respected and feared as the equals or even
superiors of the gods themselves. This seminal concern of the Bråhma~ical literature is
nowhere more powerfully illustrated than in the Bålakå~∂a’s extensive treatment of the
history of the sage Viçvåmitra and his conflicts with and triumphs over kings, sages, and
divinities in the course of his struggle to transform himself from a K‚atriya to a Bråhma~
(Råmåya~a 1.50–64). The question of the traditional åçramas or life stages (student,
householder, hermit, renunciant) is not explicitly taken up in any elaborate way in the epic
but can be seen implicitly in such episodes as that in which King Daçaratha in his old age
wishes to renounce the throne in favor of his son (Råmåya~a 2.1).

A particularly significant aspect of the social message of the Vålm⁄ki Råmåya~a is the
way in which the epic poet and his characters deal with the issues of gender and sexuality.
In a number of ways, the Råmåya~a has become a touchstone in traditional India for
the assertion and reinforcement of the power of patriarchal attitudes. S⁄tå’s idealization
as the perfect woman and the perfect wife rests centrally on her unwavering subordination
to the wishes and interests of her husband. Although she is shown occasionally to question
Råma’s decisions, she does so only when his initial decision is at variance with the
demands of the normative subordination of women. This, of course, is most clearly seen
in the famous episode where S⁄tå refuses to accede to Råma’s plan to leave her behind
when he goes into exile (Råmåya~a 2.24). S⁄tå’s lengthy meditations and soliloquies
during her captivity (Råmåya~a 5.23–24, 5.26), as well as her sharp rebukes of her
demonic suitor (5.19–20), focus largely on the issue of gender subordination and the rep-
resentation of the wife virtually as a form of property of the husband (S. Goldman 2001).
In this way S⁄tå stands in sharp contrast to a figure such as Draupad⁄, heroine of the
Mahåbhårata, who, aside from having five husbands, is far more outspoken in defense of
her rights and privileges as a woman (Sutherland 1989).

Surely, the most critical gender related issue in the Råmåya~a in terms of its impact on
the lives of the people of South Asia is Råma’s treatment of S⁄tå after she has been freed
from the clutches of the demon-king. The issue is clearly of great importance to Vålm⁄ki,
since he highlights it twice in the poem, once during the course of S⁄tå’s agnipar⁄k‚å or trial
by fire (Råmåya~a 6.104–6), and again when she is banished on the strength of vulgar
rumors about her conduct in the house of Råva~a (7.44–47). It is noteworthy that the poet
constantly stresses the fact that Råma, for all his harsh treatment of his wife, never for
a moment in fact doubts her absolute fidelity. His brutal treatment of S⁄tå on both occasions,

Råmåyan. a

85



it is stressed, derives from his concern for the loss of honor and prestige that unchecked
rumors about the queen’s chastity would bring in their train. The S⁄tåtyåga or “abandon-
ment of S⁄tå” is a somewhat controversial episode and is not present in all versions of the
story. Nonetheless it has sent a powerful message. 

If S⁄tå represents the idealization of feminity in Hindu India—chaste, demure, depend-
ent, and soft-spoken—the epic poet has, as in the case of his male characters, given us
several striking counterexamples. On the one hand, there is the somewhat ambiguous
characterization of Kaikey⁄, essentially a good-hearted and devoted, if somewhat simple-
minded, mother to her son Bharata, who allows herself to be led away from the path of
wifely devotion by her twisted alter ego, the scheming hunchbacked serving maid,
Mantharå (Sutherland 1992). Kaikey⁄, although she becomes the representation of the
proverbial “shrewish wife” in popular imagination (Aklujkar 1999), is quietly rehabilitated
by the poet and appears to blend back in with the other mothers at the court of Ayodhyå
after the exile of Råma.

On the other hand, in his characterization of the voracious and voraciously sexual
råk‚asa women, notably Tå∂akå and Ç¨rpa~akhå, the poet has given us dramatic examples
of traditional South Asia’s nightmare image of feminity run amok. The treatment of
Ç¨rpa~akhå is in radical contrast to that of S⁄tå, for whereas the latter is dependent, sub-
missive, generally compliant, and fiercely chaste, the former is independent, outspoken,
and, above all, sexually aggressive. The sexual liaison she proposes between Råma and
herself in the Ara~yakå~∂a is treated by the poet and his heroes as ludicrously incongru-
ous and as a source of both amusement and violent retribution (Råmåya~a 3.16–17). This
attitude contrasts very notably with the parallel situation in the Mahåbhårata where, with
the sanction of his mother and brothers, the På~∂ava hero Bh⁄ma enjoys just such a sexual
idyll with the råk‚asa-woman Hi∂imbå (Mahåbhårata 1.139–43).2

For all its powerful assertion of patriarchal authority and the subordination of women in
almost every respect to males, the Råmåya~a of Vålm⁄ki puts forward a somewhat gentler
vision of masculinity than is to be found in some parallel documents of ancient Hindu
culture. Thus, for example, where the warrior heroes of the Mahåbhårata tend to exem-
plify a certain brutal, boastful, and vengeful hypermasculinity, Råma, as noted above, is
represented as having his K‚atriya pride and martial prowess tempered by compassion and
concern for the rules of family and society.

Although it is less given to prescriptive passages than the Mahåbhårata and the
Dharmaçåstras, the Vålm⁄ki Råmåya~a functions like these works also as a sort of treatise
on the political constitution of the early Hindu state. At several points in the narrative it is
suggested that kingship is regarded as partaking of divinity (Pollock 1991: 15–54).
Additionally, much of the narrative revolves around the critical issues of royal legitimacy
and succession. This is true not only in the realm of the Solar dynasty of Kosala but also
among the monkeys of Ki‚kindhå and even the råk‚asas of Laπkå. The Ayodhyåkå~∂a in
particular sheds interesting light on the ancient conception of kingship, illustrating a situ-
ation where King Daçaratha appears to have to engage in at least ceremonial consultation
with his citizens and advisors before naming Råma as his successor (Råmåya~a
2.1.34–2.2). 

Perhaps the most enduring legacy of the Vålm⁄ki Råmåya~a for the political life of
South Asia has been its positing of the possibility of a utopian kingdom under the author-
ity of a perfectly righteous ruler for whom Råma would be the archetype. This conception
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is brought forward especially in the Bålakå~∂a and Uttarakå~∂a with their descriptions of
Råma’s kingdom as being free from crime, disease, poverty, natural disasters, social strife,
and so on, and is clearly illustrated in the episode of Råma’s slaying of the Ç¨dra ascetic
mentioned earlier. Such a conception has had significant implications both for the redefi-
nition of the Hindu state in late medieval India and for a powerful vision of the construc-
tion of a post-independence Indian utopia in the modern era. There is some evidence that
Hindu monarchs of the medieval period confronted with the threat of the alien forces of
Islam turned increasingly to the Råmåya~a as a source for the revalorization of a specific
notion of divine Hindu kingship (Pollock 1993). 

In more modern times, political leaders ranging from Mahåtmå Gandhi to Rajiv Gandhi
and the ideologues of the resurgent Hindu right have frequently raised the slogan of
“Råmråjya,” the idealized integral Hindu polity, as a mobilizing strategy. The ideological
and emotional force derived from this aspect of the Råmåya~a is such that it is no accident
that the leaders of the Bharatiya Janata party identified the issue of the “Råmajanmabh¨mi”—
the campaign to erect a temple dedicated to Råma in place of an existing mosque at the
site traditionally believed to be his birthplace—as the one that would vault them into
positions of power.

The Råmåya~a has also played a role in the area of ethics in traditional India. As the
ideal man and ideal monarch, Råma is everywhere held up as the paragon of ethical
behavior, scrupulously following all the rules put forward by the culture of dharma. In this
he is, again, often in contrast with the parallel epic heroes of the Mahåbhårata, who
frequently engage in unethical and even vicious behavior in the name of achieving higher
goals of righteousness (R. Goldman 1997). Råma makes a particularly interesting and
enlightening contrast with his fellow avatåra, K®‚~a, who, as he is represented in texts
such as the Harivaµça, Mahåbhårata, Bhågavata Purå~a, and the like, blithely transcends
the rules of sexual, social, and ethical propriety. Råma is, of course, most starkly to be
contrasted with the great antihero of the Råmåya~a, Råva~a, giving rise to such popular
moralizing prescriptions as “You should always try to behave like Råma, never like Råva~a.”

Råma’s ethical conduct is so heavily stressed that those few instances in which it has
been called into question, whether in Vålm⁄ki’s text or by later authors, have tended to
loom large in the popular consciousness. The two episodes most often cited in this regard
are Råma’s killing of the monkey-king Vålin from ambush in the Ki‚kindhåkå~∂a
(Råmåya~a 4.17–19) and the abandonment and exile of his blameless, pregnant wife S⁄tå
(7.44) (R. Goldman 1997). The former incident is the subject of lively debate between
Vålin and Råma in the text itself, in which the stricken monkey sharply castigates Råma
for what he sees as a gross violation of the rules of combat. Råma rejects Vålin’s criticism
on a number of grounds, and his arguments succeed in satisfying the monkey that he had
indeed acted in accordance with dharma. Nonetheless, the issue has continued to haunt the
imagination of Råmåya~a commentators and audiences to the present day, as evidenced in
such documents as the popular Råmåya~açaπkåval⁄s in which contemporary preachers and
authors respond to “doubts” or questions on the part of the faithful.

The ethical issue raised by the abandonment of S⁄tå is not explicitly engaged in
Vålm⁄ki’s text. The only hint the poet gives us of the controversial nature of Råma’s deci-
sion is the fact that Råma forbids his brothers, on pain of suffering dire consequences,
from questioning or criticizing it (Råmåya~a 7.44.18). Nonetheless, this seemingly cruel
and unjust treatment of the devoted and virtuous S⁄tå has disturbed readers of the text
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from ancient times down to the present. The great poet-playwright, Bhavabh¨ti, in his
eighth-century drama the Uttararåmacarita, has several of his characters, most notably
Råma himself, roundly condemn the cruelty of his treatment of S⁄tå (R. Goldman 1997:
201). Later authors such as the immensely influential Tulas⁄dåsa confront the issue with
a magisterial silence, excising the entire episode from their renderings of the Råma story.
This issue grew heated once again during the production of the popular Indian television
serialization of the tale, the Ramayan of Ramanand Sagar. The question of whether or not
to include the epilogue representing the rejection of S⁄tå led to political conflict, labor
unrest, and litigation that pitted a sweeper caste identifying itself with Vålm⁄ki against
high-caste Hindu groups (Jain 1988: 81). The controversy was only resolved through
a very delicate rendering of the episode on the part of Sagar, who, treating it from a kind
of feminist perspective, makes S⁄tå, and not Råma, the author of her own banishment
(Tully 1991: 132–33). 

The Råmåya~a as  a rel igious text

Perhaps the most dramatic impact the Råmåya~a has had on Hindu culture and civiliza-
tion, particularly in the medieval and modern periods, lies in the area of religion. As noted
earlier, the received text of the Vålm⁄ki Råmåya~a in all versions and recensions identifies
Råma as an avatåra of the supreme divinity Vi‚~u at various points in the poem. The
history of this identification has been, as we shall discuss next, a matter of some scholarly
dispute. However, it is fair to say that for the overwhelming majority of Hindus, the main
thrust of the epic story is the exemplary narrative of god’s birth and career as a man
engaged in the central avatåric mission of the salvation of the virtuous, the destruction of
evildoers, and the reestablishment of dharma as the governing principle of the cosmos.
The identification of Råma with Vi‚~u, like that of K®‚~a in the Mahåbhårata, is both
textually and theologically complex. The theological complexity derives from the fact that
one of the features of the principal human avatåras is the ambiguity with which the incar-
nation is represented as both man and god and yet neither clearly one nor the other and the
fact that the nature of the incarnate divinity is often represented as occluded even to him-
self (R. Goldman 1995). The liminal status of the avatåra is particularly pronounced in the
case of Råma, since by the terms of Råva~a’s boon, the demon cannot be destroyed by
a simple god (Pollock 1991: 15–43). Although Vålm⁄ki’s poem seems thoroughly suffused
with the notion of Råma’s divinity, the work only sporadically takes on an intensely devo-
tional tone, focusing more centrally on the narrative, aesthetic, and exemplary aspects of
the story. In this, it contrasts with the many later renderings of the tale, some of which,
notably for example, the Råmcaritmånas of Tulas⁄dåsa, are deeply and thoroughly perme-
ated with an intense spirit of Råma-bhakti or devotion to Råma as a personal savior. 

Although there seems to be only scanty evidence for the large-scale cultic worship of
Råma as a temple divinity prior to around the ninth century CE (Pollock 1993), the prac-
tice became widespread in the centuries following that time. Råma temples sprang up
throughout India, and Råma and S⁄tå emerged as the central sectarian divinities of a wide
variety of religious traditions, ranging from the Viçi‚†ådvaita schools of Råmånuja and his
followers based largely on Vålm⁄ki, through the mainstream North Indian devotional tra-
dition textually grounded in Tulas⁄dåsa, to the esoteric gender-bending beliefs and praxis of
the rasik sådhus of Ayodhya (van der Veer 1988), who canonize the obscure and esoteric
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Bhuçu~∂i Råmåya~a (Keislar 1998). Råma has, as noted earlier, also become a central icon
of Hindu religious and political revivalism, especially in the north. Certainly by the time
of the composition of the early Mahapurå~as, Råma has become virtually universally
accepted as one of the standard Vai‚~ava Purå~ic group of the ten avatåras of Vi‚~u
(Brockington 1984: 233–41). Some of the later Vai‚~ava Purå~as show a more complex
sense of the Råma-avatåra, regarding Daçaratha’s four sons, whom Vålm⁄ki already
recognizes as partial incarnations of Vi‚~u (Råmåya~a 1.17.6–9), as corresponding to the
four manifestations (vy¨ha) of Vi‚~u as they are represented in the Pañcaråtra school of
Vai‚~ava theology (Brockington 1984: 236). 

In addition to the towering figure as Råma as god-become-man, two other major charac-
ters in the epic story have acquired significant religious identities of their own. The first of
these, of course, is S⁄tå. Since Råma is generally acknowledged to be one of the principal
incarnations of Vi‚~u, it follows that his wife S⁄tå must be a corresponding manifestation
of Vi‚~u’s consort, the goddess Çr⁄ or Lak‚m⁄, although this is not made as clearly explicit
in Vålm⁄ki’s poem as is Råma’s identification with Vi‚~u. As such, S⁄tå, along with Råma,
becomes a focal object of worship as she is part of the divine couple or yugal sarkar cen-
tral to some forms of Vai‚~ava temple worship. In some religious traditions, such as those
of the rasik sådhus (van der Veer 1988) and the Çr⁄vai‚~avas, S⁄tå may be foregrounded as
an object of devotion or approached in her motherly aspect as the principal intercessor
between the worshiper and the lord (Mumme 1991). In some Çåkta traditions, particularly
in eastern India, S⁄tå emerges clearly as the dominant member of the divine couple, and it
is her power as the goddess that enables Råma to defeat his demonic foes. In some cases,
she is actually called upon to rescue him from them (W. L. Smith 1988).

The second of these figures is the semidivine monkey-hero Hanumån, the partial incar-
nation of the Vedic wind-god Våyu. This fascinating figure achieves enormous status in
the Vai‚~ava tradition in his role as the paramaråmabhakta or supreme exemplar of devo-
tion to Lord Råma. As such, he is extolled in many versions of the Råma story and is 
a regular figure in plastic representations of the story and its major characters. But the
popularity of Hanumån is such that it extends well beyond the cult of Råma and the
celebration of the Råmakathå. He is widely worshiped as a divinity in his own right in
connections that are either utterly separate from the Råmåya~a story or at best only
tangentially connected to it. As such, he has taken on many roles as a divine intercessor.
He is the patron divinity of the akhå®å, the wrestlers’ pit of North and western India, the
highest recourse for those afflicted with spirit possession, a much invoked aid in connec-
tion with fertility and even a stalwart defender of the Republic of India against the per-
ceived threat of Pakistan. Indeed, it has been asserted that of all the manifold divinities in
worship among the diverse communities of Hindu India, Hanumån, whose shrines seem to
appear on every street corner, is the most widely worshiped of all (Goldman and Goldman
1994; Ludvik 1994; Lutgendorf 1997).

THE RÅMÅYA¡A IN INDIA AND BEYOND

In the more than two thousand years since the composition of the Vålm⁄ki Råmåya~a, the
Råma story has undergone a truly extraordinary number of reworkings at the hands of
authors composing in every major language and belonging to every significant indigenous
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religious tradition of the vast, rich, and diverse cultural domains throughout Asia. In one
form or another, the text has been widely available and continually in use by countless
hundreds of millions of people for as long or longer than virtually any non-Indian text still
known and imbibed by a mass audience.

The almost staggering profusion of Råmåya~a versions in the high literary, folk, and—
more recently—popular genres of the region is, first and foremost, a consequence of the
tremendous importance that many traditional cultures of Asia have placed upon the story.
These versions have been multiplied many times in Sanskrit, Prakrit, and the regional 
languages of India and beyond at every chronological stage in their development. The epic,
moreover, along with its characters and central themes has been appropriated by virtually
every religious, philosophical, and sectarian tradition in the long history of the cultures of
South and Southeast Asia. All of this serves as a demonstration that the text was seen as
being of absolutely seminal importance, so much so that regional and sectarian audiences
needed to have versions available to them that they could understand and which adapted the
epic story to the various and changing needs of all segments of the society.

From as far back as the tools of textual criticism can take us, the monumental Sanskrit
poem had already been differentiated into a number of regional recensions and subrecen-
sions written down in virtually every area and script of India. In addition, the epic story
was reworked numerous times for inclusion into other Sanskrit texts, such as the
Mahåbhårata, many Purå~as, and numerous religious and philosophical texts. Versions
of this sort are the Råmopåkhyåna of the Mahåbhårata, the Ånandaråmåya~a, the
Adhyåtmaråmåya~a, the Yogavåsi‚†ha, and the like (Brockington 1984: 233–41). The
Råma story, moreover, became a favorite theme of the poets and playwrights of classical
Sanskrit. Numerous Sanskrit literary works explore particular aspects of the complex
Råma story, and although some of these are now lost or known only as fragments
(Raghavan 1961), poetic masterpieces, such as the Raghuvaµça of Kålidåsa,
the Bha††ikåvya, and the Råmåya~acamp¨, and important Sanskrit dramas, such as the
Pratimånå†aka of Bhåsa and the Mahåv⁄racarita and Uttararåmacarita of Bhavabh¨ti, are
still read and deeply enjoyed by those conversant with Sanskrit.

Nor are the versions of the Råmåya~a restricted to the cultural universe of Hindu India.
Despite, or perhaps because of, the fact that the epic’s hero, Råma, came very early onto
be regarded as one of the principal avatåras of the great Hindu divinity Vi‚~u, a central
figure of devotional Hinduism, his story was of such importance and popularity that even
non-Hindu groups, such as the Buddhists and the Jainas, rapidly learned the value of
adapting the Råmåya~a to serve the propagation of their own religious systems. 

The Råma story was appropriated early by the Buddhists. Thus the historical Buddha is
often said to have been born in a branch of the Ik‚våku dynasty whose greatest hero was
Råma. The Råma story in its various parts figures significantly in the important Jåtaka
tales, which provide a transmigrational biography of the previous births of the
Bodhisattva, the future Buddha. One of them, the Daçaratha Jåtaka, recounts a version of
the epic story that completely excises its central avatåric narrative of the rapacious demon
king and his abduction of S⁄tå, focusing instead on Råma Pa~∂ita’s legendary self-control
as an exemplary illustration of this cardinal Buddhist virtue. In another, the Såma Jåtaka,
the Ayodhyåkå~∂a episode in which the banishment of Råma is attributed to a curse laid
upon his father for having, in his youth, accidentally slain the son of a blind ascetic couple,
is reworked with a different cast of characters. In this reading, Råma is in fact one of
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the earlier incarnations of the Bodhisattva. Moreover, Vålm⁄ki’s poem is known to and
admired by the first century CE Buddhist poet Açvagho‚a who not only alludes to the
Råmåya~a’s representation of Vålm⁄ki as the first poet but also clearly uses his creation as
the model for his poetic biography of the Buddha, the Buddhacarita. 

Jaina authors especially make the Råma legend their own, regarding Råma not, of
course, as an avatåra of godhead but as one of the thirty-two çalåkåpuru‚as or exemplary
Jaina laymen and the hero of numerous Jaina Råmåya~as such as the Paumacariya in both
Sanskrit and Prakrit (Narasimhachar 1939). Here even the martial character of the epic
warrior-hero, the scourge of the demonic råk‚asas, must give way before the Jaina
imperative of ahiµså, noninjury, to all living beings. Thus the Hindu avatåra’s central and
most defining act, the slaughter of his ten-headed nemesis, Råva~a, is, in Jaina versions of
the tale, assigned to his loyal younger brother Lak‚ma~a. 

In the regional languages of India, the influence of the Råmåya~a has been even more
profound. In virtually all of the major literary languages of India, there exists a significant
and immensely popular version of the epic that is regarded as marking the very beginning
of that language’s literary tradition. Such, for example, is the popularity and prestige of
poems, such as K®ttibåsa’ Bengali Råmåya~a, KampaŒ’s Tamil Iråmåvatåram, and the
massively popular devotional rendering of the sixteenth-century epic in the Old Avadhi
dialect of Hindi, the Råmcaritmånas of the scholar-poet Tulas⁄dåsa, widely revered among
the three hundred million inhabitants of the “Hindi Belt” of North India.

Even these powerful and hegemonic regional versions of the Råmåya~a do not exhaust
the diversity of the poem. Each region has, in addition to this kind of major literary
nachdichtung, many other versions, performative and literary, oral and written. In this
category may be noted the various Råmal⁄lås of North India, the Jåtra plays of Bengal, and
the many folk versions and dance-dramas of the Råmåya~a story known from every region
of the subcontinent. One recent author has noted and described some fifty different liter-
ary Råmåya~as from the eastern states of Bengal, Assam, and Orissa alone, each with
a different religious, aesthetic, or ethical thrust (W. L. Smith 1988). In addition, the
Råma story has virtually saturated the plastic arts of South Asia in innumerable temple
sculptures and reliefs, court paintings and folk painting, and even the ubiquitous commercial
“calendar” art. 

A text of such massive diffusion that has permeated the “high” and folk traditions of
textual composition as well as the visual arts of both pan-Indian and regional cultures for
nearly three millennia can hardly have failed to make a profound impression on the popu-
lar culture of modern cosmopolitan India. The nature of this impression can be judged
by an examination of the media of popular culture in both their elite forms and those that
are consumed by a mass audience. A survey of modern Indian literature from the time of
the nineteenth-century Bengali poet Michael Madhusudan Dutt down to Salman Rushdie
reveals that the Råma story and its themes and characters appear to continually haunt the
imagination of the modern writer in the colonial and postcolonial period. A survey of
Indian cinema yields similar results. For not only have the producers of the popular Hindi
musicals exploited various aspects of the story but also the story of Råma has formed a
rich source for the makers of the popular “mythologicals,” such as Homi Wadia’s
Hanuman Chalisa and the Telugu Sampoorna Ramayana. Even the art films of such
auteurs as Aravindan in his Kancana Sita and the “avant garde” Akshara Theater’s
production of Ramayana have based their works on the epic tale.
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Nowhere, perhaps, has the immense popularity of the Råmåya~a been demonstrated
more clearly and dramatically than by the extraordinary success of the lengthy serializa-
tion of the epic created for Doordarshan, the Indian government television network, by the
filmmaker Ramanand Sagar. This production was originally broadcast throughout India in
weekly half-hour episodes and has since been widely marketed there and throughout the
world in the form of video cassettes and DVDs. Newspaper and eyewitness accounts
describe how the showings would empty the bustling streets and båzårs of the country,
leaving an impression of desolation as people, often having bathed and dressed as for wor-
ship, would gather in front of television screens to watch the unfolding of the ancient and
well-known story with rapt attention. The tremendous political and cultural aspects of this
phenomenal success have already been the subject of a considerable body of journalistic
and scholarly analysis. Indeed as recent events—many of them tragic—have demon-
strated, the influence of the Råmåya~a on the hearts and minds of the Indian people—far
from waning with time—has grown both more powerful and more apparent in recent
years.

But the cultural saturation of the Råma story is by no means confined to the Indian sub-
continent. As is well known to students of Southeast Asia, the Råmåya~a has achieved
a position of productive cultural centrality in virtually all of the countries of this far-flung
and highly diverse region. In Buddhist Thailand the Råmakien becomes a sort of founda-
tional epic for the Ayutthayan dynasty (1409–1767 CE) which names its descendants after
the epic hero (Råma I, II, and so on). At least six or seven poetic or dramatic versions
of the story, many of which are attributed to the various king Råmas, are widely known
and performed (H. Sarkar 1983). In Laos the Phra Lak Phra Lam and the Gvåy Dvoraªb⁄
give eloquent testimony to the localization and naturalization (to use Sachchidanand
Sahai’s phrase) of the epic in a variety of milieus (Sahai 1976). In Islamic Malaysia and
Indonesia, as is well known, the Råma story in the form of texts such as the Hikayat Seri
Råma, the Javanese Råmåya~a Kakawin, the widespread and diverse styles of wayang or
shadow puppet theater, and the temple sculptures of such complexes as Prambanan have
established the story of Råma there regarded as the model of an Islamic prince, as one of
the region’s principal cultural artifacts and acculturative devices (Sweeney 1972, 1980).
The Råmåya~a tradition is well attested in Burma with the performance tradition of the
Yåma-pwe. Moreover, it has deeply saturated traditional Cambodian culture in a wide vari-
ety of forms, including various literary renderings of the Råma story, such as the
Råmakerti from around the sixteenth century CE (Pou 1977), and the famous reliefs at
Angkor Wat (Han and Zaw 1980). In Sri Lanka the literary rendering of the story attrib-
uted to the sixth-century CE monarch Kumåradåsa, the Jånak⁄hara~a, is thought to be the
earliest Sanskrit work to be found in that country (Godakumbura 1980). Even as far as the
Philippines we find texts such as the Maharadia Lawana, current among the Maranao
ethnic group from perhaps the seventeenth century, which have kept the story, derived
here no doubt from Malay sources, alive (Francisco 1980). 

But the Råmåya~a story has spread in other directions as well. It has traveled to the
West where there are a number of poorly studied Persian versions of the tale and notably
to the North and East. J. W. de Jong (1983) and others have studied and translated the
Tibetan manuscripts of the Råmåya~a found at Tun-huang, while the Mongolian scholar
T. S. Damdinsuren (1980) has discovered and studied four versions of varying length
in Mongolian as well as three Tibetan versions. Khotanese versions have been found at
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Tun-huang as well. Mongolian versions appear to have come from Tibet, and their
influence can in turn be found as far north into Central Asia, as a Kalmuk folk version of
the epic has been preserved in manuscript form in the Siberian branch of the Russian
Academy of Sciences (Chandra 1980: 651–52).

Although the presence and the destiny of the Råmåya~a story in East Asia is harder to
trace than in some other areas of the continent where its influence is pervasive, it is no less
real and may, in some ways, be more interesting. There can be little doubt that some
versions, particularly those found in the Jåtakas and other Buddhist sources, would have
been known to Chinese scholars from the early centuries CE. K’ang-seng-hui, for example,
is said to have translated Jåtaka tales into Chinese in 251 CE, and other versions followed
in the ensuing centuries as the passion for the translation of Indic Buddhist texts into
Chinese grew into a virtual cottage industry. It is also well known, as mentioned earlier,
that Tibetan and Khotanese texts of the Råmåya~a were kept in the cave library at Tun-
huang along with the pien-wen manuscripts of early Chinese literary texts (Dudbridge
1970: 160–61). Indeed, it has been a subject of extensive scholarly debate as to whether,
and to what extent, the character of the hero of the famous sixteenth-century novel Hsi-yu
chi (The Divine Monkey), Sun Wu-k’ung, and his antecedents in Chinese literature may
have been inspired by Hanumån, the monkey divinity and hero of the Råmåya~a tradition,
who shares many of his characteristics and exploits.

From China, it is hardly surprising to note, versions of the Råma legend made their way
in time to Japan. The Japanese Sanskrit scholar Minoru Hara has studied two interesting
texts derived from Chinese Buddhist sources. The first is an abridgement of the Råma
legend found in the twelfth-century collection of popular tales, the Hobutsushu of Tairano
Yasuyori that appears to derive from a Chinese canonical Liu-po-lo-mi-ching (otherwise
known as Liu-tu-tsi-ching or Rokudojikkyo, the Six Påramitås¨tra). The second, a render-
ing of the Råmåya~a episode in which Daçaratha is cursed for accidentally killing a blind
ascetic couple’s son, is from a tenth-century collection of tales, the Sambo-ekotoba of
Minamotono Tamenori, derived, no doubt, from the canonical version of the Såma Jåtaka.
In addition to these Buddhist canonical sources, which inspired, it would seem, popular
literary authors, Hara hypothesizes that the Råma story may have made its way into
popular or courtly circulation directly from the oral versions narrated by Hindu savants,
such as Bharadvåja Bodhisena, who were known to have visited Japan from the eighth
century onwards (Hara 1983). In East Asia, as in the rest of the continent, the Råmåya~a
story has been fully localized and naturalized and is rarely regarded as belonging to an
exotic or alien culture.

LITERARY AND SCHOLARLY TREATMENT OF
THE RÅMÅYA¡A IN INDIA AND BEYOND

It is hardly surprising that a text that has had so diverse and profound an impact on the
civilization of India for so long a period should have given rise to numerous additional
works and representations in the spheres of literary and artistic production, the performing
arts, folklore, philosophical and religious discourse, and scholarly and commentarial
analysis both in India and in the West. No doubt the oldest and most sustained surviving
corpus of scholarly analysis of the Vålm⁄ki Råmåya~a is that contained in the substantial
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body of Sanskrit commentaries the work inspired in India. These, of which some forty-five
survive in whole or part (Bhatt and Shah 1960–75, 7: 655–56), were composed largely
between the twelfth and eighteenth centuries CE (R. Goldman 1984: 115–17; Lefeber
1994: 17–28). They vary considerably in their density and in the textual and substantive
issues they address, ranging from the very sparse gloss attributed to Råmånuja, to
thoroughgoing analytical treatises like the Dharmåk¨tam of Tryambakaråya Makhin.
However, they collectively present us with a diverse and learned set of readings of the
poem by a series of scholars for whom it was of more than purely intellectual interest and
who, one may say, more closely approximate the “intended audience” of the epic than any
other readers who have left us written records of their responses to it. As such, these com-
mentaries constitute a critical resource for our own understanding of the poem and of its
receptive history. It is a pity that these works have not, for the most part, been taken seri-
ously or even read in many cases by modern Western and Indian students of the epic.

It must be noted by way of background to the contributions of the Sanskrit commen-
taries that they are rarely if ever works of the sort of disinterested or objective scholarship
that was unquestioningly associated with European and European-style Orientalism in the
pre-Saidian era. Most of the works—when they are more than mere glosses—are the
products of scholars associated with one or another school of Çr⁄vai‚~avism, for which
religious system the Vålm⁄ki Råmåya~a is the foundational text. From this it follows that
the vast majority of surviving Sanskrit commentaries on the text, and virtually all of the
significantly analytical ones, are associated with one or another of the manuscript tradi-
tions of the southern recension or with the mixed recensional versions recorded in the
Devanagari script and affiliated largely with the southern text. As such, several of the
surviving commentaries, notably those of Maheçvarat⁄rtha, Någeça Bha††a, Govindaråja,
Mådhavayogin, and Satyat⁄rtha, concern themselves to a greater or lesser extent with the
numerous theological issues that present themselves during a reading of the poem,
particularly from a Vai‚~ava perspective. These commentators are by no means in any
kind of agreement as to these issues and often debate and quarrel with the interpretations
of their predecessors, whom they may quote with approbation or revile in the strongest
possible terms.

But this said, it must be acknowledged that the Sanskrit commentaries are important
repositories of scholarly information and interpretation. Their authors draw on vast, even
encyclopedic knowledge of the çåstraic literature to shed considerable light on the innu-
merable grammatical, lexical, rhetorical, and textual problems that a work such as the
Vålm⁄ki Råmåya~a inevitably presents. In the textual area, particularly, it is noteworthy that
the commentators pay careful attention to the textual variants available to them and earlier
commentators and make interesting judgments as to the spuriousness and authenticity of
individual verses and passages. In addition, they provide much useful information about the
realia, flora, fauna, architecture, technology, and social and religious customs, which they
associate with the epic period. While it must be acknowledged that the commentators can-
not be regarded as a univocal or infallible resource, coming as they do many centuries later
than the composition of the Råmåya~a text and frequently disagreeing among themselves,
they are at least tacitly aware of the speculative nature of much Råmåya~a exegesis and
remain an essential source for contemporary Råmåya~a scholarship.

The antiquity of the Råmåya~a and its centrality to Hindu and larger Indian civilization
over the millennia early on attracted the attention of European savants interested in
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Sanskrit and the culture of which it was the principal medium. The text of Vålm⁄ki was
edited by William Carey and Joshua Marshman in the opening years of the nineteenth
century (1806–10), and scholarly interest in the text and its message gained force and
momentum steadily through the nineteenth and twentieth century. Early European
scholarship on the Råmåya~a, in many ways like that stimulated by the Mahåbhårata,
concerned itself with the issues of the sources and historicity of the story. Some scholars
such as Albrecht Weber (1872) viewed the poem as derivative of what he saw as earlier
texts, notably the Daçaratha Jåtaka and even the Homeric epics. Others saw the work as
kind of extended allegory referring to historical, natural, or mythological events. Thus
Christian Lassen (1866–74, 1) interpreted the epic as a coded reminiscence of the Åryan
subjugation of the Dravidian south, while J. Talboys Wheeler (1867–81, 2: 1–406) saw in
it the conquest of the Buddhist civilization of Ceylon (Sri Lanka). Victor Henry (1904:
162–67) read the text as the reflection of ancient solar mythology, while Hermann Jacobi
(1893: 120–39) saw in it a revision of the ¸g Vedic myth of Indra and V®tra. A. Weber
(1872), likewise, additionally read the epic story as a myth alluding to the cycle of agri-
cultural growth. In fact, the Råmåya~a, like the Mahåbhårata, presented itself as a fertile
field for the popular theories of textual interpretation of the nineteenth century
(Brockington 1998: 48–52; R. Goldman 1984: 14–29). 

Råmåya~a studies in the twentieth century underwent an explosive growth during the
course of which Vålm⁄ki’s epic and the many other retellings the Råma story from virtually
all parts of Asia have been studied and subjected to analyses that take into account the diverse
linguistic, textual, historical, literary, rhetorical, religious, political, social, and psychological
aspects of the Råmåya~a tradition in its various settings. It would be impossible within the
scope of this discussion to even begin to scratch the surface of the enormous body of
Råmåya~a scholarship in dozens of languages that has appeared in print (Brockington 1998;
Krishnamoorty 1991; Stientencron, Gietz, Malinar, Kollmann, Schreiner, and Brockington
1992). However, a few central questions and issues concerning the text of Vålm⁄ki have
tended to stand out in the discussions of scholars and continue to inspire learned debate. These
issues center around the distinction—also important in Mahåbhårata studies—between the
so-called synthetic and analytic interpretations of the text. One such issue concerns the textual
history of the poem itself. Jacobi (1893: 55–59) argued that the first and last books of the epic
as we know it are later additions to a central core consisting of what are now Books 2 to 6.
Similarly, he argued that the central portions of the fifth book or the Sundarakå~∂a, the
episodes that deal with Hanumån’s exploits in Laπkå, are later than the older portions of that
book. These assertions have stimulated a lively and still ongoing debate about the epic’s tex-
tual history (Brockington 1998: 377–97; R. Goldman 1984: 60–81; Goldman and Goldman
1996: 87–91). This discussion has, of course, involved controversy about the date of the text
as well (Brockington 1998: 379–83; R. Goldman 1984: 14–23). 

One particularly controversial issue associated with this type of analysis concerns the
question of whether or not earliest strata of Vålm⁄ki’s text recognizes Råma as an avatåra
of the supreme divinity Vi‚~u. Some early European scholars argued that textual evidence
supported the view that the oldest portions of the poem do not regard the hero in this way
(Jacobi 1893: 61, 65; Muir 1967, 4: 441–81), while some more recent authorities have
taken an opposite view (Pollock 1991: 15–55). The issue is still a matter of debate among
Råmåya~a scholars (Brockington 1998: 464–72). Interest in issues such as these and many
others relevant to a deeper understanding of the Vålm⁄ki Råmåya~a has been reignited in
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recent years by the completion of the critical edition of the text by scholars at the Oriental
Institute at Baroda (Bhatt and Shah 1960–75) and by the appearance of a translation of the
critical text accompanied by elaborate introductions and copious annotations in which
these and other scholarly issues are discussed (R. Goldman 1984–96).

Contemporary scholarship on the Råmåya~a ranges widely over the intellectual spectrum
with many interesting studies being undertaken in the field from such diverse disciplinary
perspectives as feminist and gender studies (S. Goldman 2001), psychological analysis
(R. Goldman 1978), performance studies (Blackburn 1996; Schechner 1985), religious
(Lutgendorf 1991b), political (Pollock 1993), folkloric (Ramanujan 1991b; Singh and Datta
1993), and so on. The diversity of disciplinary approaches to the study of the Råmåya~a in
all its many manifestations has given rise over the past few decades to numerous mono-
graphs and anthologies concerned with the manifold aspects of the tradition (Iyengar 1983;
Richman 1991; Singh and Datta 1993; Thiel-Horstmann 1991). So rich is the Råmåya~a
in implications for the study of all aspects of traditional and modern South Asia that it is
likely that scholarly interest in this great textual tradition will continue in the coming
decades and develop in as yet unanticipated dimensions.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, it is safe to say that no full or deeply nuanced understanding of the cultures
and societies of South and Southeast Asia can be achieved without at least a basic
familiarity with the plot, characters, and central themes of the Råma story first introduced
to a broad audience by the legendary poet-sage Vålm⁄ki in his immortal epic, the Råmåya~a.
The destiny of this extraordinary work and its unparalleled influence on the arts, cultures,
societies, and religions of the region from the middle of the first millennium BCE down to
the present day have amply validated Lord Brahmå’s prophecy concerning the longevity
of the poem:

yåvat sthåsyanti girayaª saritaçca mah⁄tale|
tåvat råmåya~akathå loke‚u pracari‚yati\ 1.2.35

As long as the mountains and rivers shall endure upon the earth,
so long will the story of the Råmåya~a be current throughout the worlds.

NOTES

1 All Råmåya~a references are to the critical edition published in Baroda.
2 The Mahåbhårata reference is to the critical edition published in Pune.
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

PURÅ¡A

Velcheru Narayana Rao
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Purå~a is a general term used to refer to a large number of religious texts, most of them
composed in Sanskrit, which defy ready description, classification, authorship, or

dating. Despite this obvious difficulty, efforts to assign authorship, classify, date, and
describe them have been made both within the Hindu tradition and outside the tradition by
modern scholars. This chapter is an effort to present the indigenous concepts of the Purå~a
and to provide a brief overview of modern scholarship on the Purå~as. 

INDIGENOUS CONCEPTS OF THE PURÅ¡A

Traditionally, Vyåsa is believed to be the author of all Purå~as. The son of Paråçara,
Vyåsa, also known as K®‚~a Dvaipåyana, was born an adult and had direct access to
perfect knowledge of everything past, present, and future. Vyåsa was also the editor of the
Veda, which he had divided into four parts: ¸g, Yajur, Såma, and Atharva. Authorship by
such a superhuman person elevates the Purå~as to an infallible status and endows them
with a coherent meaning. The disparate texts themselves include a variety of contents,
which in fact are not organized coherently. However, the idea that such a powerful
personality as Vyåsa is the single author of these many texts encourages the readers/
listeners trained in the culture to see a coherent meaning throughout despite apparent
inconsistencies. Tradition also speaks of the Purå~a as a broad genre, including the epic
texts. While it is generally stated that there are eighteen Purå~as and eighteen more
Upapurå~as or minor Purå~as, the fact is that there are a lot more than thirty-six texts. It
is difficult to list all the names under which the various texts are known in different parts
of India or to arrive at a firm textual boundary to each text. Such textual flexibility of the
Purå~as was accepted in the tradition with no anxiety. No one seriously concerned them-
selves with minor variations between one version of a text and the other or for that matter
even when the variations were huge, as is well known in the case of Skanda Purå~a.

In contrast, the Vedas, included in the class of çruti (revealed texts), are considered
fixed, unalterable, and beyond translation. They were rarely put into writing but were
memorized with meticulous care to their word order, accent, and stress. The Hindu
tradition speaks of the Purå~as as texts that expand on the Vedas and considers them
compliments of each other. The Purå~as renew themselves and adapt to the changing times



by including new material and new meanings, while the Vedas keep the religion unified and
authorized under their inflexible verbal power. This allowed Hinduism a flexibility
unavailable for the religions of the book, such as Christianity or Islam, which depend upon
one single source, the Bible or the Qur’ån, for both divine word and meaning. 

The interdependence of the Purå~as and the Veda is best stated in the following
frequently quoted verses, which occur in many Purå~as (for instance, in Våyu 1.200) and
the Mahåbhårata as well (Rocher 1986: 15, 15n10): “The Bråhma~ who learns his four
Vedas along with their Upani‚ads and ancillary texts does not become a learned man until
he learns the Purå~as. The Veda has to be expanded with the aid of the epics and the
Purå~as. The Veda itself fears a man of little learning lest he should hurt it.”

The complementarity of the Vedas and the Purå~as is crucial for an understanding of
the text culture of Bråhma~ic Hinduism. It is as if the two inseparable components of
language—the sound of an utterance and its meaning, the signifier and the signified—have
been split apart and located in two separate groups of texts perceived as one unit. The Veda
is considered to be çabdapradhåna, that which is important for its sound, and therefore
untranslatable and unchangeable. The Purå~a is arthapradhåna, that which is important for
its meaning. This classification allows the Purå~as to be told in many different ways as long
their meaning is kept unaltered. Their meaning is authorized by Vyåsa, but the actual text
in which Purå~as are written may vary depending on the choice of the paurå~ika. Such free-
dom in reworking the texts gave modern scholars the impression that the Purå~as are loose
and disorganized, where any pa~∂ita with a modicum of Sanskrit changed and added sec-
tions as he pleased. Despite these allegations, the Purå~as are a genre with well-recognized
stylistic features, understood and respected by the paurå~ikas and the listening public. The
popularity of these texts, as evidenced by a huge number of manuscript copies disseminated
all over India and the adaptations and translations into many regional languages, attests to
the widespread community approval of these texts. The Purå~as were also rewritten in
many languages with alterations and embellishments appropriate to the language into which
they were rewritten. The fifteenth-century rewriting of the Bhågavata Purå~a by the
Telugu poet Bammera Potana illustrates the transformations a Sanskrit Purå~a could
undergo when it is retold in a regional language (Shulman 1993).

WHAT THE PURÅ¡AS SAY ABOUT THEMSELVES

As highly intertextual and self-conscious texts, the Purå~as themselves are a useful source
to learn about the Purå~as. The Vi‚~u (3.6.15ff.), Agni (271.11ff.), Våyu (61.55ff.), and
Brahmå~∂a (2.35.63ff.) Purå~as say that Vyåsa composed a Purå~a Saµhitå (Rocher
1986: 45–46). He gave it to his disciple Romahar‚a~a, who in turn gave it to his six disci-
ples Sumati Åtreya, Ak®tavra~a Kåçyapa, Agnivarcas Bhåradvåja, Mitråyu Våsi‚†ha,
Såvar~i Saumadatti, and Suçarman Çåµçapåyana. The Matsya Purå~a (53.4) says that in
the beginning there was only one Purå~a of one hundred crore (ten million) verses, and it
still exists in the world of gods. For the benefit of the humans, Vi‚~u assumes the form
of Vyåsa in every Dvåpara Yuga and proclaims it in a shorter version of four hundred
thousand verses in eighteen texts (Rocher 1986: 47). 

In a culture where the Purå~as and the Veda are always linked together and the Veda is
considered the highest authority, it is interesting to see how the Purå~as relate themselves
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to the Veda. In several Purå~as there is a statement which says that the Purå~as were
created earlier than the Veda (for instance, Brahmå~∂a 1.40–41, Matsya 3.3–4,
Våyu 1.54). R. C. Hazra (1962) suggests that this blatantly anachronistic statement makes
perfect sense if we take the word “purå~a” not to mean the Purå~a texts as we know them
but in its etymological meaning, that is, ancient stories and legends, for such stories were
told during Vedic sacrifices. He brings in evidence for his suggestion from the Atharva
Veda, the earliest text to mention the word “purå~a,” which says that chants, songs,
meters, and purå~a are leftovers (ucchi‚†a) from the sacrifice along with the sacrificial
formulas (Hazra 1962: 241). However, the Bhågavata Purå~a (3.12) says that Brahmå
uttered the four Vedas first, one after the other, with each of his four mouths and after-
wards spoke the Purå~as with all four of his mouths in unison (Anantaramayya 1984: 17).

THE PURÅ¡A AS A DISTINCT GENRE: FIVE
DISTINGUISHING MARKS OF A PURÅ¡A

Amarasiµha, the fifth-century lexicographer defined the Purå~a as one that has five marks
(purå~am pañcalak‚a~am), and his commentators add an explanation as to what consti-
tutes the five marks, lak‚a~as. These are: sarga, the story of the creation of the universe;
pratisarga, the secondary creation or recreation of the universe after its dissolution;
vaµça, genealogies of the gods, the sun, the moon, and other beings; manvantara, the
period of time when a particular Manu from among the fourteen Manus in every kalpa (see
below) is in charge; and vaµçånucarita, the history of the kings in the ruling dynasty
during the particular manvantara in question. The significance of the pañcalak‚a~a is
generally misunderstood among modern scholars who thought they were the five main
topics that a Purå~a should cover and were puzzled why such important subjects do not
occupy much space in some of the Purå~as and were nowhere to be found in others. Vans
Kennedy (1831: 153n) was the first to observe that these five lak‚a~as are by no means
the principal subject of the Purå~as. P. V. Kane agrees that these five topics occupy less
than 3 percent of the extant Mahåpurå~as, but their significance according to him consists
in marking the Purå~as as distinct from the epics. Apparently the line of demarcation
between these two genres was rather thin before fifth century (Kane 1930–62, 5.2:
840–41). An entirely different interpretation is suggested by Stephan Levitt (1976), who
says that the standard understanding of the phrase “pañcalak‚a~a” in Amarasiµha’s
dictionary was due to a misunderstanding and that it meant “having five different descrip-
tions,” itihåsa, ånv⁄k‚ik⁄, da~∂an⁄ti, åkhyåyikå, and purå~a itself. I suggest that the five
lak‚a~as serve to indicate the time and place within which the events recorded in the
Purå~a texts occur, and so there is no reason why they should occupy a major portion of
the Purå~a text. The significance of the pañcalak‚a~as is that they ideologically transform
whatever content is incorporated into the Purå~as into a Bråhma~ic scheme of time and
place (Narayana Rao 1993: 87–89; see also Bailey 1995: 12–14). 

PURÅ¡IC TIME AND SPACE

Events included in a Purå~a are assumed to have happened at a particular point in a down-
ward spiraling, circular, repetitive time frame. Purå~ic time is divided into four yugas,
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K®ta, Tretå, Dvåpara, and Kali. Each of these ages is smaller than the preceding until
finally the shortest age, Kali, ends in a dissolution ( pralaya) of the universe leaving room
for a new cycle to begin. Purå~ic time is measured in divine years, where each divine year
is equal to 360 human years and each divine day is equal to a human year of 360 days. The
four yugas: K®ta, Tretå, Dvåpara, and Kali each last for 4,000, 3,000, 2,000, and 1,000
divine years, respectively, and each of these ages have a transition time before the next one
begins, lasting respectively for 800, 600, 400, and 200 divine years. Together the cycle of
four yugas—a mahåyuga—lasts for a period of 12,000 divine years. A thousand such
mahåyugas is a kalpa, which is a fabulous total of 4,320 million human years.

The decreasing number of years of each yuga in a four-yuga cycle also symbolizes a
decrease in the virtues and excellence of human beings. A story from the Varåha Purå~a
(32.2–5) popularly retold is that Dharma, in the form of a bull, walks on all four legs in
the K®ta Yuga, on three legs in the Tretå, on two legs in the Dvåpara, and on one leg in the
present age of Kali. K®ta is the best of the ages, when human beings live long lives of
honesty and happiness in harmony with divine law, the all-pervasive dharma. During the
Tretå Yuga human beings need laws prescribing social behavior and a king to maintain the
laws. Dvåpara is characterized by a confusion of social and religious conventions. Vyåsa
is born to arrange the Vedic hymns into four Vedas and compose the Purå~as. The Kali
Yuga represents the lowest level to which humans deteriorate, where men and women lose
their moral standards, Bråhma~s fall from their level of purity and acquire Ç¨dra habits.
Ç¨dras, in turn, attain kingship and pretend to be K‚atriyas. Atheists, such as Buddhists
and Jainas, emerge and misdirect people onto wrong paths. The yuga ends with Vi‚~u
incarnating himself to dissolve all creation, after which a new cycle begins all over. This
concept of circular, spiraling, and deteriorating time created by the Purå~as is their single
most important contribution to Hindu civilization. Hindus still calculate their ritual calendar
based on Purå~ic time. 

The concept of space in the Purå~as is equally complex. Space is conceived as the egg
of Brahmå (brahmå~∂a), made up of seven concentric spheres. Seven successively higher
heavens where the gods and immortal beings live are situated above the earth, and seven
lower worlds where demons live are below. The earth, on which human beings live, is
located in the middle. On earth the central location is Jamb¨dv⁄pa, surrounded concentri-
cally by six other circular lands separated by seven seas: one each of salt water, milk, gh⁄,
curds, liquor, sugar cane juice, and fresh water. Holy Mount Meru rises in the center of
Jamb¨dv⁄pa. Four lesser mountains support Meru from the four directions: Mandara from
the east, Gandhamådana from the south, Vipula from the west, and Supårçva from the
north. A godly city sits on top of Meru where Brahmå, Vi‚~u, and Çiva dwell, worshiped
by mortals and lesser gods. On the sides of the great mountain in the four major and the
four intermediate directions lie the cities of the lesser gods. The chiefs of those directions
are: Indra in the east, Agni in the southeast, Yama in the south, Nir®ti in the southwest,
Varu~a in the west, Våyu in the northwest, Soma in the north, and Ûçåna in the northeast.
The river Gaπgå falls from the heavens and passes through the lands of Jamb¨dv⁄pa. One
of these lands is Bhåratavar‚a, the ancient name for the land of India, home of the
Bhåratas, named for the legendary progenitor of the Indian people. Bhåratavar‚a is where
proper rituals are performed, and therefore it is called karmabh¨mi, the land of ritual.
Apparently this is where Purå~ic time of the four yugas, dissolution and recreation, operates.
“The Purå~ic picture of space is complex, highly organized and symmetrical. Envisioned
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is a three-dimensional ma~∂ala with the land of Bhårata near the center. . . . The whole is
an imaginative vision of the shape of the cosmos which clearly locates the land of India in
the center of the universe” (Dimmitt and van Buitenen 1978: 28–29).

Hindu ritual performance is oriented to time and space based on the Purå~ic concepts. For
instance, a Bråhma~ householder performing a ritual in India is likely to say that he is
performing the ritual in the first quarter of the yuga of Kali, during the reign of Manu
Vaivasvata. He will mention the particular name of the year in the sixty-year cycle and the
fortnight, light (when the moon is waxing) or dark (when the moon is waning) as the case
may be, and mention the name of the day according to the Purå~ic calendar. He will then
continue by mentioning his location in terms of Purå~ic space in the land of Jamb¨dv⁄pa, in
the area called Bhåratavar‚a, and in the country called Bharatakha~∂a (if he is in the south,
he will orient himself as being south of Mount Meru), and finally he will conclude the chant
by saying that he is performing the ritual in his own house with his wife and children. 

THE NUMBER OF PURÅ¡AS AND 
THEIR CLASSIFICATION

As mentioned earlier, tradition accepts that there are eighteen Purå~as. The fact, however,
is that there are many more, so many that the number one comes up with depends on how
one counts. A verse in the oral tradition about the Purå~as serves as a mnemonic device to
list the eighteen Purå~as. 

bha-dvayam ma-dvayam caiva
bra-trayam va-catu‚†ayam 
a-nå-pa-liπ-ga-k¨-skåni
purå~åni pracak‚yate

Two begin with a “bha,” and two more with a “ma.”
Three begin with a “bra,” four with a “va,”
and one each with “a” “nå,” “pa’, “liπ,” “ga,” “k¨,” and “ska.”
That’s how the names of the Purå~as go, they say.

The Purå~as listed in this verse with their first syllable are: Bhågavata, Bhavi‚ya, Matsya,
Mårka~∂eya, Brahma, Brahmavaivarta, Brahmå~∂a, Vi‚~u, Varåha, Våmana, Våyu,
Agni, Nårada, Padma, Liπga, Garu∂a, K¨rma, and Skanda. 

These eighteen are considered mahå- or great Purå~as, and a further list of eighteen are
called upa- or minor Purå~as. The convention of listing eighteen Purå~as in each group is well
established, even though there are discrepancies as to which Purå~as are included. Some
Purå~as themselves include such a list, and Ludo Rocher observes that Våyu Purå~a begins
a list of eighteen but enumerates only sixteen; it introduces Ådi Purå~a to the list but omits
Liπga Purå~a and, according to one reading, also Agni. The B®haddharma Purå~a announces
eighteen but only lists seventeen and, furthermore, considers Nårada and Våmana Purå~as,
which are normally considered Mahåpurå~as, as Upapurå~as (Rocher 1986: 32). As may be
expected, we find no uniformly accepted list of eighteen Upapurå~as either. 

Classifying texts into mahå and upa appears to be a convenient device to organize the
texts in a schematic order. The prefix mahå- does not necessarily give the text a greater

Purån. a

101



authority, nor the prefix upa- relegate the text to a lower order. Since the name Purå~a
itself elevates the text to a level of infallibility, the question whether a particular text is
called a Mahåpurå~a or an Upapurå~a does not appear to be relevant to determine its
status. The relative status of these texts, actually, seems to be highly contextual, depending
on the area and community in which the text is presented. For instance, James Nye (1985)
notes vastly divergent opinions in the Purå~a texts: we find statements saying that the
Upapurå~as are only appendixes (khila) or a subvariety (upabheda) of the Mahåpurå~as,
while the Paråçara Purå~a goes to the other extreme to state that the Upapurå~as are
greater than the Mahåpurå~as. Furthermore, there are many highly respected texts called
Måhåtmyas such as Gayå Måhåtmya which describe the religious power of a location,
temple, or a river. Some of these texts are found as independent Purå~a texts, and
some as parts of a Purå~a such as Skanda Purå~a. Finally, one finds some Upapurå~as
claiming the status of Mahåpurå~as. Narasiµha Purå~a appears in the list of Mahåpurå~as
in Padma and Bhavi‚ya Purå~as, while Dev⁄bhågavata Purå~a asserts that it is the
real Bhågavata Purå~a and the other Bhågavata Purå~a is merely an Upapurå~a.
V. R. Ramachandra Dikshitar (1951: xiv) considers that the classification of mahå and upa
is a later development, and Rocher suggests that “the distinction between mahåpurå~as
and upapurå~as is not as historically important as it is generally made to be” (1986: 68).

DIALOGICAL STRUCTURE OF THE PURÅ¡AS:
THE PURÅ¡A ETHOS

The Purå~as are framed in a dialogical structure. They are invariably set as a conversation
between an interlocutor and a respondent. For instance, in the Nårada Purå~a,
Romahar‚a~a tells Çaunaka and other ®‚is the story that was originally told to Nårada by
Sanaka. In the Brahma Purå~a, many ®‚is attend a twelve-year sattra yåga, where s¨ta
Romahar‚a~a arrives. The ®‚is ask him: “How did this world come to happen, the moving
and the stable beings, the gods, the antigods, the gandharvas, the yak‚as, the snakes, and
the demons?” (Brahma Purå~a 1.18). In answer to that question, the s¨ta narrates the
Brahma Purå~a. Similarly, in the Varåha Purå~a, s¨ta is the narrator of an original story
narrated by Vi‚~u to P®thiv⁄, the goddess of the earth, when she asks Vi‚~u to tell her how
he, in the form of a boar, Varåha, saved her from the demon. Again in the Vi‚~u Purå~a,
s¨ta narrates what Paråçara (Vyåsa) said when Maitreya asks him: “I am interested in
knowing from you how the world has come into existence and how it will be in the future”
(1.4). The atmosphere of a Purå~a narrative is set in such questions, which are answered
by an all-knowing sage. The readers/listeners perceive the answers as being given for the
benefit of the world. In this framework, which creates an elevated tone and authenticity,
the topics discussed acquire an aura of infallibility.

The topics covered in the Purå~as, as described by Hazra, include: 

glorifications of one or more of the sectarian deities like Brahmå, Vi‚~u, Çiva, . . .
numerous chapters on new myths, and legends, and multifarious topics concerning reli-
gion and society, for instance, duties of the different castes and orders of life, sacra-
ments, customs in general, eatables and non-eatables, duties of women, funeral rites and
ceremonies, impurity on birth and death, sins, penances and expiations, purification of
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things, names and descriptions of hells, results of good and bad deeds . . ., pacifica-
tion of unfavourable planets, donations of various types, dedication of wells, tanks,
and gardens, worship, devotional vows . . ., places of pilgrimage, consecration of
temples and images of gods, initiation, and various mystic rites and practices.

(1962: 246–47)

SÁTA, THE TELLER OF STORIES

S¨ta is ubiquitous as the teller of the Purå~a stories. He is called Romahar‚a~a because he
made his listeners’ hair (roman/loman) stand on end with his engaging narrative skill.
Skanda Purå~a says that Romahar‚a~a’s own hair stood on its end when he heard the sto-
ries from Vyåsa (Kane 1930–62, 5.2: 862). It is well known that s¨ta Ugraçravas, the son of
Romahar‚a~a (or Lomahar‚a~a), narrated the story of the Mahåbhårata to Çaunaka and other
sages in the forest. Other references to s¨ta seem to relate to a caste of people who have a
high position as senior confidants of the king and are very learned even though they do not
have the right to study the Veda. Manu (Manusm®ti 10.11.17) clearly states that s¨ta is of a
mixed-caste origin from a K‚atriya father and Bråhma~ mother. Amarasiµha’s dictionary
lists the word “s¨ta” twice. It is defined, first, as a charioteer (Nåmaliπgånuçåsana 517) and,
the second time, as a son born of a Bråhma~ woman by a K‚atriya father (662). The appear-
ance of s¨ta in the Mahåbhårata and the Purå~as has given rise to a speculation among mod-
ern scholars whether the Purå~as were originally non-Bråhma~ oral texts later appropriated
by Bråhma~s. But Kane (1930–62, 5.2: 862) quotes Kau†ilya’s Arthaçåstra (3.7.29) to dis-
tinguish s¨ta of the Purå~as from the mixed-caste s¨ta. (However, according to Kangle
[1960–65, 2: 215n], the text of the Arthaçåstra is difficult to construe.) R. N. Dandekar
(1985) states that the narrator S¨ta of the Purå~as and the Mahåbhårata is the name of a per-
son and should not be confused with the word that indicates a caste of charioteers. Rocher
quotes two parallel passages from the Våyu and the Padma Purå~as which state that s¨ta’s
special duty is to preserve the genealogies of gods, sages, and glorious kings displayed in the
epics and the Purå~as and, after some discussion, concludes that the status of s¨ta cannot be
ascertained definitively. “Either one tries the synchronic approach: the mixed caste element
explains how the s¨ta could simultaneously fulfill a k‚atriya function, that of a charioteer and
equerry, and a purely brahmanic role, that of bard and singer. Or one looks for a diachronic
explanation: the s¨ta as the son of a k‚atriya father and a brahman mother is a later applica-
tion of the term only, and it was not that of the Våyu and Padma texts . . .” (Rocher 1986: 56). 

PURÅ¡AS IN THE POPULAR UNDERSTANDING
OF THE HINDUS

It is generally stated that the Purå~as are meant for the benefit of women and Ç¨dras who
are not eligible to receive instruction from the Vedas. However, the popularity of
the Purå~as suggests that these texts were read/listened to by all Hindus, including the
highest caste Bråhma~s. Scholars prided themselves on having mastered all the Purå~as,
and poets listed the Purå~as as an important item in their education. The Purå~as were
read/performed in temples and other religious locations. A class of paurå~ika performers
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made it their profession to perform these texts, and they were patronized by kings, local
chiefs, elders of society, and temple authorities. For the average listener, the Purå~as tell
the stories of gods, goddesses, demons, and devotees and the stories of why sacred places
became sacred. They also contain instructions for various rituals and pilgrimages to holy
places. As a repertoire of stories, the Purå~as are unrivaled. The worldviews that are most
characteristic of Hindus are almost completely derived from the teachings of the Purå~as.
Their views of the creation, protection, and dissolution of the universe, the gods who are
responsible for these activities, their views of time and space, cosmological perceptions,
ideas of good and evil, karma and rebirth, the sacred and profane—are all derived from
the Purå~as. The most popular stories known to every Hindu about gods and demons are
from the Purå~as, even though no one, other than Purå~a scholars, cares to remember
which Purå~as tell what story. All the Purå~as merge in the memory of the average Hindu
into one single group of texts. It is from the Purå~as that Hindus know that Lord Nåråya~a
sleeps on the milky ocean, on the thousand-hooded snake, Ådiçe‚a, and that his consort
Lak‚m⁄, the goddess of prosperity, sits by his side serving him. From Vi‚~u’s navel rises
a lotus out of which emanates the four-faced god, Brahmå, who creates the world. The
Vedas come out of his four mouths, and his consort, Sarasvat⁄, is the goddess of speech.
Nåråya~a as Vi‚~u takes avatåras, which include the fish, tortoise, boar, man-lion, dwarf,
Råma, K®‚~a, and Buddha, with a final avatåra of Kalkin yet to come. Again, it is from
the Purå~as that the Hindus know all the stories about Çiva, who lives in the cremation
ground or alternately on the peaks of the Himålayas, wears snakes as ornaments, and is
naked except for the skin of an elephant around his loins. His vehicle is a bull and his con-
sort is Pårvat⁄, the daughter of the Himålayas. The Purå~as also tell the stories of the great
goddess Dev⁄, mother of the universe, fierce to her enemies and compassionate to her
devotees. Essentially, all Hindu religious, political, social, cultural, and even literary
education is derived from the Purå~as. 

Internal contradictions among the Purå~as, however, do not seem to be an issue in the
popular mind. During their performances, paurå~ikas interpret the apparent contradictions
to the satisfaction of their listeners. To quote Janamanci Seshadrisarma, a famous
paurå~ika of the early twentieth century: “The intentions of the Purå~as are deep and not
easily available on the surface. Every action is properly directed in them with appropriate
results. The deities described in them are made to suit the specific eligibility of each person,
but not every Purå~a is meant for everybody. The path for liberation for each person is
different, and therefore the teaching of the Purå~as appears self contradictory” (1931: 15).

THREE KINDS OF PURÅ¡AS

According to the Hindu worldview, all things in creation are made up of three qualities or
gu~as: sattva, a light, gentle, and enlightening quality; rajas, a fierce, dynamic and aggres-
sive quality; and tamas, a dark, dull, and vegetative quality. Even the Purå~a texts have
not escaped this classification. According to the Padma Purå~a, the classification is as
follows: The såttvika Purå~as are Vi‚~u, Nårada, Bhågavata, Garu∂a, Padma, and
Varåha. The råjasika Purå~as are Matsya, K¨rma, Liπga, Brahmå~∂a, Brahmavaivarta,
Bhavi‚ya, Mårka~∂eya, Våmana, and Brahma. The tåmasika Purå~as are Matsya, K¨rma,
Liπga, Çiva, Skanda, and Agni. The såttvika Purå~as are supposed to lead to liberation, the
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råjasika ones to heaven, and the tåmasika ones to hell. It is interesting indeed to note that
texts supposed to be authored by such a great sage as Vyåsa could lead one to hell.
Division of the Purå~as into these three classes is apparently based on the gods favored in
each Purå~a and motivated by sectarian passions of the Vai‚~avas. It is well known that
Hinduism passed through some rather rough periods of sectarian conflict, and obviously
the Purå~as reflect that situation. It would, however, be risky to interpret the sectarian
statements of the Purå~as as their essential meaning because such statements represent
highly contextualized connotations. Rocher has aptly stated that the sectarianism of the
Purå~as should not be interpreted “as exclusivism in favor of one god to the detriment of
others” (1986: 23). The same Purå~a may make a passionately sectarian statement in favor
of one god on one page and a few pages later may make an equally passionate statement
in favor of another god (Rocher 1986: 21–22). Such apparent contradictions, however,
become irrelevant when one realizes that no Purå~a text is ever read from cover to cover
and that a Purå~a performer chooses sections and interprets them appropriately to the
occasion and the audience. This also underscores the fact that part of the problem modern
readers face in interpreting the Purå~as is that protocols of reading have changed, and 
we read every page and every line subjecting them to a uniform valence based on one-
dimensional textual linearity. More on this later. 

THE PURÅ¡AS AND THE BHAKTI TRADITION

Bhakti marked a significant shift in the religious traditions of India, and the Purå~as reflect
this change. As a term, “bhakti” is more a cover word for a variety of personal relation-
ships to a deity rather than a single definitive theological concept. Broadly speaking, the
Bhagavad G⁄tå’s concept of bhakti, which is also stated in the Vi‚~u Purå~a, presents god
as accessible to living beings through a discipline of personal worship and surrender. In
contrast to this, the seventh-century ÅÏvårs of Tamilnadu sang and preached a different
mode of bhakti where human emotions of passionate erotic love and affection are accepted
as modes of worship. Experiencing god through such a passionate personal relationship is
superior to the knowledge one can gain through the study of philosophical texts, the
performance of ritual practices, and the chanting of the Veda. Furthermore, people of all
classes and stations in life, from kings to commoners, from learned Bråhma~s to illiterate
outcastes, men and women—all have equal access to god through this bhakti. In fact, the
lower the station of a person in life, the easier it is for him or her to reach god. This is
clearly a subversive concept in a society based on Bråhma~ic ritual superiority and social
hierarchies. The bhakti of the ÅÏvårs gradually undergoes a Bråhma~ic reformation when
it is incorporated into the Bhågavata Purå~a and becomes a part of the Purå~ic religious
complex. 

THE BHÅGAVATA PURÅ¡A

The bulk of the Bhågavata Purå~a represents what was first told by Vyåsa’s son, Çuka, to
King Parik‚it, son of Abhimanyu of the På~∂ava line. The context of narration is espe-
cially poignant. King Parik‚it was cursed by Sage Ç®πg⁄ to die within seven days from the
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bite of the deadly snake, Tak‚aka. The reason for the curse was that the king playfully
hung a dead snake around the neck of Ç®πg⁄’s father, when the latter was deeply lost
in meditation and did not respond to the king’s inquiries. King Parik‚it, realizing that the
end is near, asks Sage Çuka what a man nearing his death should do. Basically, Çuka’s
answer to this question is the core of the Bhågavata Purå~a. Stories from the Bhågavata
Purå~a have become independently popular and have been retold in many languages and
genres. 

To get acquainted with the message of the Bhågavata Purå~a, let us visit a few of these
stories beginning with the story of Prahlåda. Prahlåda, antigod Hira~yakaçipu’s son,
rejects his father’s beliefs and sings of God Vi‚~u, until his father angrily demands that he
show him where Vi‚~u lives. Prahlåda replies that Vi‚~u is everywhere, he is omnipresent.
Hira~yakaçipu points to a pillar in the assembly hall and sarcastically asks if Vi‚~u is also
present in the pillar and then furiously kicks it. Vi‚~u emerges from the pillar as a half-
man, half-lion and claws Hira~yakaçipu to death. Another story relates how the elephant-
king Gajendra, who is caught by a mighty crocodile, cries to Vi‚~u for help. Vi‚~u appears
and kills the crocodile with his discus. The story of Rukmi~⁄ tells of how she fell in love
with K®‚~a, whom her elder brother Rukmi hated. When Rukmi arranges a marriage for
Rukmi~⁄ with another man, the distressed Rukmi~⁄ sends word to K®‚~a to come and take
her away. K®‚~a appears on the wedding day and takes Rukmi~⁄ away on his chariot,
defeating her brother’s army, which chases after him. All these stories celebrate the supe-
riority of personal devotion to god even at the expense of social status and normal family
relations between father and son, brother and sister, husband and wife. 

The narratives of the Bhågavata Purå~a create an opportunity to celebrate god. The
style in which the stories are told is aimed not so much at informing the readers, as is the
case with the other Purå~as, but of reminding them of what they already know, thus
creating an atmosphere in which they can remember god’s name. At the beginning of each
of these stories King Parik‚it asks Sage Çuka to tell him of a particular event in K®‚~a’s life,
such as his birth or wedding, and then immediately says how wonderful it would be to hear
these stories one more time. Listeners/readers of the Bhågavata Purå~a feel exactly like the
king. They already know these stories but want to adore god one more time.

Acceptance of the bhakti stories, so different from what the earlier texts preach, left
their mark on the Purå~a itself. The emotional/devotional nature of the stories gives the
Purå~a a lyrical quality. The Bhågavata Purå~a is written in a language both more beau-
tiful and at the same more archaic than the other Purå~as. The archaism of this Purå~a, as
J. A. B. van Buitenen (1966: 38) notes, serves to legitimize the late text and gain for it a
degree of ancientness. In fact, the Bhågavata Purå~a itself makes us aware that it is a
different kind of Purå~a in that it lists ten lak‚a~as instead of the usual five that are
supposed to mark a Purå~a (Rocher 1986: 27).

The most popular part of the Bhågavata Purå~a is the tenth chapter, which narrates the
love-games K®‚~a plays in V®ndåvana with his cowherd girls. K®‚~a’s love-games inspired
a number of poems in many regions of India among which the G⁄tå Govinda is the most
well known. Scholars have noted that Rådhå, the most important of K®‚~a’s cowherd girls,
does not have a place in the Bhågavata Purå~a stories. Scholars attribute this absence to
the South Indian origin of the text, whereas Rådhå stories originate from North India. In
addition to being South Indian in origin, it is also claimed that the Bhågavata Purå~a was
a late composition attributed to a certain Vopadeva. 
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THE SKANDA PURÅ¡A

The Skanda Purå~a is in sharp contrast with the Bhågavata Purå~a. If the Bhågavata
expounds the value of bhakti as an experience of total devotion to the deity and rejects the
value of ritual practice, Skanda emphasizes rituals and the power of sacred places. This
Purå~a is largely a collection of stories describing the power of holy places and temples
(Sthalapurå~as). As such, this Purå~a apparently continued to grow as new temples and holy
sites came under the influence of Bråhma~ic Hinduism. This also explains the popularity of
the Skanda Purå~a as well as its segmentary nature because each holy place promoted its
own story under the rubric of this Purå~a. Additions to the Skanda Purå~a are so numerous,
with some as recent as the sixteenth century, that even the native tradition regards this Purå~a
as a “scrap-bag” (Doniger 1993: 59). The expansive Skanda Purå~a is available in two
versions, one made up of kha~∂as and the other made up of saµhitås—each of which con-
tains a number of sub-kha~∂as. The stories in the Skanda Purå~a cover the major Bråhma~ic
holy places in virtually the entire subcontinent. For instance, Kedårakha~∂a and Badr⁄
Måhåtmya cover the Himålayan region, Kåç⁄kha~∂a and Ayodhyå Måhåtmya describe the
holy places in Uttar Pradesh, Åvantyakha~∂a tells of the holy places in Malva, Rajasthan, and
parts of Gujarat, Revakha~∂a relates to the holy places in the Narmadå Valley, Någarakha~∂a
and Prabhasakha~∂a cover the sacred places in Gujarat and other parts of western India,
Puru‚ottamak‚etra Måhåtmya tells the story of Puri in Orissa, Veπka†åcala Måhåtmya and
Setu Måhåtmya describe Tirupati in Andhra Pradesh and Ramesvaram in Tamilnadu. 

One of the notable sections of the Skanda Purå~a is the Kåç⁄kha~∂a, which tells the
story of Kåç⁄ (Banaras). Once, the Vindhya Mountain grew higher and higher in competi-
tion with the Himålayas, and it obstructed the sun and the moon from traveling across the
sky. Time stopped since the sun and the moon stood still. Çiva intervened and asked
Agastya to take care of the problem. The sage and his wife, Lopåmudrå, traveled south
towards the mountain. Seeing the great sage and his wife, the mighty Vindhya bowed to
them in respect. Agastya walked across and asked the mountain to stay bent until his
return, which he never did. This was how the power of the mighty Vindhya Mountain was
subdued. However, Agastya, a long-time resident of Kåç⁄, missed his city and remembered
it by describing its beauty in detail to his wife. It is in this context that the Kåç⁄kha~∂a lists
all the sacred places along the Gaπgå and serves like a guide to the city, including stories
and descriptions for each of its shrines. 

THE OTHER PURÅ¡AS: AGNI AND BHAVIÍYA

Each Purå~a is interesting in its own way (see Rocher 1986: 133–254 for a full survey of
the Purå~as), but I will briefly focus on two because they are very different from the rest.
The Agni Purå~a is extraordinary in that it includes discourses on the science of politics
and statecraft, administrative branches of the state, qualifications of the king, his duties,
the role of his ministers and other officers, the army, and so on. It includes information on
trees and water resources, medicine, and anatomy. Furthermore, it has elaborate chapters
on metrics, poetics, and lexicography. In a way this is an encyclopedic Purå~a. 

The name Bhavi‚ya Purå~a is a contradiction in terms, since purå~a means “old” and
bhavi‚ya, “future.” Cast in a frame of telling events that will take place, this Purå~a,
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to summarize Hazra (1975: 169), tells the stories of Adam, Noah, Nådir Shåh, and
Jalåludd⁄n Akbar. It tells the story of P®thv⁄råja and Jayacandra and goes on to include
information about Varåhamihira, Çaµkaråcårya, Råmånuja, Nimbårka, Madhva, and
Jayadeva. It includes the grammarian Bha††ojid⁄k‚ita, Kab⁄r, and Nånak. It even describes
British rule in India and mentions Calcutta and the parliament. Evidently, the text was
composed after all the events that it purports to predict took place, which makes it a new
and innovative mode of writing history.

COUNTER-PURÅ¡AS

Prominent opposition to the Purå~ic worldview came from the Jainas. The Jainas were
great storytellers and competed with the Bråhma~s in precisely the same narratives, which
the Bråhma~ic religion used for spreading its message. In contrast to the Bråhma~ic
Purå~as, which are composed by anonymous authors under the cover name of Vyåsa and
run into many redactions, the Jaina Purå~as are all written by historically identifiable
authors, and their texts are relatively more fixed and datable. The Jainas used Maharashtri,
Prakrit, Apabhramsa, and Kannada, in addition to Sanskrit, and apparently succeeded in
bringing their versions to the people more successfully than the Bråhma~s. It is possible
that the medieval retellings of the Bråhma~ic Purå~as by Bråhma~ic poets in regional
languages was motivated by the desire of the Bråhma~s to counter the popular reach of the
Jaina versions. To the Jainas goes the credit of questioning the truth-value of the
Bråhma~ic Purå~a stories, continuously offering critical and rational alternatives to them.

The Jaina Purå~as essentially narrate the lives of the sixty-three great men
(tri‚a‚†içalåkåpuru‚a) of the Jaina tradition through which the Jainas will learn the work
of karma according to the Jaina worldview. While this is the larger goal, there is also an
unmistakable interest on the part of the Jainas to create a counter-Purå~a to the major
Bråhma~ic epic narrative. The Jaina Råmåya~a and the Jaina Harivaµça are primary
among such attempts. The Jaina narrative of the Råmåya~a is told in Vimalas¨ri’s
Paumacariya. These texts were not always called Purå~as. They were also called Caritras,
life stories. According to John Cort (1993: 187), the Digambara Jainas called their texts
Purå~as, while the Çvetåmbara Jainas called their texts Caritras, although in some cases
both terms were applied to the same work.

PURÅ¡AS FROM BELOW

Following the established convention of calling narratives that are not fixed in writing or
not written in a standard language, folk narratives, A. K. Ramanujan (1993b: 101–20)
identified several folk mythologies and folk Purå~as. However, there is also a genre of
Purå~a texts relating the origin myths of non-Bråhma~ castes, which are often, if not
always, written in Sanskrit. We can call these Purå~as of the lower castes, who have
moved up in society or had attempted to do so. It is well known in Indian social history
that one of the strategies of upward mobility for a low caste is to create a Sanskrit text and
invent a mythology associating itself with Vyåsa. Rocher (1986: 72) reports a number of
caste Purå~as from Gujarat. In addition, there is a text called the Bhåvanar‚i Purå~a which
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relates the origin of weavers, another called the Viçvakarma Purå~a which tells the story
of the goldsmiths. The Kanyakå Purå~a tells the origin myth of the unity of trading castes,
and the Jåmba Purå~a conveys the caste story of leatherworkers. All these Purå~as are
known in the Telugu-speaking area of Andhra Pradesh, and, except for the Jåmba Purå~a,
all these texts are written in Sanskrit. The Jåmba Purå~a, sung among the Mådiga caste
of leatherworkers, is interesting because it borrows the name Purå~a but is actually a
Telugu oral narrative, a genre often studied by anthropologists and folklorists rather than
by Purå~a scholars. The regional nature of these Purå~as is both an asset and a problem in
coming to a comprehensive understanding of the nature of these texts. An asset because
the texts of these Purå~as are relatively few and do not create major problems in deter-
mining their path of transmission, and a hardship because of the vast areas one has to cover
to collect these regional texts.

Unlike the Bråhma~ic Purå~as, which are written with a view to establishing a
Bråhma~ic ideology, these Purå~as question Bråhma~ic superiority and attempt to upset it.
The lower-caste Purå~as, if written in Sanskrit, closely follow the general style of the
Bråhma~ic Purå~as. The differences are ideological and political rather than textual.
Among these Purå~as, the Purå~a of the goldsmiths, the Viçvakarma Purå~a, attacks the
Bråhma~s for usurping a ritual superiority assigned by god to the Viçvabråhma~s, the gold-
smiths. The Kanyakå Purå~a, the Purå~a of the Koma†is (merchant caste), does not oppose
the Bråhma~s but shows that the Koma†i caste is as pure as the Bråhma~s. The well-known
Basava Purå~a may be studied in this context, even though it is not strictly a caste Purå~a
but a Purå~a of V⁄raçaivites who were virulently anti-Bråhma~ic. The Basava Purå~a,
written in Telugu and Kananda, tells the stories of the militant followers of Basveçvara, the
twelfth-century leader of the Çaivite movement in Karnataka. It also narrates a number of
stories of Çaiva devotees from the earlier Periya Purå~a, written by CêkkiÏår in Tamil
(Narayana Rao 1990).

COLONIAL SCHOLARSHIP OF THE PURÅ¡AS

The early Western scholars of the colonial period, eager to gather religious and cultural
information and knowledge about the Hindus, encountered the Purå~a texts and were
clearly bewildered by their variety, complexity, and multiplicity. As early as 1784, Warren
Hastings commissioned Radhakanta Sarma to prepare a summary of the Purå~as (Rocher
1986: 2). Vans Kennedy, an Englishman in the military service, and Horace Hayman
Wilson spent most of their lives studying this vast body of texts. Wilson employed a small
army of native Sanskrit pa~∂itas to produce detailed indices of the contents of all the
Purå~as. He trained native young men to translate these indices into English and then
examined the original and the translation “and corrected [them] wherever necessary”
(Wilson 1839: 64). In 1840, Wilson published a translation of the Vi‚~u Purå~a with a
scholarly introduction. However, Purå~a studies did not hold a sustained interest for him
because they were not, in their present form, ancient texts such as the Vedas. “They pre-
serve, no doubt, many ancient notions and traditions; but they have been so mixed-up with
foreign matter, intended to favour the popularity of particular forms of worship or articles
of faith, that they cannot be unreservedly recognised as genuine representations of what
we have reason to believe the Purá~as originally were” (Wilson 1961: lvi). Attention to the
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Purå~as was revived when Vincent A. Smith demonstrated that the Vaµçånucarita of the
Matsya Purå~a was basically an accurate record of the ancient Åndhra dynasty. Frederick
Eden Pargiter energetically established the historical validity of the Purå~as, followed by
R. Morton Smith (Rocher 1986: 115–25). Only then did the Purå~as become valuable
because they were believed to be useful in reconstructing the ancient history of India.

However, the general attitude of suspecting the Purå~a texts as reliable records continued.
More bewildering than anything to the colonial scholar was the very nature of their
existence as texts. As serious classical scholars trained in Latin and Greek, the colonial
scholars expected the Purå~as to be concrete written texts with the usual corruptions that
result from centuries of use. Little were they prepared to encounter a tradition whose
concept of text is very different from their own, where texts interact with their oral dis-
courses and where paurå~ikas move through these texts with unfathomable conventions,
and whose practices appeared to Western eyes to be verging on forgery, interpolation, and
textual manipulation. Lack of communication between the two groups of scholars—the
Western Indologists and the native pa~∂itas—developed into irresolvable suspicion of
each others’ methods. As for the colonial scholar, ancient India was great, it was only
contemporary India that was rotten. This belief led to their perception that the texts dete-
riorated in the hands of ignorant transmitters. The ancient texts were magnificent, but the
Purå~as we have at hand are corrupted. 

The Austrian scholar Maurice Winternitz carries this line of thinking and reports the
general view of colonial scholarship. According to his survey, the language of the Purå~as
was sloppy and grammatically flawed, and their content was wildly confusing and full of
meaningless exaggerations. For him the extant texts represent an inferior class of litera-
ture, belonging to the “lower, uneducated priesthood,” who transmitted the Purå~as. 

Still many old sagas of kings and many very late genealogical verses (anuvaµçaçlokas)
and song stanzas (gåthås) of the original bard-poetry have been preserved to us in the
later texts which we have received. And fortunately the compilers of the Purå~as who
worked haphazardly did not disdain what was good and have included in their texts
some dialogues reminiscent of the Upani‚ads in form and content as well as individual
legends and texts of profound thought-content taken from the ancient ascetic 
poetry. . . . Even in the desert of the Purå~a-literature there is no lack of oases.

(Winternitz 1963–83, 1: 507)

However, prejudices of this nature did not last for long as a more sophisticated and
nuanced modern scholarship developed.

MODERN SCHOLARSHIP ON THE PURÅ¡AS

After two hundred years of active and persistent application of Western methods and
progressive training of Indian scholars in Western text-criticism, a highly sophisticated
field of Purå~a study has emerged which should be called modern rather than Western or
Indian, since it includes Indian as well as European scholars. An international group
of philological scholars have rigorously applied principles of text-criticism to a number of
manuscripts and made strenuous and laudable efforts to refine the methods of producing
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critical editions of the Purå~as, including the Mahåbhårata and the Råmåya~a. Scholars
from different countries—Australia, England, France, Germany, India, Italy, and the
Netherlands, to name some, participate in active debate and discussion in this enterprise. 

The idea of producing critical editions has exercised the minds of Indologists for a long
time. Winternitz first expressed the need for a critical edition of the Mahåbhårata at the
11th International Congress of Orientalists in Paris in 1897. In 1908, Heinrich Lüders
submitted an eighteen-page prospectus of the Mahåbhårata, drawing upon twenty-nine
manuscripts. However, nothing came of this until 1920 when Ramakrishna Gopal
Bhandarkar began to work on a critical edition of the Mahåbhårata in Pune. At the com-
pletion of this renowned critical edition, Haraprasad Shastri expressed a fervent hope that
similar editions should be produced for all the Purå~as. Serious work on the Purå~as began
when the All-India Kashiraj Trust was formed under the patronage and guidance of
Vibhuti Narayan Singh, the Mahåråjå of Kåç⁄, which, in addition to producing critical
editions of the Purå~as, also published the journal Purå~am. 

The standards of philological method require that all the available manuscripts of a
particular Purå~a be gathered together and closely examined for variations. Following
strictly established practices of text-criticism, the Ur-text of a Purå~a is theoretically
possible to reconstruct. This model assumes that there was a single author for each of the
Purå~as who produced a single text which was then transmitted throughout a wide area
over a long period of time during which the text acquired scribal errors, textual attritions,
not to mention deliberate interpolations by motivated anonymous authors. 

Controversies regarding critical editions led to a range of opinions regarding the feasi-
bility and usefulness of such editions. On one end were scholars who wanted to adopt the
Western methods to reconstruct as pristine a text as possible, if not exactly the Ur-text of
the Purå~a from which all the other texts of the Purå~a in question took off. On the other
end were scholars who argued that the very idea of a critical edition was wrong and that
texts should be read as they are, in their localities and communities. 

Madeleine Biardeau (1968) opposes the methods of producing critical editions of the
Purå~as and the methods adopted by V. S. Sukthankar in his critical edition of the
Mahåbhårata as well. Following her teacher Sylvain Lévi, Biardeau questions the valid-
ity of making critical editions of texts which are primarily oral and local. She draws a
sharp distinction between the connotations of an oral tradition in the West and in India and
observes that in the West the written word is valued more highly than the oral tradition,
whereas in India it is the oral word (çruti) that is respected as the highest authority.
Furthermore, she asserts that the Purå~as derive their acceptance from the local Bråhma~
communities who use the texts. To erase the pivotal importance of the locally authorized
text in favor of a constructed text because the latter is perceived to be closer to the oldest
possible version is to distort the reality. She points to her experience with the Çr⁄vai‚~avite
Bråhma~s of Simhachalam temple in Andhra Pradesh, who insisted that a certain version
of the Narasiµha and Prahlåda story they tell was, for them, authoritative. They claimed
that their version was from the Skanda Purå~a, while at the same time they had no diffi-
culty admitting that it differed from what appears in the extant version of this Purå~a.
Biardeau maintains that “any locally accepted version is authoritative in its own right”
(1968: 122–23) and should prevail over the version of the so-called critical editions
which are assumed to be older and therefore closer to Vyåsa’s text. Biardeau’s method
raises a different problem in that it leads to a plethora of texts from different regions under
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one name with no unity. To resolve this problem, she suggests that their unity is to
be found in the meaning of the stories and “not in their particular contents or historical
bearing” (1968: 123). She also suggests “the manuscript evidence be checked and strength-
ened through consultations with the people who, even now, have a first hand knowledge
of the . . . purå~as” (Biardeau 1968: 123).

V. M. Bedekar of the All-India Kashiraj Trust responds to Biardeau’s critique by
defending Sukthankar’s methods, strongly insisting that once a tradition is committed to
writing, it is open to textual criticism—irrespective of the fact whether it is oral or written
in its origin. He does not deny that local Bråhma~s hold the power of authorizing their 
version, but that in itself does not cause a problem for the editors of critical editions, since
the latter are not competing for authority, rather they are only producing an edition which
presents the text—in Sukthankar’s words (1933: cii), which Bedekar (1969: 225) quotes—
“in all its variety, all its fullness” (for a survey of the debate, see Coburn 1980). 

Anand Swarup Gupta, also of the All-India Kashiraj Trust, who undertook the prepara-
tion of critical editions of the Våmana, K¨rma, and Varåha Purå~as, steers clear of most
of the debate but firmly rejects the Western methods, including those adopted by
Sukthankar. Gupta questions the assertion that additions made to the Purå~as over time
should be considered “spurious.” Gupta prefers to view them as a natural growth of the
texts and wanted to “keep them in line with the current religious and social ideas of their
times in order to preserve the encyclopaedic nature of the Purå~as and keep them up-to-
date” (1971: xxxi). His project was to reconstruct a single text of a Purå~a based on all the
available manuscripts collected from different regions of the country. “Such single critical
text must be a conflated text by its very nature, but this defect is more than compensated
by giving the readings and variants of all the available versions in the critical apparatus (in
the form of the critical footnotes of a critical edition)” (A. S. Gupta 1971: xxxii). 

Rocher (1986: 99), too, rejects critical editions saying that in so far as the Purå~a tradi-
tion is purely oral, of which only parts were accidentally committed to writing, producing
critical editions based on the standard rules of textual criticism makes little sense.
Elsewhere, he says: “I too have been trained in classical philology in Europe. I too have
learned how to prepare critical editions, comparing manuscripts and reconstructing the
original text—the archetype. But I am prepared to forget all that when it comes to the
Purå~as” (Rocher 1983: 72; emphasis in original).

In contrast to Rocher, however, R. Adriaensen, H. Bakker, and H. Isaacson (1998)
strongly believe in the written text of the Purå~as. In their view there is “no reason to
assume any but a written transmission of the Purå~a, although it is certainly the case that
at times a transmitter’s memory of other similar texts may have had some influence”
(Adriaensen, Bakker, and Isaacson 1998: 38). They categorically state that the oral char-
acter of the Purå~as was exaggerated. They follow the strict philological approach of start-
ing with the oldest available text of the Skanda Purå~a from which they aim to produce
an edition that accurately presents the readings of available manuscripts and a constituted
text that is superior, as a whole, to that found in any of the individual manuscripts
(Adriaensen, Bakker, and Isaacson 1998: 40). They published their first volume of Skanda
Purå~a in 1998, and their work is still in progress. Earlier, in 1995, Greg Bailey (1995:
3–73) had articulated a wholly different approach of working with Purå~a texts in his
Ga~eçapurå~a. Adopting a structuralist methodology, Bailey argued that every single
Purå~a text is a coherent whole and every redaction of it is equally systematic. In response,
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Adriaensen, Bakker, and Isaacson affirm that “It is through philological research based on
manuscripts that this selection on the one hand and substitution on the other, as well as the
intrinsic criteria by which they operated—i.e. the general generic principles of Purå~a lit-
erature—can be brought to light. No structuralistic analysis, taking printed texts for
granted, will ever delve so deep” (1998: 17; see also the Preface by Heinrich von
Stietencron of the Tübingen Purå~a Project in Bailey 1995: ix–xi). Apparently, the debate
concerning the production of critical editions of the Purå~as is not over yet.

DATING THE PURÅ¡AS

Modernity is inseparably connected with historicity, and as such, there is no wonder that a
text without a date causes anxiety to a modern mind. Traditional ideas that connect the
Purå~a with the Veda and therefore consider them dating from the beginning of time while
also presenting a gradual development of the texts in the hands of Vyåsa, his disciples, and
other paurå~ikas sharply clash with the modern positivistic need for a date on a linear time
line. Purå~as as religious texts created by a superior authority in a cyclic time and Purå~as
as empirically verifiable, man-made texts in historical time belong to two different world-
views, and a reconciliation of the two is impossible. Still, scholars made valiant efforts to fix
a date for each of the Purå~as. The early colonial scholars tended to give the Purå~as a rela-
tively late date, while Indian scholars tried to push them as far back as possible. For Wilson,
the Purå~as belong to the late period when Hinduism was developing a sectarian character,
worshiping Çiva or Vi‚~u, and therefore cannot be older than Çaµkara, Råmånuja, Madhva,
and Vallabha. Gradually, a consensus seems to have emerged that there is a great deal of
ancient material in the Purå~as along with very modern material and that composite, ever-
changing texts such as these are impossible to date as whole texts (Rocher 1986: 100–03).
Cornelia Dimmitt and J. A. B. van Buitenen (1978) suggest an innovative idea of dating the
Purå~a material by correlating different sections of the Purå~as with phases of Hindu tradi-
tion as known from other literature. They speculate that 

The oldest material in the Purå~as is contemporaneous with the Vedas, but was
recited either in a different milieu than the brahminic ritual or by persons other than
the brahmin priests. This alternate milieu would be the source of the sm®ti tradition
that gave rise eventually to both epic and Purå~ic collections. Thus the Purå~as,
which share many stories from the epics, the Mahåbhårata in particular, do not derive
from that epic, but from the same body of oral tradition, or sm®ti, whose origins may
be as old as the period of the Vedas.

(Dimmitt and van Buitenen 1978: 5–6)

Dimmitt and van Buitenen go on to suggest that some of the Purå~a material was collected
about 1000 BCE, the period after the Mahåbhårata war, and again during the Gupta period,
that is, fourth to sixth century. More new material continued to be added to the Purå~as
well after the sixth century, and there is no final closing date for the Purå~as (Dimmitt and
van Buitenen 1978: 5–6). Rocher says that despite insurmountable difficulties in dating
individual Purå~as, scholars still assign specific dates to them. He reports dates set by others
in his very erudite and informative book, The Purå~as (Rocher 1986), stating at the same
time that it is not possible to set a specific date for any Purå~a as a whole.
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THE ABSENT PAURÅ¡IKA

Prevailing ideas about critical editions fall on one or the other side of the oral/written
divide. For Rocher, the Purå~as were oral texts that were accidentally written down. For
Adriaensen, Bakker, and Isaacson, they were basically written texts. The fact however is
that they were both. The orality of Indian languages, unlike that of Western languages,
allows for what I call oral literacy. The paurå~ika performer prided himself in his 
scholarship and distinguished himself from the nonliterate performer who sang oral narra-
tives which have no written authority. Every Purå~a says in writing that it was orally told
by s¨ta who himself heard it from an earlier telling by Vyåsa or some such authority.
Nowhere in the long line of transmission of the Purå~a recorded in writing in each Purå~a
text is the act of writing mentioned (except in the case of the Mahåbhårata where Ga~eça
serves as the scribe for Vyåsa). Curiously, then, an authentic Purå~a happens to be a 
written text, which claims in that very writing that it is not a written text. Scholars agree that
no Purå~a is ever performed in its entirety as it is written. A typical paurå~ika, a pa~∂ita
who is well versed in the Purå~a tradition and would be known by different regional
language names throughout India, chooses a section of a Purå~a for a discourse, reads out
a portion of the text in Sanskrit or the regional language, and comments on it, incorporating
material from other similar texts and expanding on their relevance to that specific place and
point in time. The erudition of the paurå~ika allows him to move across many Purå~as with
his memory as the only authority to determine which text he has borrowed from. When such
a paurå~ika serves also as a producer of Purå~a texts, he feels justified in incorporating mate-
rial that he has quoted from other texts into the one he is producing. The style in which
Purå~as were composed, a simple Sanskrit meter called anu‚†ubh, easily allows for moving
substantial portions of one Purå~a text to another Purå~a text. Vyåsa was the author of all
the Purå~as, but the actual producers of the texts were the paurå~ikas who made these texts
and renewed them as context required. Literally thousands of such producers of texts over
a period of hundreds of years worked quietly without seeking any individual recognition
under the imagined direction of the legendary sage Vyåsa. The creativity that went into the
making and remaking of the Purå~as is quite remarkable. 

Elsewhere I draw a distinction between the recorded text and the received text in India
(Narayana Rao 1995). What is recorded on palm leaf, and later on paper, is not the entire
text, it is only a part of it. It acquires its fullness in performance, at which time it is appro-
priately recreated by the paurå~ika, who is trained in reading the Purå~as and interpreting
them. His knowledge, which was not written down, would be crucial in determining the
received text. The recorded Purå~a text tells only part of the story. When the paurå~ikas
who knew the received text disappeared, scholars were left with only the recorded text,
which has become our sole text. Simply reading the recorded text in a linear order, with-
out the training in performing it, scholars found a number of irresolvable contradictions
and discontinuities, not to mention a plethora of scribal errors. But if the early scholars had
actually studied the Purå~a in performance and learned how the trained performer con-
structed and presented a Purå~a in each performance, we would have an entirely different
kind of Purå~a scholarship today. Instead of suspecting the pa~∂itas, the agents of trans-
mission of this tradition from generation to generation, if the early scholars had striven to
understand the nature of this text culture, a whole different way of asking questions would
have emerged. 
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The paurå~ikas who knew this text culture had been initially marginalized and eventually
disappeared from the scholarly scene. So much so that the entire scholarship of the Purå~as
has been conducted viewing these texts as artifacts with little direct interaction with the
users of these texts and their textual practices. The textual activities of this culture—
production, transmission, performance, and reproduction, which includes the training of the
paurå~ikas, the principles and methods of text creation they employed, and the rules
governing such activities—need to be properly understood. In the absence of such an under-
standing, texts collected from their original locations and stacked in the air-conditioned
rooms of libraries and studied in isolation could only give a distorted picture. The Purå~a
culture where hundreds and even thousands of paurå~ikas served as silent authors without
claiming individual recognition—all speaking in the voice of the revered Vyåsa over such
a long period of time in the history of India awaits to be properly understood.
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PART III

THEISTIC AND
DEVOTIONAL MOVEMENTS





C H A P T E R  S I X

ÇAIVA

Gavin Flood
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Çaiva traditions are those whose focus is the deity Çiva, and a Çaiva is a Hindu who
follows the teachings of Çiva (çivaçåsana). These teachings are thought to have been

revealed in sacred scriptures and propagated through the generations in traditions of ritual
observance and theology. Many Çaivas have also worshiped the goddess, Çiva’s consort
and power (çakti), as the esoteric heart of their religion, and it is often impossible to mean-
ingfully distinguish between Çaiva and Çåkta traditions. Every culture creates its own
forms (Castoriadis 1997: 84), and in the following pages I shall discuss the forms that
Çaiva traditions produced and hope to convey something of the Çaiva 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 challenged those norms. On the one
hand, the Çaiva 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, which is a characteristic of
Çaiva traditions. It is in this truly creative dynamic in which Çaiva values are embedded in
social institutions, such as caste and kingship, while simultaneously undermining those
values that the genius of the tradition resides. It is perhaps not a coincidence that this
ambiguity is reflected in the ultimate imaginary signification of the tradition, Çiva himself,
as the erotic ascetic (O’Flaherty 1981), as family man and vagabond, as form and form-
less, and as transcendence and immanence. 

In this chapter I will focus on early Çaiva 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 Çaivism during most of the last millennium, which includes the Nåtha tradition, the
traditions of later North India, and the Siddha or Cittar tradition in Tamilnadu, nor the Çaiva
Vedånta of the Çaµkaråcåryas and their monastic institution (ma†ha). 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 Çaiva tradition is that we must
turn first. 



THE IDEA OF A ÇAIVA TRADITION

The Çaiva understanding of tradition has been to see it in terms of a “stream” (strotas) or
line of transmission of texts and practices flowing through the generations from teacher to
disciple. Another term used is Çaiva “åmnåya,” a classification associating traditions of
scripture with the four directions or a classification of five emanating from the five mouths
of Çiva (Dyczkowski 1988: 66–85; Padoux 1994: 35–40). Such a tradition is transmitted
through textual commentary and exegesis and through the lineage of teachers, the guru
santåna or santati. Another term used in Çåkta or Kula texts is “ovall⁄,” initiatory lineages
(six in number), which are “currents of consciousness” ( jñånapravåha) flowing from a
transcendent source through the founder of the particular lineage. The source of such a
stream or torrent of transmission in the case of the åmnåya is believed to be Çiva. From
him the teachings are generally transmitted to the goddess, and from her through a series
of divine and semidivine intermediaries to the human world, for the kind of knowledge
revealed through revelation is adapted to the abilities of beings to receive it (Målin⁄-
vijayottara Tantra 1.24). For example, the ninth- or tenth-century root text of the Kashmiri
Çaiva tradition, the Målin⁄vijayottara Tantra (1.7), declares itself to be derived from the
“mouth of the supreme lord” (parameçamukha), from where it is transmitted through a
series of intermediaries, namely, the lord Pareça, to the goddess (Dev⁄), thence to her son
Kumåra, who in turn transmits the teachings to Brahmå’s four sons who transmit it to the
human world (Målin⁄vijayottara Tantra 1.2–4, 14). The tenth-century Kashmiri theologian
Abhinavagupta, likewise, traces the guru lineage of the esoteric “family” (kula) tradition to
the four mythical figures, lords Khagendra, K¨rma, Me‚a, and Macchanda, and thence to
Çiva (Tantråloka 29.29–32; Dyczkowski 1988: 62, 68–69; Goudriaan and Gupta 1981: 5).
Similarly, the sage Vasugupta, having received a system of teachings from numerous
perfected male and female beings (siddha and yogin⁄) who made his heart pure, received
teachings from Çiva who revealed in a dream that they were inscribed upon a stone on the
Mahådeva Mountain (namely, the Çivas¨tra) (Çivas¨travimarçin⁄ p. 1). During this trans-
mission process, the teachings are believed to become condensed and accessible to the
limited understanding of the receivers. 

Other examples could be cited, but the point is that tradition in Çaivism is derived from
a divine source and is understood in cosmological terms. Indeed, Çaivism 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 embodiment of this tradition and who is the channel of
divine grace (anugraha) to the community of disciples. The guru lineage or santåna is
therefore an expression of Çiva’s power (çakti) (Çivas¨travimarçin⁄ p. 60), and the guru,
at least in monistic Çaivism, is identified with Çiva as one who liberates beings through
bestowing initiation (d⁄k‚å) and giving power to mantra (mantrav⁄rya) (Spandanir~aya
pp. 52–53). Even in dualistic Çaivism, Çiva enters the guru for the purposes of initiation.
The guru becomes the embodiment of tradition, reveals the supreme, liberating truth
(tattva) to the disciple (Çivas¨travimarçin⁄ p. 59), and reveals the structure of the hierar-
chical cosmos. The Målin⁄vijayottara Tantra defines the guru in these terms: “He who
knows the meaning of all the levels of the cosmos (sarvatattvåni) is the guru equal to me
(matsamaª) [i.e. Çiva], who has taught the illumination of the power of mantra
(mantrav⁄ryaprakåçaª). Men who are touched, spoken to, and seen by him with
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a delighted mind ( pr⁄tacetaså) are released from sin ( påpa) even in seven lifetimes”
(3.10–11). Because of this emphasis on tradition as a stream flowing through the genera-
tions from a divine source into the guru, the distinctions between Çaiva and Çåkta tradi-
tions become blurred. Some texts such as the Yogin⁄h®daya, which forms part of the root
text of the Çr⁄vidyå cult, are clearly Çåkta in orientation. What has become known as
“Kashmir” Çaivism, a nondualistic tradition developing from at least the ninth century,
identifies Çiva with undifferentiated consciousness and also identifies this condition with
a form of the goddess Kål⁄ called Kålasaµkar‚i~⁄ (see p. 129). The more esoteric the Çaiva
traditions are, the more there is a tendency to focus upon the goddess. 

The implications of this for understanding not only Çaiva traditions but also the wider
field of Hindu traditions are great. First, 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 Çiva is believed to flow. Here text
becomes performance and the texts’ teachings embodied in the human guru. Second, 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 (ahaµkåra). It is in this rela-
tionship that the transmission of tradition (and the grace of Çiva) occurs. The boundaries
of the Çaiva and Çåkta 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 Çaiva theologians quoting from a range of sources and borrowing from
different traditions. Abhinavagupta, for example, was initiated into a number of Çaiva
systems, and the Kashmiri theologian Utpalåcårya quotes with approval a text of the
Vai‚~ava Påñcaråtra tradition, the Jayåkhya Saµhitå (Spandaprad⁄pikå pp. 6–7). This is
not to say, of course, that the Çaiva 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 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 classification of revelation,
as we will see, we nevertheless have in the Çaiva understanding 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 Çaiva authors were keen to
make totalizing claims about the universal truth of their teachings, the model of tradition
shared by all Çaiva schools is inherently pluralistic in the idea of the guru lineage while
simultaneously 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
Çaivism and have mostly been associated with groups of texts called Tantra. But there has
also been a more general temple Çaivism associated with Smårta Bråhma~ism. As Alexis
Sanderson (1988: 660–64) has shown, the term “çaiva” is technically restricted to an
initiate into one of the Çaiva systems, while the term “maheçvara” has been used for a
Bråhma~ worshiper of Çiva within the Smårta domain. It is Sanderson’s (1985, 1986,
1988) general mapping of these systems in the early medieval period that I follow here,
although a more complete mapping of the traditions by him, which will revolutionize our
understanding of Çaivism and the history of Hindu traditions more generally, will have to
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wait (Sanderson Nd). But before we trace this history, a few remarks on the earliest
indications of reverence for Çiva and the development of Çaiva traditions are necessary.

EARLY AND PURÅ¡IC ÇAIVISM

Some scholars maintain that the worship of Çiva 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 Çiva. The famous “Paçupati” seal shows a seated, perhaps
ithyphallic, horned figure surrounded by animals. John Marshall (1931, 1: 52) has claimed
that this is a prototype of Çiva as the yogin and Paçupati, the lord of animals. But it is not
clear from the seals that this is a proto-Çiva figure, and Asko Parpola (1994: 248–50) 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 about 3000–2750 BCE. It may be, of course,
that elements of Çiva’s later iconography—such as the crescent moon in his hair—can be
traced to this period, but unless the Indus Valley script is deciphered, these seals can only
be suggestive. There are early textual references to Rudra, arguably a forerunner of Çiva,
one of whose epithets is “auspicious” (çiva), in the ¸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 families and livestock, yet who is also a benevolent healer of disease (¸g Veda
1.43, 1.114, 2.33). A famous hymn in the ¸g Veda, the hundred names of Rudra (çataru-
driya), speaks further of this ambiguous nature, a hymn which is referred to in the Çiva
Purå~a and is still recited in Çiva temples today (Gonda 1980). 

But it is only with the Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad, composed some time prior to the Bhagavad
G⁄tå, that a theism focused upon Rudra-Çiva begins to emerge in the literature. This text is
important in marking a link between the earlier monistic Upani‚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 (måyin) who produces the world
through his power (çakti), yet who transcends his creation. He is the lord who, by his grace
(prasåda), liberates the soul from its journey from body to body due to its actions. The seeds
of Çaiva theology are here, and indeed the terms “guru” and “bhakti” occur for the first time
in the text (Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad 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 Çaiva traditions as we understand them begins to occur during the
period from 200 to 100 BCE. Apart from the Çvetåçvatara, we have references to a Çaiva
devotee, a Çiva Bhågavata, in the grammarian Patañjali’s commentary on the På~ini gram-
mar (A‚†ådhyåy⁄ 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 Çaiva ascetics in the
Mahåbhårata (Bhandarkar 1982: 165). There are also suggestions of Çiva worship on the
coins of Greek, Çåka, and Parthian kings who ruled North India during this period, bear-
ing a bull, a later symbol of Çiva. While little can be inferred from this, it is probable that
adoption of Çaiva traditions of some form accompanied the general “Indianization” of the
foreign, barbarian (mleccha) rulers (La Vallée-Poussin 1930: 239–41). 

During the Gupta dynasty (c.320–50 BCE) the Purå~as developed along with Smårta
Bråhma~ forms of worship (on this, see Bühnemann 1988). The Çaiva Purå~as, most
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notably the Liπga and Çiva Purå~as, contain standard material on genealogy, caste
responsibilities, and cosmology, along with specifically Çaiva topics of installing the
symbol (liπga) of Çiva in temples, descriptions of the forms of Çiva, and material on early
Çaiva sects. The follower of the Purå~ic religion, the Maheçvara referred to by Çaµkara
(Brahmas¨trabhå‚ya 2.2.37), would at death, having led a life of devotion and responsi-
ble enactment of social duties, be transported to Çiva’s heaven (çivaloka) at the top of the
world egg (brahmå~∂a) and so be liberated. This is the Çaiva equivalent of the Vai‚~ava
heaven (vaiku~†ha) where the Purå~ic Vai‚~ava would go at death. Fully orthoprax, the
Maheçvara adhered to the Smårta observance of social duties, the var~åçramadharma,
performed Vedic domestic rites and Purå~ic p¨jå, making vegetarian offerings to ortho-
dox forms of Çiva and using Vedic mantras. He followed the Bråhma~ical 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 Nd).

In contrast to the Bråhma~ householder who followed the Purå~ic Smårta injunctions,
a number of other Çaiva groups are listed in the Purå~as which are on the edges of ortho-
praxy and are even condemned by some texts. These Çaiva sects are classified in quite
complex ways in the Purå~as and other medieval sources—there are references in
Çaµkara’s and Råmånuja’s commentaries on the Brahmas¨tra and in Yåmuna, among
others—but four groups in particular emerge as important. These are the Påçupata,
Lakul⁄ça, Çaiva, and Kåpålika sects. There are variant names for some of these, and they
are also subdivided (Dyczkowski 1988: 16–19; Lorenzen 1991a: 1–12). While the Purå~as
mention these sects and the later Purå~as contain material that is derived from the non-
Vedic revelation of the Tantras, they are often hostile to the non-Purå~ic Çaiva traditions,
partly in reaction to the Tantric tradition’s hostility towards the Vedic; the K¨rma Purå~a
(1.14.30, 1.20.69), for instance, condemns the Påçupata system as heretical (see Dyczkowski
1988: 10–11). A picture therefore emerges of a Purå~ic Çaiva tradition, revering the Vedas
with orthoprax social attitudes, and being confronted by renunicate Çaiva traditions, at first
by the Påçupata sect who threatened Purå~ic tradition but later by more extreme groups.
These alternative Çaiva sects ranged from ascetics who regarded themselves as being within
the Vedic-fold, namely, the Påçupatas and Saiddhåntikas, to groups who consciously
placed themselves outside of that sphere such as the Kåpålikas. It is to these non-Purå~ic
groups that I wish to pay some attention, as it is these groups who have formed the majority
Çaiva traditions and who are still extant in the subcontinent. 

NON-PURÅ¡IC ÇAIVISM

Sanderson has shown that we can make a broad distinction between the Vedic Purå~ic
devotee of Çiva, on the one hand, and the non-Purå~ic Çaiva initiate, on the other. These
latter had undergone an initiation (d⁄k‚å) 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 Çaivas
who follow the outer or higher path (atimårga) and those who follow the path of mantras
(mantramårga). The followers of the atimårga sought only liberation, while the followers
of the mantramårga sought not only liberation but also power and pleasure in higher
worlds (Sanderson 1988: 664–90). Among the groups of the atimårga two are particularly
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important, the Påçupatas and, a subbranch, the Låkulas, from whom another important
sect, the Kålamukhas, developed. 

The Påçupatas are the oldest named Çaiva group, dating probably from around the
second century BCE. They are referred to in the Mahåbhårata (Çåntiparvan 349.64), but
the earliest surviving text of the group is the Påçupatas¨tra, pre-tenth century, with a
commentary by Kau~∂inya. This text was regarded as revelation by the Påçupatas. The
myth behind it is that Çiva entered the corpse of a young Bråhma~ that had been cast into
a cremation ground and reanimated it as Lakul⁄ça (the lord of the staff), who then gave out
the teachings contained in the text to his four disciples. 

These teachings present the Påçupata as an ascetic somewhat on the edges of orthoprax
society, even though such an ascetic had to be a Bråhma~ male who should not speak 
with low castes nor with women (Påçupatas¨tra 1.13). But whereas an ordinary, Vedic
Bråhma~ would pursue the social norms of adherence to duties regarding caste and stage
of life (var~åçramadharma), the Påçupata 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. First, the Påçupata should live within the environs of a Çaiva tem-
ple, bear the mark (liπga) of a Påçupata ascetic, namely, the ashes in which he bathes thrice
daily, and worship Çiva with song, dance, laughter, and mantra repetition. Living on alms,
the aspirant (sådhaka) undertakes the development of virtues, such as not stealing,
celibacy, and not harming creatures by straining water, and so on (Påçupatas¨tra 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 (Påçupatas¨tra 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 ( påpa) will be passed over to his
abusers and their merit (suk®ta) passed over to him (Påçupatas¨tra 3.8–9). In the third
stage of the practice the sådhaka 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
Çiva along with the syllable oµ (Påçupatas¨tra 5.21–24). Through this he unites his soul
with Çiva and gains uninterrupted union for a period of six months (Påçupatas¨tra
5.9–12). Finally, the ascetic withdraws to become a resident in a cremation ground (çmaçå-
navås⁄), where he lives on whatever is available (Påçupatas¨tra 5.30–32) and dies reach-
ing union with Çiva (rudrasåyujya) and the end of sorrow through his grace (Påçupatas¨tra
5.33, 5.40). 

There were more extreme forms of Påçupata religion. The Låkula 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 1988:
665–66). This kind of Çaiva had taken the “great vow” (mahåvrata) or penance for killing a
Bråhma~ in the Dharmaçåstras, namely, living beyond the pale of Vedic society and carry-
ing the skull of his victim for twelve years (Manusm®ti 11.73). This practice is reinforced by
a myth in which Çiva as the terrible Bhairava decapitates Brahmå’s fifth head with his left-
hand thumb because Brahmå had attempted incest with his daughter. The skull sticks to
Bhairava’s hand, and he wanders as the beggar Bhik‚å†ana until he reaches Varanasi where
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the skull falls at Kapålamocana, a site of pilgrimage (t⁄rtha) (Eck 1982: 119). The Låkula
sect gave rise to a further subsect, the Kålamukhas, who were especially dominant in
Kar~å†akå during the eleventh to thirteenth centuries. Indeed they were an important group
here, attracting donations and political patronage for Kålamukha temples and monastic
centers (ma†ha) (Lorenzen 1991a: 97–140). The Kålamukhas in turn probably gave rise to
the important Liπgåyata or V⁄raçaiva tradition, still extant in Karnataka and famous for
their 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 Bråhma~s
within the Vedic order, the Påçupatas believed their teachings to transcend that order. They
went beyond the four stages on life’s way (åçrama) into a fifth stage beyond the fourth
Vedic order, they also saw themselves as being within that order. Similarly, the
Kålamukhas in seemingly rejecting the Vedic world, vividly symbolized by their great vow
as a consequence of Bråhma~icide, were yet at the center of the social order in Kar~å†akå,
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 commu-
nity. 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 mantramårga, 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 BCE, claiming to have the status of revelation and to supercede the
Vedas. Some Tantras acknowledged the Vedas, while others rejected them. The Tantras
were composed in a number of traditions where they are sometimes known by the name
of Ågama in the Çaiva Siddhånta and Saµhitå in the Vai‚~ava Tantric tradition or
Påñcaråtra. There are also a very few Jaina 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 1988: 660–61). As the Buddhist Tantras were translated
into Tibetan, so some of the Çaiva Tantras were translated into Tamil and are used as the
basis for temple rituals in South India to this day. All of the Çaiva traditions of the
mantramårga accept the Tantras, or rather different groups of Tantras, as their textual
basis, although some Çaiva traditions have been more closely aligned to orthoprax,
Bråhma~ical 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 (sådhana) involving ritual and
yoga undertaken after initiation (d⁄k‚å) by a guru but also contain sections on temple
building, architecture, and occasional rites such as funerals. Indeed, each Tantra of the
Çaiva Siddhånta theoretically rests on the four “feet” ( påda) of doctrine (the vidyåpåda or
jñånapåda), yoga, ritual (kriyåpåda), and behavior (cåryapåda), although most texts do
not follow this rather artificial scheme. The majority of the Tantric corpus is concerned
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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
and are concerned with the divinization of the body, with divine energy or power (çakti),
and with possession (åveça) 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 (1985, 1988, Nd) on manuscript
sources will clarify the picture. The Tantras probably originated with groups of ascetics
similar to the Låkula Påçupatas, on the edges of Bråhma~ical 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 Nd). Cremation ground asceticism is
a very old tradition in the subcontinent, and meditation on death is an important feature in
the meditation practice of early Buddhist monks (see, e.g. Norman 1971). The Tantras
became more popular, and Tantric images and ideas become pervasive in later Hindu
traditions. Although generally distancing themselves from the Tantras, the Purå~as
nevertheless absorb Tantric elements (Dyczkowski 1988: 8; Hazra 1975), and Tantric
ideas and practices became absorbed by the eleventh century into mainstream,
Bråhma~ical society and courtly circles. The divine power (çakti) 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 Bråhma~ization of Tantric ideology
and practice. This history has been traced by Sanderson through the sequences of texts and
the divisions of the Çaiva 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 Çaiva Siddhånta,
on the one hand, and the teachings of Bhairava of non-Siddhånta groups, on the other.
While the former, although accepting twenty-eight “dualist” Tantras, adhered to Vedic
social practice and made generally vegetarian offerings to a milder form of Çiva known as
Sadåçiva, the latter accepted a large body of texts which were often hostile to Vedic ortho-
praxy. This distinction between orthoprax and heteroprax Çaivism is identified in the
sources, as Sanderson has shown, as a distinction between traditions of the right (dak‚i~a),
namely, the Çaiva Siddhånta, and traditions of the left (våma), namely, the non-
Saiddhåntika traditions (Sanderson 1995: 18). While the Çaiva Siddhånta is a dualistic tra-
dition, maintaining a distinction between the soul and the lord, the non-Saiddhåntika
groups, especially the tradition known as the Trika, are nondualistic, claiming that the self
and Çiva are identical. This dualistic and nondualistic distinction also applies to the ritual
realm where the Çaiva Siddhånta accepted the Vedic distinction between purity and impu-
rity, remaining within the Vedic rules of purity, whereas the non-Saiddhåntika rejected this
distinction (Sanderson 1995: 17). 

These Çaiva 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 Bråhma~ priests officiated at rites of royal consecration. In Java,
for example, there are early Çaiva inscriptions (732 BCE), and eighth-century Çaiva temples
seemed to have followed ritual patterns found in the subcontinent of bathing the Çiva-liπga
(Dumarçay 1986). In Bali Çaiva temple priests still perform daily rites in which the priest
symbolically becomes Çiva through uttering the five-syllabled mantra “namaª çivåya”
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(homage to Çiva) (Goudriaan and Hookyaas 1971). There are important Tantric Buddhist
texts of Indonesia such as the Kuñjarakar~adharmakathana depicting Çaiva elements but
in a Buddhist context (Nihom 1994: 119–41).

THE ÇAIVA SIDDHÅNTA

The Çaiva Siddhånta forms the fundamental Çaiva system, providing the template for ritual
and theology of all other Çaiva groups within the path of mantras. The tradition may have
originated in Kashmir, where it developed a sophisticated theology propagated by theolo-
gians, such as Sadyojyoti, Bha††a Nåråya~aka~†ha, and his son Bha††a Råmaka~†ha
(c.950–1000 CE). It spread to the south where the Sanskrit scriptures are complemented with
Tamil texts. Here the gnostic, ritual system becomes infused with an emotional devotionalism
(bhakti) characteristic of southern Çaiva Siddhånta, through the Tamil poetry of the Çaiva
saints or NåyaŒårs. Ritual and devotion are accompanied here by theology in works by
Bhojadeva (eleventh century) and Aghoraçiva (twelfth century) (Gengnagel 1996). 

The Çaiva Siddhånta is dualistic (dvaita), maintaining a distinction between the self and
Çiva and claiming that there are three distinct ontological categories, the lord ( pati), the
self ( paçu), and the bond (påça). The lord or Çiva in his form as five-faced Sadåçiva per-
forms the five acts (pañcak®tya) of creation, maintenance, and destruction of the universe,
concealing himself and revealing himself to devotees (Tattvaprakåça 1.7). The self or
“beast” ( paçu) is eternally distinct from Çiva and bound within the cosmos or “bond”
(påça) in the cycle of birth and death by impurity (mala), action (karma), and the material
substratum of the cosmos (måyå). Çiva performs the five acts for his play (kr⁄∂å) and for
the liberation of beings (Tattvaprakåça 6.1). This liberation is attained with the grace (anu-
graha) of Çiva through initiation (d⁄k‚å) by a teacher in whose body Çiva has become
established (åcåryam¨rti‚†ha) (Hulin 1980: 115–17; Tattvaprakåça 1.15). Through initia-
tion and the subsequent actions of daily and occasional rituals performed throughout his
life, the impurity, which is a substance (dravya) covering the soul, is gradually removed,
and the aspirant finally achieves liberation at death through the descent of Çiva’s grace
(çaktipåta). Once liberated, the soul does not merge with Çiva, because of their ontologi-
cal distinction, but becomes equal to Çiva (çivatulya), possessing all of Çiva’s powers of
omniscience and omnipotence but remaining eternally distinct (R. Davis 1991: 83–111;
Sanderson 1995: 39–40). 

There were two initiations which the Çaiva Siddhåntin would undergo, the lesser initiation
(samayad⁄k‚å) into the cult ritual and scriptures and the liberating initiation (nirvå~ad⁄k‚å)
ensuring the soul’s final release (Brunner 1975). While initiation was open to all classes, it
was not open to women who could only participate in Çaiva worship vicariously through the
actions of their husbands and so at death rise up to Çiva’s abode (Sanderson 1995: 35–36).
The daily ritual acts of the Saiddhåntika 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 (bh¨taçuddhi), the creation of a divine body through
imposing mantras upon it (nyåsa), mental or inner worship (antarayåga) in which offerings
are made mentally to the deity, in this case, Sadåçiva, and external worship in which exter-
nal p¨jå is performed. In the Çaiva Siddhånta, the form of Sadåçiva worshiped is consortless,
possessing five faces with three eyes and ten arms, holding a trident, and covered in a tiger
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skin (Netra Tantra 9.19c–25) and, in the Ûçånaçivagurudevapaddhati, is represented as
a beautiful 16-year-old youth (3.14.5d), although there is some variation in the objects held
in his ten hands (3.1–11). This ritual structure is standard, found in both primary scriptures
and in ritual manuals such as Ûçånaçivagurudeva’s and Somaçambhu’s Paddhatis (twelfth
century). The ritual structure in these texts is also found outside the Siddhånta, showing that
some degree of ritual invariance occurs across the Tantric traditions in spite of divergent
theologies and deities (Brunner-Lachaux 1963–98, 3: xxi–xxii; Flood 2002; Padoux 1990:
330–38; Sanderson 1988: 660–704). 

But while the ritual of the Çaiva Siddhåntin is very closely aligned with the normative,
Vedic rites of the Smårta Bråhma~s (Sanderson 1995: 27–38) and the Saiddhåntika
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
(sådhakåbhi‚eka) after the nirvå~ad⁄k‚å (Brunner 1975). In contrast to one who simply
desired liberation at death (mumuk‚u), one desiring powers (bubhuk‚u), technically
referred to as a sådhaka, could take on supererogatory rituals. While this distinction
between the mumuk‚u and the bubhuk‚u does not directly map on to the distinction
between the Çaiva Siddhånta followers of the right and the non-Saiddhåntika groups of the
left because the sådhaka path was an option also within the Siddhånta, it is nevertheless
the case that the non-Saiddhåntika 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 a desired end (kåmya) are integral to the Tantras.
The Svacchanda Tantra, for example, describes rituals for the Sådhaka to attain the goals
of causing the death of enemies (mara~a), ruining his enemies (uccå†ana), the subjugation
of women (vaçikara~a), the power of attraction (åkar‚a~a), and the tranquilizing of super-
natural forces (çånti) (9.46; on these powers, see Goudriaan 1978: 251–412) through the
worship of a particular ferocious form of the god Svacchanda called Ko†aråk‚a or
Aghorah®daya (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 (Svacchanda
Tantra 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-SAIDDHÅNTIKA ÇAIVISM

In contrast to the orthoprax Çaiva Siddhånta, the second major division of the path of
mantras comprises the Bhairava Tantras and their various subdivisions. These texts are
concerned with the Çaivas who worshiped a ferocious form of Çiva called Bhairava and
which originated in ascetic groups living in cremation grounds. These groups are generally
known as Kåpålikas, the “skull-men,” so-called because, like the Låkula Påçupata, they car-
ried a skull-topped staff (kha†våπga) and cranium beginning bowl. Unlike the respectable
Bråhma~ householder of the Çaiva Siddhånta or Smårta tradition, the Kåpålika 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: 200–202). He
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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 Kåpålika was often lampooned, but his continued
existence, although in small numbers, into the present in the form of the Aghor⁄ ascetics of
Varanasi bears witness to the power of this tradition (Parry 1994: 251–64). 

Within this broad purview of Kåpålika Çaivism or the Çaivism of the left, a number of
distinct traditions developed during the early medieval period, especially the Kaula, Krama,
and Trika traditions, which form part of the Kula ensemble. These originated in cremation
ground asceticism but became incorporated 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: 21–23). But in order to understand the distance of
these Çaiva groups from the Siddhånta let us look at the Krama tradition first.

The Krama or “gradation” tradition existed in Kashmir where it is known about through
the works of the author Abhinavagupta (c.975–1025 CE) and the anonymous
Mahånayaprakåça which can be dated between the late tenth and thirteenth centuries. In
contrast to the Çaiva Siddhånta in which Sadåçiva is worshiped without a consort, in the
Krama system the goddess is worshiped without a male consort as a form of Kål⁄
(Kålasaµkar‚i~⁄), surrounded by a retinue of twelve identical forms (Sanderson 1986:
197–98). Within the Krama system these forms are identified with emanations 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 (vikåsa) of the cosmos in manifestation is the contraction
(saµkoca) of consciousness, while conversely the contraction of manifestation becomes the
expansion of consciousness (Tantrasåra pp. 29–30; see also Silburn 1975: 134–90, 193–94).
The explanation of existence is to be found in these goddesses who are the impulse (udyoga)
for experience, its manifestation (avabhåsana), the tasting of it (carva~a), and finally its
destruction (vilåpana) (Spandanir~aya 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 particularly important form of
Çaivism which came to dominate Kashmir and is generally understood as “Kashmir”
Çaivism. This form of Çaivism was absorbed into the householder life in Kashmir and
developed a sophisticated theology that became known as the Recognition school
(pratyabhijñå). It was strongly influential on the Çaivism of the south and on the goddess
tradition of the Çr⁄vidyå. The root text of the tradition is the Målin⁄vijayottara Tantra,
around which text Abhinavagupta centered his monumental exposition, the Tantråloka,
and two other works, the Tantrasåra and his commentary on the text, Målin⁄çlokavårttika.
Abhinavagupta claimed that the text is the essence of the nondualist Tantras, although
Sanderson (1992: 291–306) has argued that the text itself is in fact dualistic in its orienta-
tion. Sanderson (1995: 22) observes that Abhinavagupta’s basing his teaching on this text
shows his desire to ground his idealism in a text that had wide circulation and appeal. This
idealism comprised the central claim that all manifestation, including the self, is identical
with the pure consciousness (saµvit, caitanya) of Çiva and to therefore qualify the
Saiddhåntika distinction between lord, self, and bond. Liberation is not becoming equal to
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Çiva, as the Siddhånta believed, but the realization of the nondistinction between self and
Çiva or Kål⁄ as absolute consciousness. 

To show that this realization is the overall goal of practice (sådhana), Abhinavagupta
adopted the Trika pantheon of three goddesses, Parå, Paråparå, and Aparå, from where the
tradition derives its name, showing that they are all manifestations of consciousness.
Consciousness is at the esoteric heart of the Trika which Abhinavagupta identified with the
Krama goddess Kålasaµkar‚i~⁄, and this rejection of dualism at a theological level is
reflected in the rejection of the dualism of purity and impurity at a ritual level.
Abhinavagupta distinguished between two ritual systems, the normative rite of the Trika
householder (the tantraprakriyå) and the optional esoteric rites which flaunted Vedic purity
rules (the kulaprakriyå). The former was enjoined on the Trika initiate and involved the wor-
ship and internalization of a ritual diagram in the form of a trident (triç¨låbjama~∂ala)
whose prongs were identified with the three goddesses stemming from pure consciousness
of the fourth goddess Kålasaµkar‚i~⁄ (Sanderson 1986). This normative Trika rite followed
the pattern of Saiddhåntika daily worship. But for the suitable person (adhikårin) the
supererogatory rite of the kulaprakriyå was possible in order to achieve gradual perfection
(siddhikrama) which would otherwise take thousands of years with floods of mantras
(Tantråloka 29.1–3). This rite involved making offerings of meat, wine, and sex (Tantråloka
29.97–98), ritually anathema to the orthoprax Bråhma~, with a partner or “messenger”
(d¨t⁄) who was regarded as the sådhaka’s “door” (dvåra) to realizing the wonder
(camatkåra) of pure consciousness (Tantråloka 29.115b–17). The sådhaka and his ritual
partner thereby recapitulated the union (yåmala) of Çiva and his female power, Çakti, and the
pleasure of their union reflected the universal joy ( jagadånanda) 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 substances, urine, semen, menstrual blood,
feces, and phlegm, along with other substances polluting to the Bråhma~, such as garlic and
onions (Sanderson 1995: 82). The Trika goddesses were so powerful that they must be
placated with offerings of blood and alcohol, only after which could ordinary offerings of
flowers and incense be made (Tantråloka 26.51c–53b, cited in 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 initiate should be inter-
nally a Kaula (that is, a practitioner of the secret rite) and externally a Çaiva and Vedic in his
social practice (Tantrålokaviveka vol. 3, pp. 27, 277–78, cited in Sanderson 1985: 205). 

The Trika was very successful in Kashmir and its theologians succeeded in making their
interpretation of the scriptures predominant. With Muslim invasion in the eleventh century
the tradition became greatly eroded, but there is still a Çaiva householder tradition in
Kashmir (Madan 1987) and until recently a living representative of the Recognition school
in Svåm⁄ Lakshman Joo. But while the Trika and Krama schools were important within
ascetic and intellectual circles, the majority of Çaivas followed less demanding forms of
religion in the popular cults of Çiva. 

POPULAR ÇAIVISM

Alongside the Trika was the popular worship of Çiva in the Kashmir Valley as
Svacchandabhairava. His cult, expressed in the Svacchandabhairava Tantra, has continued
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to the present and is closely connected with the cult of the lord of the eye (Netranåtha)
found in the Netra Tantra. Both of these texts show concerns with special rites of protec-
tion, exorcism, and rites for a desired goal (kåmya), 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 Çaiva Siddhånta, the latter contained the worship of impure forms
of the deity. The majority of all Çaivas were probably followers of these cults rather than
the more esoteric and demanding Trika and Krama (Sanderson 1995: 22–23). Although
popular, these texts present quite complex systems of visualization (Brunner 1974), and
their deities as emanations of Netranåtha tend to be ferocious, a characteristic of the
Kåpålika cults. The Netra Tantra, although the text itself has connections with royalty,
also bears witness to popular possession and exorcism rites which were probably perva-
sive among lower social levels. Indeed, one of the main tasks of the orthoprax Bråhma~ was
to prevent possession. These “demons” (bh¨ta) and powerful female deities or “mothers”
(måt®) enter through the “hole” (chidra) of the shadow of impure men and women whose
behavior is bad (duråcåra) and who have neglected their ritual obligations, so causing the
evil eye (d®‚tipåta) to fall upon them (Netra Tantra 19.34, 19.45–46). 

The classification of possessing beings in the sources is a fascinating example of the
way in which cosmological taxonomies link in to Çaiva cosmological structures. The
Netra Tantra and the Kashmiri Çaiva theologian K‚emaråja’s commentary list several
classes of being who possess and who must be appeased through different ritual offerings.
These beings include a class of female deities called “mothers” (måt®), the “removers”
(vinåyaka), “demon-grabbers” (bh¨tagraha), and others (Netra Tantra 19.55–80 and com-
mentary), who are classified in a broader scheme depending upon their motives for
possession. Thus there are those desirous of meat offerings (balikåma), those desirous of
sexual pleasure (bhoktukåma), and those desiring to harm and kill (hantukåma)
(Netratantroddyota p. 168). These malevolent powers are within the cosmic hierarchy
assumed by the Çaiva systems. They exist within a family (kula) of powers with a deity at
the head and are indeed particles or fragments (aµça) of that higher being. Through
appeasing the lord of the family of the possessor, the possessor leaves the possessed person
(Netra Tantra 19.80b–81a). For example, if possessed by the Vinåyakas, one worships
their Lord Vighneça (i.e. Ga~eça), offering him sweetmeat, meat, and plenty of alcohol
(Netra Tantra 19.63–65). Or if possessed by the innumerable måt®s who desire to do harm,
then one should perform worship ( prap¨jayet) for the great mothers (mahåmåt®), namely,
the famous seven or eight goddesses Brahm⁄, Maheçvar⁄, and so on, from whose wombs
they have originated (Netra Tantra 19.55–56). 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 (Netratantroddyota 9.59–61a), then also are the lower manifestations. 

While the Netra Tantra is from the north, similar concerns are shown in the Çaiva
Siddhånta ritual treatise, probably composed in Kerala, the Ûçånaçivagurudevapaddhati.
This is the only Saiddhåntika text that I am aware of that deals with possession and exor-
cism and contains a typology of supernatural beings, although the Kerala medical text, the
Tantrasårasaµgraha (12.9–11), knows the same typology. The text has eighteen types of
powers who can possess (Ûçånaçivagurudevapaddhati 2.42.1), although the typology is
different from that of the northern text. Ûçånaçivagurudeva does classify them broadly into
those desiring sexual pleasure (ratikåma) and those wanting to kill (hantukåma). These
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beings are everywhere, in rivers, gardens, mountains, lakes, empty places, cremation
grounds, and temples (Ûçånaçivagurudevapaddhati 2.42.3b–4). The text goes on to
describe the kinds of people these beings attack, usually people on the social margins or
in vulnerable 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, and
who are filled with passion, intoxicated, pregnant, or prostitutes (Ûçånaçivagurudevapad-
dhati 2.42.5b–8). That is, possession happens to those who are or are potentially outside
of social control, as women’s sexuality was perceived to be by the male-oriented Çaiva
Bråhma~ism. Indeed, women’s sexuality was a threat to Bråhma~ical order because,
according to the Påçupatas¨tra (9, commentary p. 66), it is beyond the control of the scrip-
tures. The Ûçånaçivagurudevapaddhati also makes clear that possession is caste related.
Thus there are demons who specifically possess Bråhma~s (brahmaråk‚asa), warriors
(k‚atriyagraha), and so on (Ûçånaçivagurudevapaddhati 2.42.26–29), 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 bh¨ta will then go
(Ûçånaçivagurudevapaddhati 2.43.3), or he should make an ersatz body of the possessor
and pierce it with sharp sticks (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 (Ûçånaçivagurudevapaddhati 2.43.28–30). The construction and
use of mantras is a striking feature of this tradition, and for exorcising especially power-
ful beings, the text gives distorted or garbled mantras (Ûçånaçivagurudevapaddhati
2.43.83). In dealing with local, possessing deities, the text also thereby expresses 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 Çaiva cults of possession and exorcism are an important aspect of the tradition,
which show links between religion, healing, and social comment. Possession is linked to
the diagnosis of disease and the prescription of mantras; the mantravåda in Kerala, for
example, is related to the Åyurveda. Indeed, it is these aspects of tradition which, while
being local in origin, have traveled to other areas. The Çaiva exorcist deity Kha∂garåva~a,
for example, in the text of the Kumåra 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 although the
Ûçånaçivagurudevapaddhati is concerned with possession and exorcism, most of the text
is devoted to the more usual concerns of the Çaiva Siddhånta, its temple ritual and deities. 

THE SOUTHERN ÇAIVA SIDDHÅNTA

By the eleventh century, Çaiva Siddhånta had faded in Kashmir but developed in
Tamilnadu, where it exists to the present time. Here in the south the dualist tradition
merged with the Tamil devotionalism of the sixty-three Çaiva saints, the NåyaŒårs.
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Çaivism 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 Çaiva religious imaginaire. This devotional poetry is still sung in temples
throughout South India. It was in the south that Çaivism had royal patronage in the CôÏa
dynasty (c.870–1280 CE), with the great Çaiva temples at Cidambaram, Tanjavur,
Darasuram, and Gangaikondacolapuram thriving, and the famous CôÏa bronzes developed.
At Cidambaram, 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 nå†u (Stein 1980). But even here
where Çaivism became aligned with an ideology of royal power and the king was thought
to embody the power (çakti) of the lord, Çaivism not only upheld Vedic norms but simul-
taneously undermined them in a devotionalism where the devotee transcends his birth to
fall in love with his lord. It is these two aspects of Çaiva Siddhånta 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 also centers of political power and 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 consciousness,” where Çiva is installed, not as in all other
Çiva temples in the aniconic form of the liπga, but as the dancing Çiva (Na†aråja). Here he
is installed along with a bronze icon of his consort Çivakåmasundar⁄ and, in contrast to
fixed icons, is paraded on festival occasions (D. Smith 1996: 10). Like other Çaiva
temples, Cidambaram had a group of texts associated with it, extolling its virtues and nar-
rating its mythology, namely, the twelfth-century Cidambara Måhåtmya along with four
Sthalapurånas, a Tamil translation of the former text, and Umåpati Çivåcårya’s hymn of
praise to Na†aråja (D. Smith 1996: 8–9). Through these texts and the popular imagination,
Cidambaram became incorporated into the sacred geography of Tamilnadu. 

Although the Çaiva Siddhånta has been the predominant form of theology and ritual in
southern Çaivism and Cidambaram was an important center for this theology, the temple
and its rites are not sectarian in a strict sense. Indeed, the community of Bråhma~s who
perform six daily rituals to Na†aråja claim that they follow Vedic practice rather than
Tantric or Ågamic. They thereby differentiate themselves from the hereditary priests at
other Çaiva Siddhånta temples, the arccakaŒs, who follow the Tantric or Ågamic rites of
the texts we have discussed. The D⁄k‚itas (Tamil D⁄†citars), as they are called, are an
endogamous community, who perform rites accompanied by Smårta Bråhma~s or Aiyars
who are qualified to perform recitation of the Vedas (Younger 1995: 13–24). These rites
are quite elaborate and involve the performance of p¨jå to a crystal liπga transported out
from the inner sanctum of the bronze Na†aråja to an outer porch where ablutions are made
over it (abhi‚eka). It is then returned to the inner shrine, and p¨jå to the icon of Na†aråja
himself is performed, involving the offering of lights (d⁄pa), sound, and, at certain times
of the day, food (naivedya). During one of the evening p¨jås low-caste singers, the
ôtuvårs, sing Tamil devotional hymns before the icon, as they do elsewhere throughout
Tamilnadu. 

While Tamil Çaivism is strongly associated with royal power and the upholding
of orthoprax values, as we can see at Cidambaram, it simultaneously undermines those
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values through its emphasis on popular devotion. We can see this in the context when
a caste of singers, the ôtuvårs, sing hymns to the icon of Çiva and during the great festival
when the icons of Na†aråja and his consort are paraded through the streets by Vê¬å¬as,
outside of Bråhma~ical control (Younger 1995: 60–63). In one sense festival transgression
of formal boundaries can serve to reinforce those boundaries, but in another sense the
carnival disrupts hierarchy and in it we can hear voices otherwise occluded. Indeed, it is
these voices that are articulated in much of the devotional poetry of the NåyaŒårs, which
partly developed against the oppression of the lower castes in the feudalism of the southern
kingdoms. 

The NåyaŒårs were often low caste themselves, composing love songs to Çiva 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, unmatta) with devotion. The texts of the NåyaŒårs are
incorporated into the canon of the southern Çaiva Siddhånta, the TirumuÌai, which also con-
tains Çaiva Siddhånta çåstras in Tamil (Peterson 1989: 52–59; Zvelebil 1975). Among the
NåyaŒårs represented, the most famous is Må~ikkavåcakar dated by tradition to the fifth
century, who composed the “sacred verses” (Tiruvåcakam) and whose twenty-verse hymn,
the Tiruvempåvai, is still recited in temples today. Må~ikkavåcakar is the most revered saint
of Tamil Çaivism. He was a court official in Madurai but retired to a life of meditation at
Cidamabram, 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 ôtuvårs,
particularly the later Têvåram (Peterson 1989). The following is an example from the
NåyaŒår Appar, who expresses a devotional sentiment specific to a place, to the particular
temple in which Çiva dwells (Peterson 1989: 210):

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 Ve~~i’s ancient city,
a flood of ambrosia
wells up in my tongue. 

This kind of devotionalism, so typical of the bhakti movement, spread from Tamilnadu to
neighboring Karnataka where the Liπgåyata or V⁄raçaiva sect was founded by Basava
(c.1106–67 CE), although there was some continuity with the Kålamukha sect (see
pp. 123–25). As in Tamilnadu, this form of Çaivism is highly devotional, and the bhakti
movement instigated by Basava was against asceticism (as would have been practiced by
the Kålamukhas), against caste, and against formal, temple worship, preferring instead an
immediate relationship between devotee and lord symbolized by a small liπga worn
around the neck. As in Tamilnadu, beautiful devotional poetry was composed in Kannada
to Çiva and his forms (Ramanujan 1973). The fusion of bhakti with Tantric ritual that
occurred in the Tamil Çaiva Siddhånta and Liπgåyatas of Karnataka provided a rich mix
that gave expression to both a popular religiosity and to formal, Bråhma~ical Tantric ritual.
There is a fusion of the two in that the personal religion of bhakti becomes formalized and
incorporated into temple ritual structure. 
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Çaiva Siddhånta temple ritual found its way into Kerala where the Namb¨diri
Bråhma~s, akin to the Tamil arccakaŒs, developed a distinctive form of temple Tantrism
based on a fifteenth-century Tantrasamuccaya by Cênnåsu Nåråya~am Namp¨tirippå†u,
although some families use the Ûçånaçivagurudevapaddhati (Freeman 1999). This tradi-
tion is not strictly Çaiva but a synthesis of traditions focusing on the temple worship of
Çiva, Vi‚~u, Ga~eça, Dev⁄, and low-caste regional goddesses. 

In the Çaiva Siddhånta of the south and in the related Kerala Tantrism, we see traditions
which formally align themselves with adherence to Vedic worship and social mores
(var~åçramadharma) 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 Çaiva
Siddhånta 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 Çaiva history so far, it is to the patterns of Çaiva practice that we must now turn.

ÇAIVA TEMPLE RITUAL

While personal yoga and private ritual for both liberation and power must not be forgot-
ten in Çaiva traditions, it is the ritual life of the temple that provides its wider social coher-
ence. The Çaiva Siddhånta is the basic ritual and theological structure to which the other
Tantric traditions respond and build. Many of the Çaiva Siddhånta Tantras and manuals
are concerned with temple ritual such as the Rauravottarågama, while others such as the
M®gendra are not concerned with temples but with personal practice under the direction
of a teacher. The Rauravottara describes various styles of temple and the rites for the
installation of the temple and of deities within it ( prati‚†hå). The deities of the directions
(dinm¨rti) are first established and then others may be installed in the vicinity of the
central shrine, namely, the gods Ga~eça, Dak‚i~åm¨rti, Vi‚~u, Brahmå, and Durgå.
Finally, the liπga is installed as the central icon of Çiva. The liπga is regarded as the
highest, undifferentiated (ni‚kala) form of Çiva in contrast to the anthropomorphic form
which is differentiated (sakala). The liπga with a face or faces is a mixture of both
(sakalani‚kala) (R. Davis 1991: 121–22). 

There are different kinds of liπga for different kinds of temple, and an elaborate
typology is offered in the Rauravottara (chapter 15). Abhinavagupta offers an esoteric
interpretation of the liπga as being unmanifest (avyakta) where it is equated with
absolute consciousness or the “supreme heart of tranquility” (viçråntih®dayam param),
manifest-unmanifest (vyaktåvyakta) when identified with the body, and manifest (vyakta)
as an outer symbol (Tantråloka 5.117a). It is with the outer symbol and its worship that
the Çaiva Siddhånta 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 (vedikå)
constructed, firepits (ku~∂a) placed around it, the deity invoked in the icon, the icon bathed
(abhi‚eka), priests honored, and Bråhma~s fed (Bhatt 1982: cxii). Daily rites are thereafter
performed, involving bathing the icon, its decoration, the offering of vegetarian food
(naivedya) to the accompaniment of ringing bells, the vision (darçana) of the deity for
devotees, and the offering of light (d⁄pa). 
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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 under-
taken. Many dualistic Tantras have sections on yoga (the yogapåda), often virtually iden-
tical to the Yoga of Patañjali, and some Çaiva Siddhånta texts are devoted to yoga such as
Jñånaprakåça’s Çivayogaratna (Michaël 1975). But in nondualistic Çaivism 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 (upåya): the “non-
means” or the pathless path (anupåya), the divine means (çåmbhavopåya), the way of
energy (çåktopåya), and the individual means (å~avopåya) (see Dyczkowski 1987:
163–218). This structure, the oldest description of which is in the Målin⁄vijayottara Tantra
(2.21–23) where they are called “immersions” or “possessions” (samåveça), was used by
the monistic Çaivas Abhinavagupta and K‚emaråja as a lens through which to view the
earlier tradition. Thus K‚emaråja uses the scheme as a way of organizing the Çivas¨tra.
The classification of the three upåyas relates to the three perceived human and divine
faculties of desire or will (icchå), cognition ( jñåna), and action (kriyå). Thus the
çåmbhavopåya 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 induc-
ing pain by scratching the arm with a sharp instrument (Vijñånabhairava 93), through the
arising of sexual desire (41, 73), and so on. Abhinavagupta even says that thought-
shattering energy (v⁄rya) can arise in the heart upon seeing a loved one unexpectedly
(Paråtr⁄çikåvivara~a p. 16). In fact, any emotional situation is potentially transformative. 

While the Målin⁄vijayottara Tantra (2.25a) says that the ways are identical as to goal
but differ as to method, Abhinavagupta and his commentator Jayaratha claim that the
upåyas form a graded hierarchy (upåyayogakramatå) (Tantråloka 13.157), with the indi-
vidual means at the bottom and the nonmeans at the top. But Abhinavagupta also observes
elsewhere that because of his extreme monism, there cannot really be any hierarchical gra-
dation; any hierarchy (uttaratva) contains the delusion of dualism (Paråtr⁄çikåvivara~a
p. 8). This idea is reflected in the last method, which is no method. The anupåya is the real-
ization of the nonduality of self and Çiva 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 (çaktipåta) and realization that
consciousness 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 nonexistence 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.

(Tantrasåra 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 (upåyajåla) cannot illumine Çiva (Tantrasåra p. 9). The monistic Çaivism of
Kashmir regarded this as its highest truth. If there is one reality only, then there can be no
distinction between knower (vedaka) and object of knowledge (vedya) and nothing which
is impure (Çivas¨travimarçin⁄ p. 8). Abhinavagupta is certainly aware of this problem. If
the lord is equidistant from all points, then 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 Saiddhåntikas and the Buddhists, in theology.

ÇAIVA THEOLOGY

Çaivism developed a sophisticated theology articulated in commentaries on its sacred
texts. The Çaiva Siddhånta’s most important theologians in its early years were Sadyojyoti
(eighth century), Bha††a Råmaka~†ha (c.950–1000 CE), and Bhojadeva (eleventh century).
These theologians through their textual hermeneutics argued for a dualism regarding the
self and lord which the nondualist theologians of the Pratyabhijñå attempted to refute.
There was rigorous debate between these two theologies, although the monists succeeded
in supplanting the Siddhånta 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 Saiddhåntikas 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 Çiva, whereupon it will achieve equality with him and
not be reborn again. In his Nareçvarapar⁄k‚a, Sadyojyoti 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 (Nareçvarapar⁄k‚a 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 (Nareçvarapar⁄k‚a 1.13).
He thereby argues against the monists from a pragmatic perspective of common experi-
ence as well as against the Buddhist view that there is no self but only a series of momen-
tary perceptions. Sadyojyoti also goes on to argue, against the M⁄måµså, 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 (Nareçvarapar⁄k‚a 3.76). This view of the self as distinct is
constantly refuted by the nondualists of the Pratyabhijñå who systematically present a non-
dual interpretation of sacred scripture and argue their position in independent treatises.
Perhaps the best introduction to this theology is K‚emaråja’s Pratyabhijñåh®daya, a
commentary on his own verses arguing against other theological positions.

Apart from the nature of the self and its relation to the divine, the second major area of
disagreement between the Çaiva Siddhånta and the Pratyabhijñå was over the status of
matter or rather the substrate of matter, måyå. Both regard måyå 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 Saiddhåntikas, mahåmåyå or the “drop”
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(bindu), while in the lower or impure creation it is called måyå. For the Siddhånta måyå 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 Vidyeçvaras) to create the cosmos.
Måyå is thus the material cause of the universe (upadånakåra~a), whereas Çiva is only
the efficient cause (nimittakåra~a). For the Pratyabhijñå, by contrast, måyå is not a
substance but a manifestation of pure consciousness or indeed identical with pure
consciousness. The consequences of these doctrines were the theological justification of
their practices. For the Siddhånta 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 Pratyabhijñå 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: 283–87). 

The methods whereby these doctrines were established were generally through com-
mentary 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 K‚emaråja on the Svacchanda
Tantra and Bha††a Råmaka~†ha on the Kira~a Tantra, excused this “language of the lord”
(aiça) as a kind of disruption of language due to its sacredness (Goodall 1998: lxv–lxxi).
Through their commentaries the Çaiva theologians clarified the doctrines of their own
schools by drawing upon a full apparatus of techniques open to Hindu philosophical analy-
sis. For example, as Sanderson (1995: 59–65) and Eivind Kahrs (1998) have shown,
Abhinavagupta and K‚emaråja use a method called nirvacana, an interpretive device
whereby the name of a thing is analyzed into its component parts to reveal its true nature.
Through this method K‚emaråja interprets the names of deities and their mantras in an
esoteric sense, thereby linking language and metaphysics. For example, Kahrs (1998: 86–89)
cites K‚emaråja’s analysis of the term “Bhairava” in his commentary 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 Çaiva history, practice, and doctrine shows the diversity of the traditions.
Yet it also shows a distinctive religious imaginaire that sets Çaivism apart from other
Hindu traditions. I have focused on what I would regard as the most important develop-
ments, but this treatment is not of course exhaustive or even comprehensive. For example,
there is a fascinating history of groups of yog⁄s known as Nåthas or Siddhas, which has
been strongly influenced by Çaivism, and a rich history of Çaiva tradition in Southeast Asia
(see White 1996). Until the last thirty years or so Çaivism was often only given cursory
treatment in the history of Hinduism. 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 Çaiva Siddhånta, and scholarly interest in Çaivism exists
at many major centers of learning. The study of Çaivism has contributed to our wider
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understanding of Hindu traditions in showing the importance of non-Vedic, Tantric tradition
and the incoherence of the term “Hinduism” in a historical context. 

As regards Çaivism itself, the Çaiva Siddhånta still provides the ritual template of temple
worship in the south and is a form of Çaivism that has come to America in a new form as
the Church of the Çaiva Siddhånta. The nondualistic Çaiva traditions have been eroded over
time, although the Pratyabhijñå still has some followers and has become a tradition in the
West, where it has influenced a number of contemporary groups, particularly Siddha Yoga
and the Nityånanda Institute of Svåm⁄ Cetanånanda. The image of Çiva is now deeply
embedded as a cross-cultural icon. It remains to be seen the extent to which traditional
forms of Çaivism will be eroded in India and to what extent it will be transformed in the
global, new religious context.
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N

ÇÅKTA

Kathleen M. Erndl

Worship of goddesses or divine feminine manifestations is surely one of the oldest
religious expressions on the Indian subcontinent, though as a sectarian or textual

movement it became integrated into the more orthodox Sanskritic tradition at a relatively
late period. Çåkta, that which pertains to Çakti, the power of the universe conceived of as a
goddess, is often considered to be the third major Hindu sectarian tradition, after Vai‚~ava
(worship of Vi‚~u) and Çaiva (worship of Çiva) traditions, but it is much more difficult to
delineate than either of those. For one thing, all Hindus worship goddesses as part and 
parcel of a nonsectarian polytheism. For another, goddesses and concepts of çakti saturate
the Vai‚~ava and Çaiva traditions. It is a common saying that all Bråhma~s are Çåkta
because of their daily recitation of the preeminent Gåyatr⁄-mantra, the prayer to the sun
which is personified as the goddess Såvitr⁄ or Gåyatr⁄, the wife of Brahmå and mother of
the Veda. If one defines as Çåkta those who worship goddesses, from the Bråhma~ priest
who recites his daily Gåyatr⁄ to the men and women of even the lowest castes who propiti-
ate their village and family goddesses, then Çåktas are to be found everywhere. But there is
also a sense in which Çåktas are difficult to find, either in scholarly literature or as a label
of self-identification among practitioners. In scholarly literature Çåktism is often ignored,
subordinated to Vai‚~avism or even more commonly to Çaivism, or conflated with
Tantrism. It is often misunderstood, especially by Western scholars, even to the point where
in a recent world religions textbook, a scholar of Hinduism declares—erroneously—that
Çåktism cannot be considered a mårga or path to liberation because it is concerned only
with obtaining worldly benefits for the worshiper, not liberation from the realm of saµsåra
(Hein 1993). Because of Çåkta association with unorthodox Tantric practices and non-
Vedic or tribal cultures, some goddess worshipers are hesitant to label themselves Çåkta and
practice their tradition in secret or under the guise of Çaivism. As a Bengali saying goes,
one should be “Vai‚~ava in public, Çaiva in private, and Çåkta in secret.”

DEFINING ÇÅKTISM

What exactly is Çåktism? Çåktism is sometimes considered to be synonymous with
Tantrism or to be an offshoot of Çaivism, but in fact it is neither, though it overlaps with
both. Some preliminary definitions of Çåktism and Tantrism are offered here and elaborated



at various points throughout this chapter, keeping in mind that Çåktism has many forms,
both regional and with respect to philosophical elaboration and ritual practice, and that it
overlaps in many areas with other Hindu traditions. 

Briefly Çåktism is the worship of çakti, the primordial power underlying the universe,
personified as a female deity who is the supreme being, the totality of all existence. As
such, it stresses the dynamic quality of the deity as both deluding and saving power. This
goddess takes on many different forms, usually subsumed under the categories saumya
(gentle, beneficent), such as Pårvat⁄, Ambå, or Çr⁄, and raudra (fierce, horrific), such as
Durgå, Kål⁄, or Ca~∂⁄. Çåktism has many different forms, encompassing esoteric Tantric
practices as well as the more exoteric devotional (bhakti) practices found in popular cults
throughout India.

Narendra Nath Bhattacharyya (1973: 73) distinguishes between “dependent” Çåktism,
the cult of the female principle under the garb of Vai‚~avism, Çaivism, Buddhism, or
Jainism, and an “independent” Çåktism, the cult of the female deity as supreme being in
her own right. Pushpendra Kumar simply states that “Çåktism is the worship of Çakti or
the female principle, the primary factor in the creation and reproduction of the universe”
(1974: 1). June McDaniel (2004), in her massive study of varieties of Bengali Çåktism,
delineates three major strands of Çåktism: the folk/tribal strand, which involves posses-
sion, shamanism, and animism; the Tantric/yogic strand, which involves meditation, visu-
alization, and spiritual disciplines; and the devotional/bhakti strand, which involves love
of a particular form of the goddess and her worship. Each of these has several subtypes,
and, in practice, they are found in combined form.

Çåktism is sufficiently distinctive that it must be considered a movement of its own, not
an offshoot of Çaivism, although in later times and in certain regions such as Bengal the
cult of Çakti has been closely associated with the cult of Çiva. Similarly, the glorification
of Rådhå or Lak‚m⁄ within certain forms of Vai‚~avism reflects Çåkta influence. In earlier
Çåkta texts such as the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya, to be considered in more detail later, the goddess
is associated more with Vi‚~u, as in her epithets Nåråya~⁄ and Vi‚~umåyå, than with Çiva,
who is mentioned only once in the role of messenger. The same text shows that the god-
dess can be represented as the personified çakti or creative power of the male gods
collectively, without being represented as a consort. Furthermore, she can produce her
own çaktis or concentrated manifestations of power without a male counterpart. 

Çåktism is a worldview oriented towards çakti, while Tantrism is an amalgam of yogic
and ritual practices with an aim towards gaining power and liberation. André Padoux
characterizes Tantrism as “a practical way to attain supernatural powers and liberation in this
life through the use of specific and complex techniques based on a particular ideology, that
of a cosmic reintegration by means of which the adept is established in a position of power,
freed from worldly fetters, while remaining in this world and dominating it by a union with
(or proximity to) a godhead who is the supreme power itself ” (1987: 274). Teun Goudriaan
lists at least eighteen features, the combination of which, rather than any single one, distin-
guishes Tantric from non-Tantric Hinduism. These features include the use of verbal
formulas (mantra), mystical diagrams (yantra, ma~∂ala, cakra), visualization of images,
coded language, the intentional reversal of accepted social norms, the necessity of initiation
by a guru, mystical physiology in which the body is a microcosm of the universe, the recog-
nition of both mundane aims and spiritual emancipation as goals for the practitioner, and
the importance of female manifestations called Çaktis (Goudriaan 1979: 7–9). Of particular
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note are the so-called “five m’s” ( pañcamakåra) peculiar to Tantric practice, which are
meat (måµsa), fish (matsya), wine (madya), parched grain (mudrå), and sexual intercourse
(maithuna). There are two ways of using these, the “left-hand path” (våmåcåra), in which
the initiate uses the actual items in sådhana (spiritual practice), and the “right-hand path”
(dak‚i~åcåra), in which pure substitutes or mental visualizations are used.

Goudriaan states that Çåktism and Tantrism are not the same but that although Tantric
elements are found in all Indian religions, they are most prevalent in Çåktism. He defines
Çåktism as the worship of çakti, “the universal and all-embracing dynamis [sic] which
manifests itself in human experience as a female divinity,” adding that an inactive male
partner is inseparably connected with her and that she functions as his power of action and
movement (Goudriaan 1979: 7). Goudriaan is accurate in his insistence upon a male partner
in most Tantric forms of Çåktism, but it should be pointed out that there are also Çåkta
texts and cults, especially in village and folk contexts, in which a goddess is worshiped as
the supreme being with little or no importance placed on a male counterpart. 

SCHOLARSHIP

Çåkta traditions have been studied from a variety of academic perspectives which can be
grouped into four main categories: historical surveys, thematic or contextual studies,
studies of specific goddesses, and textual translations and analyses. 

The first approach, that of the broad historical survey, tends to view Çåktism as a con-
tinuous developing tradition, beginning with the prehistoric archaeological artifacts of the
Indus Valley civilization, pausing to consider the goddesses of the Vedas, and then moving
through the epics and the Purå~as up through the Tantras and devotional poetry to the
modern period. Indian, predominantly Bengali, writers have produced most of these studies.
The most prominent are Narendra Nath Bhattacharyya’s History of the Çåkta Religion (1973)
and The Indian Mother Goddess (1977). Others include a volume edited by D. C. Sircar
(1967b) and the works of Pushpendra Kumar (1974), Ernest Payne (1933), and Sukumar Sen
(1983). Pupul Jayakar in The Earth Mother (1990) uses archaeology, art history, and folk arts
to study the development of Çåktism in India; and Tracy Pintchman’s The Rise of the
Goddess in the Hindu Tradition (1994) treats the early development of Çåkta concepts.

The second approach, that of specific localities and contexts, usually involves social
science methodology, such as sociology, psychology, or anthropology, or history of 
religions methodology. Rather than looking at long-term historical developments, this
approach focuses on specific persons, places, and events, using fieldwork, interview, and
biography. Some examples of work in this category are Kathleen Erndl’s Victory to the
Mother (1993), which focuses on religious experience in Northwest India; Stanley Kurtz’s
All the Mothers are One (1992), which is a psychological study that explores the influence
of early childhood on Çåkta belief; and William Sax’s Mountain Goddess (1991b), which
shows the effect of goddess worship on social interaction. These works tend to focus on
present-day beliefs and practices, rather than on the past.

The third approach, studies of specific goddesses, involves literary, mythic, and icono-
graphic analysis. Goddesses are studied as subjects in themselves. Two standard sources
on multiple goddesses are David Kinsley’s Hindu Goddesses (1986) and John Hawley’s
and Donna Wulff’s Dev⁄: Goddesses of India (1996). Kinsley’s (1997) book on the ten
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Mahåvidyås is a valuable contribution toward the understanding of these little-studied
Tantric goddesses. In addition, there are works on most of the individual Hindu goddesses.
Lynn Foulston’s At the Feet of the Goddess (2002) follows a combination of the second
and third approaches, focusing on specific village goddess in two regions of India, Orissa,
and Tamilnadu.

The fourth approach, translations and interpretations of Çåkta texts, follows the tradi-
tional Indological focus on sacred texts. The pioneer in this area, with a particular focus
on Çåkta Tantrism, was John Woodroffe (1969, 1974), who did his scholarship in the first
quarter of the twentieth century. The Dev⁄ Måhåtmya has been studied by Vasudeva
Agrawala (1963) and Thomas Coburn (1984, 1991). The Dev⁄bhågavata Purå~a has been
studied by C. Mackenzie Brown (1990). Douglas Brooks focuses on a single Çr⁄vidyå text
in The Secret of the Three Cities (1990) and broadens his scope to include a wider variety
of sources in Auspicious Wisdom (1992). Bengali devotional Çåkta poetry by Ramprasad
Sen and others is the subject of work by Malcolm McLean (1998) and Rachel McDermott
(2001a,b).

These works with their various approaches all make valuable contributions to the study
of Çåkta traditions in their historical, cultural, literary, and philosophical contexts. A recent
work which incorporates all of the approaches mentioned here and at the same time takes
a self-critical and reflexive stance vis-a-vis the scholarly study of Hindu goddesses, espe-
cially in regard to gender issues, is a collection of essays entitled Is the Goddess a
Feminist?: The Politics of South Asian Goddesses, edited by Alf Hiltebeitel and Kathleen
Erndl (2000). The relationship between Çåktism, goddesses, and women has emerged as a
concern recently not only among scholars of Hinduism but also among Hindu intellectu-
als, grass-roots activists, artists, and cultural critics. This relationship will be considered
briefly in the final section of this chapter.

GENERAL ÇÅKTA CONCEPTS

Although, as stated earlier, Çåktism is not a systematic, uniform philosophical system, it
will be useful here to discuss briefly some key concepts associated with Çåktism generally.
That is not to say that all Çåkta texts and practitioners subscribe to such views or articulate
them but that they are frequently imbedded in texts, songs, stories, and rituals connected
with goddess worship.

Implicit in Çåkta theology is a kind of monism in which matter and spirit are not ulti-
mately distinct but are a continuity subsumed within çakti, the dynamic feminine creative
principle. This is not the monism of Advaita Vedånta which denies the reality of the mate-
rial world but a monism in which the material world is identical with the divine which is
conceived of as being feminine. Çaiva and Vai‚~ava theologies associated with the male
deities Çiva and Vi‚~u both recognize çakti as the active aspect of the divine, the comple-
ment to the inactive aspect. Çåkta theology, on the other hand, understands çakti, identi-
fied with Mahådev⁄, the great goddess, to be the ultimate reality itself and the totality of
all being. Even when the goddess is joined with a male consort, as she is with Çiva in many
of the Tantric traditions, if it is çakti which is emphasized theologically, devotionally, or
ritually, then the tradition may reasonably be called Çåkta. In some cases it is difficult to
make a clear-cut distinction. For example, Kashmiri Çaivism places a strong philosophical

Çåkta

143



emphasis on çakti, and many of its practitioners have a strong devotional attachment to a
form of the goddess. Conversely, the Çr⁄vidyå school, which is unambiguously Çåkta in its
cultic orientation, has borrowed much of its philosophical terminology from Kashmiri
Çaivism (D. Brooks 1990: 74–75). Even some Vai‚~ava schools have strong Çåkta ele-
ments. For example, the Lak‚m⁄ Tantra, belonging formally to the Vai‚~ava Påñcaråtra
school, reads much more like a Çåkta text, with Lak‚m⁄ taking over from Vi‚~u the
creation and preservation of the universe. Again, it is the degree of emphasis and impor-
tance placed on çakti, resulting in cosmogonic, ritual, and/or soteriological preeminence of
a goddess. Wendell Beane has rightly stated that çakti is the “irreducible (sui generis)
ground for understanding both the non-Sanskritic, popular, and exoteric and the Sanskritic,
philosophical, and esoteric” aspects of the worship of the divine feminine (1977: 41). All
names and forms of goddesses, gentle (saumya) and fierce (raudra or ghora), are mani-
festations of the one supreme being. What this means in the context of specific Çåkta texts
or practice traditions is that one primary form becomes paramount while the others
become ancillary. For example, in the Çr⁄vidyå tradition, the primary form of the goddess
is the lovely and gentle Lalitå, also known as Tripurasundar⁄. In Bengali or Assamese
Çåktism, which has subsequently spread throughout India, especially in its popular forms,
the primary goddess is a form of either Durgå or Kål⁄.

Although Çåkta theology, as will be discussed next, shares many terms and concepts with
the formal philosophical systems of dualistic Såµkhya and nondualistic Advaita Vedånta, it
differs from them in its relentless exaltation of the material world. Espousing a kind of “divine
materialism,” it is more thoroughly world-affirming than either Såµkhya or Advaita Vedånta.
The goddess is often identified with prak®ti, sometimes translated as nature, the matter-
energy composed of three gu~as or qualities that is the basis of all creation. In the classical
Såµkhya system and in the Yoga system of Patañjali which is based upon it, prak®ti is viewed
as dynamic and creative but unconscious and unintelligent and thus the source of bondage in
saµsåra. It has a somewhat negative connotation, being seen as the web of matter in which
the spirit, puru‚a, is entrapped. Liberation in Såµkhya-Yoga terms is the isolation (kaivalya)
of puru‚a, which literally means “the male,” from the feminine prak®ti. This formulation is
similar to the Greek, and subsequently Christian, identification of the male with spirit and the
female with matter, resulting in the inevitable devaluation of both the material world and the
feminine. Çåktism turns this concept of prak®ti on its head, giving it not only ontological and
cosmogonic status but also soteriological status by identifying it with the great goddess who
pervades the phenomenal world as bhuktimuktipradåyin⁄, the “grantor of both material enjoy-
ment and liberation.”1 As prak®ti, the goddess contains within herself the three gu~as, tamas,
rajas, and sattva, personified as her three major manifestations, Mahålak‚m⁄, Mahåkål⁄, and
Mahåsarasvat⁄, respectively. From the Çåkta point of view, prak®ti is conscious and puru‚a
and prak®ti are ultimately the same; or rather prak®ti contains within her puru‚a.

Similarly, the goddess is identified with måyå, one of her major epithets being Mahåmåyå.
This term is most closely associated with the Advaita Vedånta school, where it refers to the
illusion or ignorance that prevents one from seeing things as they really are. According to
the Advaitins, brahman, the nonmaterial absolute which is neuter in gender, is the only real
entity; it is only by overcoming måyå, which has no reality in any case, that one can attain
liberation. The Çåkta idea of måyå, as seen for example in the first episode of the Dev⁄
Måhåtmya discussed next, retains some of this negative connotation, but as the material
world is real, not illusory as in Advaita, måyå is part of a divine process. Another shade of
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meaning which måyå takes on, in the Purå~as and elsewhere, is power or creative energy,
and it is this sense which is prevalent in Çåktism, though the idea of the goddess as “delud-
ing power” is there as well. However, as the power of the goddess that animates the world,
måyå is a necessary part of existence and thus is considered her blessing.

In some contexts, for example, in the Dev⁄bhågavata Purå~a, the goddess is equated with
brahman (see C. M. Brown 1990). This is not surprising, as brahman from the time of the
Upani‚ads has been the most commonly accepted term for the ultimate reality.2 Brahman has
been described in two ways: nirgu~a (beyond all qualities) and sagu~a (having qualities). As
nirgu~a it is the basis of all existence yet defies description; as sagu~a it manifests in the
form of various deities. Some texts, despite their elaborate descriptions of the goddess’s
feminine sagu~a manifestation, state that ultimately she is beyond the distinction of male and
female, that she is the nirgu~a brahman.3 Çåktism, like Advaita Vedånta, is monistic, though
perhaps less systematically so. The difference between them, though, is that Advaita sees
only brahman as real, the material world being ultimately unreal. Çåktism, on the other hand,
recognizes the world as real and maintains that it is ultimately identical to brahman.

The general thrust of Çåkta theology, then, is to affirm the reality, power, and life force that
pervade the material world. Matter itself, while always changing, is sacred and not different
from spirit. The goddess is the totality of all existence. Thus, as a reflection of how things
really are, she takes on both gentle and fierce forms. Creation and destruction, life and death,
are seen as two sides of reality. The goddess encompasses both. That is perhaps why popular
temple Çåktism is typically associated with vows and fulfilling the wishes of devotees, an
aspect of the tradition which has led some observers to characterize it as more “material” than
“spiritual” (see, e.g. Bhardwaj 1971; Hein 1993). In Çåktism, however, the two categories
collapse; the material world is a manifestation of the goddess, so desire for material benefits
does not contradict feelings of devotion (bhakti) or the ultimate goal of liberation.

ANTECEDENTS TO ÇÅKTISM

While the focus of this chapter is on the classical forms of Çåktism, it will be useful to look
briefly at some of its antecedents which developed into the mature conception. Worship of
the divine feminine in various forms is one of the most ancient religious expressions in
India, as it was in the ancient Near East and elsewhere in the world. 

Some scholars, Bhattacharyya preeminent among them, hold that Çåktism had its
origins in the Indus Valley civilization (2500–1500 BCE) or even earlier in the Zhob Valley
and Kull⁄ cultures (third millennium BCE) rather than in the Vedic or Bråhma~ic tradition
which was imported into the subcontinent during the second millennium BCE by waves of
Åryan immigrants. Bhattacharyya has stated: 

In its present form Çåktism is essentially a medieval religion, but it is a direct offshoot
of the primitive Mother Goddess cult which was so prominent a feature of the reli-
gion of the agricultural peoples who based their social system on the principle of
mother-right. The origin of the anomalous position of the male principle in the Çåkta
religion can presumably be traced to the anomalous position of the males in a matri-
archal society.

(1973: 1, see also 1977: 1–34, 253–77) 
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While few scholars are willing to embrace the matriarchy thesis, many are satisfied to
assume the pre-Åryan origins of Hindu goddess worship. The evidence for such a position
lies in the preponderance of female images (presumed, probably correctly, to be goddess
figures) in the archaeological record of the pre-Åryan cultures and the relative paucity
of female deities in the ¸g Veda, the closest thing we have to a record of the ancient 
Indo-Åryan religion. The general argument, stated with various degrees of refinement,
is that the pre-Åryans, being concerned mainly with agriculture, worshiped female and to
a lesser extent male earth deities who represented fertility, regeneration, and the
processes of life and death. The Åryans, on the other hand, being nomadic cattle herders
and warriors, worshiped primarily male sky deities. When the Åryans settled in India, the
argument continues, they took up agriculture and gradually assimilated the indigenous
culture(s). Thus the various philosophical movements and cults that came to be
called Hinduism are a synthesis of Åryan and non-Åryan elements.4 This picture of
prehistoric Indian religion, however elegant it may be, is greatly oversimplified. Few,
if any, scholars deny that goddess worship is an indigenous Indian religious expression,
but some such as Kinsley (1986: 212–20) are more cautious about postulating continu-
ity between the Indus Valley civilization and later non-Åryan cultures, let alone with
goddess worship in classical Hinduism, simply because the evidence is too scanty and
inconclusive. 

The worship of goddesses in particular is integrated rather late into the elite Sanskritic
tradition. Vedic imagery is predominantly masculine, the major deities invoked are
male, and most goddesses who figure in the Vedic hymns do so in a minor way.
Goddesses are not absent, however, and there are some powerful examples of feminine
imagery. One is Våc, the goddess of speech, who is extolled as a creative force and
mother of the Vedas. The Vågåµbh®n⁄s¨kta (¸g Veda 10.125), a hymn to Våc, figures
prominently in later Çåkta practice, being recited as an appendage to the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya.
U‚as, associated with the dawn, is an auspicious goddess often likened to a cow.
P®thiv⁄, the earth, in the ¸g Veda is almost always coupled with Dyaus, the sky
god, though in the later Atharva Veda, she appears more as a deity in her own
right. Sarasvat⁄, the personification of a mighty river, Nir®ti, associated with death and bad
luck, and Råtr⁄, the night, are other goddesses. All of these goddesses have similarities
with later Hindu goddesses, but there is no overarching concept of a great goddess.
While there is little evidence to suggest the Vedic origins of a goddess cult, there is a fore-
shadowing of the concept of çakti in the Vedas, especially in relation to Våc, and even
more definite indications of the concept in the Upani‚ads. For example, the Kena
Upani‚ad (3.12) introduces Umå Haimavat⁄ as the guru of the gods and the personified
knowledge of brahman; and the Mu~∂uka Upani‚ad (1.24) speaks of two of Agni’s
tongues as Kål⁄ and Karål⁄.

The period of the epics, the Mahåbhårata and the Råmåya~a (c.400 BCE–400 CE), is one
of transition in the integration of goddesses into the Hindu pantheon. Goddesses figure
strongly in the narratives, but as supporting characters, not as major deities. Here we find
goddesses portrayed as wives of the gods, but there is little emphasis on their soteriological,
cosmogonic, or ontological significance. Pårvat⁄, daughter of the Himålaya, is the wife of
Çiva. Sarasvat⁄, now identified as the goddess of wisdom, is the wife of the creator
Brahmå. S⁄tå, the heroine of the Råmåya~a, is the wife of King Råma and exemplifies all the
wifely duties. Lak‚m⁄ is the celestial consort of Vi‚~u and, especially as Çr⁄, the splendor

Kathleen M. Erndl

146



and sovereignty of kings. The worship of the goddess as a supreme being has not yet been
legitimated and absorbed into the Sanskritic tradition. 

It is during the Purå~ic period (400 CE onward) that goddesses as significant individual
deities and the concept of the goddess become prominent in Sanskrit literature. Goddesses
who are paired with gods as their consorts are portrayed as instrumental in their partners’
activities or even dominant over them.5 Furthermore, there is a growing tendency to
conceive of an independent cosmic goddess (Dev⁄) or great goddess (Mahådev⁄) who
contains within her all goddesses and is the supreme being. By the period between 400 and
800 CE, a full-blown cult of such a mother goddess had arisen in Åryan India. In succeed-
ing centuries the movement spread, both influencing and absorbing various ritual, mythic,
and symbolic elements of tribal and local female deities. According to Agrawala
(1963: xii), the following strands compose goddess worship: the Vedic tradition with its
notions of våc and tray⁄vidyå (triple knowledge); the philosophical traditions of Såµkhya
and Vedånta with their concepts of prak®ti, måyå, and brahman; Purå~ic mythology in
which Lak‚m⁄, Sarasvat⁄, and Durgå are conceived as the three çaktis of Vi‚~u, Brahmå,
and Çiva, respectively, and the Purå~ic cult of the seven (little) mothers (saptamåt®kå); and
prevailing local and tribal cults. The goddess not only incorporates within her all feminine
qualities but masculine qualities as well. As Kinsley (1978: 498) points out, in taking over
the roles of the creator, preserver, and destroyer from Brahmå, Vi‚~u, and Çiva, respec-
tively, she makes the male gods superfluous.

DEVÛ MÅHÅTMYA: A KEY ÇÅKTA SCRIPTURE

The most important Çåkta scripture on both the esoteric and exoteric levels, the Dev⁄
Måhåtmya is the earliest Sanskrit text that presents a sustained image of the goddess as the
supreme being who creates, preserves, and destroys the universe. The Dev⁄ Måhåtmya,
which means glorification or greatness of the goddess, is an example of the måhåtmya genre
of Sanskrit literature which extols the virtues and activities of a sacred place, being, or
object. The text comprises chapters 81–93 of the Mårka~∂eya Purå~a, a text usually dated
to the fourth century, but the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya portion was most likely added later, during
the sixth century. Furthermore, it has an independent life of its own, appearing in numerous
editions and serving as a mythological, theological, and ritual text among Çåktas and non-
Çåktas throughout India. As a mythological and theological text, it is an important source
of lore and wisdom about the goddess in her various manifestations. As a ritual text, it is
considered to be a potent collection of mantras, which, when recited as a whole or in part,
has a power far beyond their verbal narrative meaning.

The Dev⁄ Måhåtmya represents a major focal point in the process of Sanskritization of
various indigenous local goddess cults. On one hand, it can be seen as a synthesis of god-
dess cults that existed at the time of its composition; these goddesses become identified in
the text as aspects of one great goddess, the Dev⁄ or Mahådev⁄. Here the goddess’s exploits
appear in a Vedic context. The demons have displaced the gods of the Vedic pantheon and
have deprived them of their portions of the sacrifice. By defeating the demons, she restores
the cosmic order that has been thus threatened. Furthermore, the language of the text shows
Vedic resonance, with epithets, such as Svåhå and Svadhå, associated with the oblations of
the fire sacrifice, juxtaposed with epithets, such as Ambikå and Ca~∂ikå, revealing the
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motherly and destructive aspects of the goddess, respectively. On the other hand, the Dev⁄
Måhåtmya itself later becomes a vehicle of Sanskritization in which other local goddesses
become identified with the goddess who is extolled in it.

Both the oldest and most popular text in the Çåkta tradition, the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya, as Coburn
(1984, 1991) demonstrates, is the first time a well-integrated theology and mythology of the
goddess as supreme being presented in the Sanskrit language, “crystallizing” earlier myths
and images of goddesses. The interpretation of the story given here is largely dependent
on Coburn’s work.

The structure of the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya is simple and elegant, a frame story enclosing three
episodes illustrating the greatness of the goddess. As the text is part of the Mårka~∂eya
Purå~a, the sage Mårka~∂eya himself introduces the story by saying that it explains the
birth of Såvar~i Manu and how he came to be the ruler of the eighth “Manu interval”
(manvantara) or cosmic cycle. The frame story begins with a king named Suratha whose
enemies have deprived him of his sovereignty and a merchant named Samådhi whose fam-
ily has cheated him out of his riches. They meet in the forest and go to the hermitage of
¸‚i Medhas, who tells them that Mahåmåyå (the “great illusion,” an epithet of the goddess)
is the cause of the world’s delusion and that she is also responsible for the creation of the
world and for granting liberation from it. In answer to their inquiries about the identity of
this great goddess, the sage narrates her deeds, saying that although she is eternal, she
manifests in various ways. 

The first episode of the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya opens before the creation of the world when the
entire earth is covered with water upon which the serpent Çe‚a floats. The great god Vi‚~u
is sleeping atop Çe‚a when the creator Brahmå, seated upon a lotus, emerges from Vi‚~u’s
navel and sees two demons, Madhu and Kai†abha, who have been born from the dirt
of Vi‚~u’s ears. When the two demons start to attack Brahmå, he sings a hymn of praise
to the goddess as Yoganidrå, the sleep of the yogic state of absorption, beseeching 
her to depart from Vi‚~u’s body, thus allowing him to awaken and slay the demons. 
It is clear in this cosmogonic myth that the goddess is the personification of sleep. She is
also called Tåmas⁄, the dark, sluggish force. In the divine economy of this myth, she is
primary in that her departure as tamas (sleep, inactivity) is necessary in order for Vi‚~u as
the force of sattva (preservation of purity and harmony) to prevail over the demons, so that
Brahmå as the dynamic force rajas can create the world. In his hymn Brahmå also calls her
the creator, preserver, and destroyer of the universe, as well as prak®ti, Mahådev⁄ (great
goddess), and Mahåsur⁄ (great demoness). These epithets imply that she is the actual force
behind all the activities of the gods, indeed, all the activities of the universe. After Brahmå
praises her, she emerges from Vi‚~u’s body, and he slays the demons after a five-thousand-
year battle.

By the time of the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya’s composition, the myth of Vi‚~u’s killing Madhu
and Kai†abha was well known and had been included in the Mahåbhårata (3.194.8–30);
Madhus¨dana, killer of Madhu, is a common epithet of Vi‚~u throughout the
Mahåbhårata. The main difference the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya version introduces is that Vi‚~u’s
capacity to act is shown to be derived from the goddess, to be contingent upon the
withdrawal of yoganidrå from his body. The epithet used for the goddess in the 
Madhu-Kai†abha myth is Mahåmåyå, the great illusion; for she deludes the two demons
into thinking they can overpower and outwit the divine. In the same way, she deludes
human beings, here represented by the king and the merchant for whose benefit the story
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is told, and it is through her alone that they must seek a way out of this delusion. Thus the
story is a creation myth, but one that also points to the path of human salvation. It has sote-
riological as well as cosmogonic significance.

The second episode of the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya centers on the goddess’s killing of
Mahi‚åsura, the buffalo demon. Here the dynamic of the text moves from the cosmogonic
orientation of the first episode to the more routine, periodic activity of preserving and
maintaining order in the created universe. The demon Mahi‚a has usurped the powers
of the gods so that they no longer receive their proper shares of the (Vedic) sacrifice,
leaving them powerless to kill themselves. They approach Vi‚~u and Çiva for help, and all
the gods together, through their anger, emit a great brilliance (tejas), which fuses together
“like a flaming mountain whose flames pervaded the entire sky” (Dev⁄ Måhåtmya 2.11).
This heap of brilliance becomes a beautiful woman, each part of her body formed from the
brilliance of a particular god. Each god then gives her a weapon, ornament, or other
emblem: Çiva gives her a trident, K®‚~a a discus, Himålaya a lion as her vehicle, and so
on. The goddess, her eyes burning with anger, proceeds to demolish Mahi‚a’s armies,
while her lion devours the dead bodies. Finally she faces Mahi‚a himself, who in the
course of the battle takes on successively the forms of a buffalo, a lion, a man holding a
sword, an elephant, and again a buffalo. Pausing to guzzle wine and filling the sky with
her eerie laughter, the goddess places her foot on the buffalo demon’s neck and pierces it
with her trident. As the demon in his original form tries to emerge from the buffalo’s
mouth, the goddess cutoff his head with a flourish. The gods praise her lavishly in a
lengthy hymn, extolling her as the supreme protector and boon giver; she has saved the
world from ruin and has even been gracious to the defeated demons, who achieve a heav-
enly state after being purified by her weapons. The gods ask her to return whenever they
remember her. She agrees and then disappears.

The image of the goddess as a warrior seated on a lion, her most sustained image in the
Dev⁄ Måhåtmya, is difficult to trace in earlier Sanskrit literature, although it was probably
common in folk traditions. Her creation from the powers of the various gods is undoubt-
edly connected with royal traditions, as is evident from the almost identical description of
the creation of a king from the collective powers of the gods found in the Manusm®ti
(7.1–11). It is not surprising that the goddess would be portrayed according to a kingly
model, for in this text she is the supreme ruler and protector, her paramountcy obvious in
her ability to accomplish what the male deities could not. 

The killing of the buffalo demon is the myth most widely associated with the goddess
in post-Dev⁄ Måhåtmya times, but, unlike the Madhu-Kai†abha theme of the first episode,
there are few references to it in literature which predates the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya. In the
Mahåbhårata (3.221) it is Skanda, the son of Çiva, who kills Mahi‚åsura. Although the
goddess Durgå is called the killer of Mahi‚a in the Durgå Stava of the Mahåbhårata, that
is considered to be an interpolation in the text which dates to a period later than the Dev⁄
Måhåtmya. On the basis of textual evidence alone, it could be presumed that the story of
Dev⁄ or Durgå killing the buffalo demon was adapted from the Skanda myth. However,
the artistic motif of a goddess slaying a buffalo is of considerable antiquity, predating
literary references. The earliest such iconographic representation is in terracotta plaques
discovered at Nagar near Uniyara in Tonk district, Rajasthan, dating between the first
century BCE and the first century CE (see Sircar 1967a). The image of a lion-riding god-
dess killing a buffalo demon may well have pre-Åryan or non-Åryan origins, though in the
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Dev⁄ Måhåtmya it is placed in the Vedic context of restoring the proper portions of sacri-
fice to the gods and thus upholding and preserving the cosmic order.

The third episode moves from the celestial toward the terrestrial plane, as it takes place
in the Himålayas, the borderland between the realm of the gods and the realm of humans.
It is the longest of the three episodes, containing several subepisodes within it, and from a
narrative point of view, it is the most complicated. It is also the most syncretic in that it
introduces numerous individual goddesses, such as Kål⁄ and Cåmu~∂å, who are integrated
into the one great goddess.

The story resumes after an indeterminate length of time when once again the gods are
in trouble because the three worlds and the shares of sacrifice have been snatched from
them by demons, this time by the brothers Çumbha and Niçumbha. Remembering the
goddess’s promise to return when needed, the gods go to the Himålayas to invoke her as
the “extremely gentle and extremely fierce” (Dev⁄ Måhåtmya 5.11). Vi‚~umåyå, the god-
dess who exists in all beings in the form of such diverse qualities as consciousness, intel-
ligence, sleep, hunger, shadow, çakti, desire, patience, production, modesty, faith, beauty,
lak‚m⁄, conduct, memory, mercy, satisfaction, mother, and mistake (Dev⁄ Måhåtmya
5.13–32). As the gods were engaged in their praise, Pårvat⁄, who had approached that spot
to bathe in the Gaπgå, asked them who they were praising. Immediately, the beautiful
Ambikå (also called Çivå or Kauçik⁄) emerged from Pårvat⁄’s bodily sheath, saying that it
was she whom the gods were invoking. Here the text states that Ambikå was created from
Pårvat⁄’s bodily sheath (koça); therefore she is known as Kauçik⁄. The text further states
that when Ambikå emerged, Pårvat⁄ became black (kål⁄) and is therefore known as Kålikå.
From this point on, Pårvat⁄-Kålikå plays no further part, and Ambikå-Kauçikå takes over
the action. 

Seeing the beautiful Ambikå, Ca~∂a and Mu~∂a, the servants of the demons Çumbha
and Niçumbha, describe her to their masters. Çumbha sends them to Ambikå with the mes-
sage that she should choose either him or his brother as her husband. The goddess refuses,
saying that she had long ago made a vow that she would marry only the one who defeated
her in battle. Hearing this reply, Çumbha and Niçumbha send out their general Dh¨mralo-
cana (smoky-eyed) to capture her alive, but she slays him. Ca~∂a and Mu~∂a and their
armies attack her, and a bloody battle ensues, with the goddess’s lion devouring the
demon’s bloody remains. From her forehead, the goddess produces a çakti, the goddess
Kål⁄, who kills Ca~∂a and Mu~∂a, thus gaining the appellation Cåmu~∂å. Although,
strictly speaking, such an etymology is linguistically impossible, the text employs narra-
tive and alliteration to identify two previously separate goddesses, Kål⁄ and Cåmu~∂å.

As the battle continues, çaktis emerge from the bodies of seven male gods who, up until
this point, have not been figured in the action but who presumably have been nonpartici-
pant observers. Not consorts but the feminine powers or essences of the gods, these çaktis
are the famous “seven mothers” (saptamåt®kå) who figure widely in Hindu myth and
iconography. In this text, they are designated by the names Brahmå~⁄ (from Brahmå),
Måheçvar⁄ (from Maheçvara or Çiva), Kaumar⁄ (from Kumåra or Skanda), Vai‚~av⁄ (from
Vi‚~u), Våråh⁄ (from Varåha or Vi‚~u’s boar incarnation), Narasiµh⁄ (from Narasiµha or
Vi‚~u’s man-lion incarnation), and Aindr⁄ (from Indra). In addition to these seven and to
Kål⁄ whom the goddess has already produced, the goddess emits one more çakti called
Çivad¨t⁄ because she enlists Çiva as a messenger to challenge the demons to further battle.
In a dramatic scene, the demon Raktab⁄ja (blood-drop) appears on the battlefield. This
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demon’s claim to fame is that every drop of his blood that falls on the ground gives rise to
another demon. Kål⁄ saves the situation by lapping up all his blood with her long tongue,
thus destroying him. 

With the help of the seven mothers, the goddess kills Niçumbha and the whole army,
leaving Çumbha standing alone. When Çumbha taunts her that she is receiving help from
so many other women, she says to him, “I am one. Where in this world is there another
besides me? Look, O evil one, as these manifestations of mine enter back into me” (Dev⁄
Måhåtmya 10.3). Then all the çaktis disappear into the body of the goddess, and she alone
defeats Çumbha. The third episode concludes with the gods singing to the goddess a
lengthy hymn of praise, the famous Nåråya~⁄ Stuti, which reinforces her theological
supremacy as the creator, preserver, and destroyer of the universe. The goddess
then appears before them and, in a manner reminiscent of K®‚~a in the Bhagavad G⁄tå,
says that whenever evil threatens the world, she will reappear in the form of various
incarnations (avatåra). 

The relationship of the goddess to male deities, especially Vi‚~u and Çiva, in this text
is noteworthy, especially as it differs significantly from that found in later texts, especially
the Tantras. In the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya, the goddess seems to have a particularly strong
connection with Vi‚~u, both in his cosmic form and as his K®‚~a incarnation. The 
Madhu-Kai†abha myth in the first episode connects her with Vi‚~u/Nåråya~a, as do
epithets such as Vi‚~umåyå and Nåråya~⁄ found throughout the text. The goddess’s slay-
ing of the demons Çumbha and Niçumbha in the third episode has an interesting connec-
tion with the legend of K®‚~a Gopåla. During the narration of the episode itself, there is
no mention of any possible connection, but in a later chapter when Dev⁄ is recounting her
future incarnations she says: “When the twenty-eighth Yuga has arrived in the Vaivåsvata
Manu period, two other great asuras named Çumbha and Niçumbha will be born. Then
born from the womb of Yaçodå in the house of the cowherd king Nanda, dwelling on the
Vindhya Mountains, I shall destroy those two asuras” (Dev⁄ Måhåtmya 11.38–39).
Though not mentioned as such in the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya, Nanda and Yaçodå are known in
the mythology of K®‚~a as his cowherding foster parents who raised him from birth in
order to protect him from his murderous uncle, King Kaµsa. The Harivaµça, a sequel to
the Mahåbhårata roughly contemporaneous with the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya, recounts that Vi‚~u
went to the underworld and requested the goddess Nidrå (sleep) to be born to Yaçodå. She
would be switched at birth with K®‚~a, the eighth child of Devak⁄. Later, she would go to
the Vindhya Mountains and kill the demons Çumbha and Niçumbha (Harivaµça
47.23–37). This story is connected with the common South Indian designation of Durgå
and other goddesses as the sister of Vi‚~u and with the North Indian Vraja tradition of
Yogamåyå, Yoganidrå, and other goddesses as the sister of K®‚~a. There is a temple, for
example, to Yogamåyå or Jogamåyå in Meherauli, South Delhi, which the priests say is
dedicated to K®‚~a’s sister who escaped being murdered by King Kaµsa.

Çiva, who is closely identified with the goddess in later mythology such as that of the
çaktip⁄†has and in the Tantras, in the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya has a very low profile. In the first
episode, he is completely absent. In the second episode, he figures only as one of the many
gods who help to produce Dev⁄. In the third episode, Pårvat⁄, who in other texts is the wife
of Çiva, appears, but after Kauçik⁄ (also called alternately Ambikå or Ca~∂ikå) emerges
from her body, she plays no further part in the action. Furthermore, Pårvat⁄, whose name
means “one who is of the mountain,” seems to have been brought into the story not
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because of her association with Çiva—nowhere is he said to be her husband—but because
of her association with the mountain Himålaya. Çiva appears only one other time in this
episode and in a subordinate role at that, when Dev⁄’s çakti, Çivad¨t⁄ (the one whose
messenger is Çiva), dispatches him as a messenger to Çumbha and Niçumbha.

Although in the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya the goddess is more closely associated with Vi‚~u than
with Çiva, the purpose of the text seems not to associate her with any particular male god
but to show her as the ultimate reality who is both immanent and transcendent, the grantor
of both material pleasures and liberation from saµsåra. None of the many goddesses who
appears in the story is portrayed as the consort of a male deity. Even the seven mothers
who emanate as çaktis from the bodies of the gods are their powers of activity, female alter
egos, not their wives. Furthermore, the ability to produce a çakti is not limited to the male
gods. The goddess is able to produce her own çaktis, such as Kål⁄ and Çivad¨t⁄. Likewise,
even though the seven mothers have emerged from the bodies of the male gods, the god-
dess reabsorbs them into her own body which is their ultimate origin. Thus, one does not
find in the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya two related conceptions which are widely found in later Çåkta
and Tantric texts, namely, that of the divine as the male-female polarity Çiva-Çakti and
the gendered duality of çakti as feminine and its possessor (çaktimån) as masculine.
Rather, one finds a celebration of a holistic goddess who, as the supreme being, is both the
embodiment and possessor of çakti. 

Ritual  s ignif icance of  the Dev⁄  Måhåtmya

Besides being included as part of a Purå~a and having importance from a mythological and
theological point of view, the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya has an important liturgical life of its own.
As well as being a written document, in subsequent times it has been transmitted orally
through ritual recitation. It is the ritual recitation of the text which makes it arguably one
of the most well-known and widely distributed Sanskrit texts in India. 

Though it is not certain when historically the ritual recitation of the text became a
common practice, the ritual significance of such practice is pointed out in the text itself,
when in the twelfth chapter the goddess says that those who recite or listen to her Måhåtmya
with devotion on the eighth, ninth, or fourteenth day of the lunar fortnight at the time of
offering an animal sacrifice, during a fire sacrifice, or during the autumn goddess worship
(Navaråtr⁄) will have all their afflictions removed and all their wishes fulfilled. In the thir-
teenth and final chapter, the king Suratha and the merchant Samådhi, having heard all the
exploits of the goddess, set out to attain her darçana, her sacred vision. Seated on a river-
bank, they chant her praises (måhåtmya) as the gods had done and make an earthen image
of her, worshiping it with flowers, incense, fire, sprinkled water, and blood from their own
bodies. After three years the goddess appears and grants them boons. The king regains his
kingdom and will be reborn in the future as Såvar~i Manu, the universal ruler, while the
merchant gains the knowledge that cuts the bonds of attachment and leads to liberation.

In the ritual setting, the text is usually called Durgåsaptaçat⁄, Durgåpå†ha, or Ca~∂⁄på†ha.
Today the text is widely published in various editions in Sanskrit with translation, commen-
tary, and ritual instructions in the regional Indian languages. Although it actually contains
somewhat fewer than six hundred verses (çloka), editions of the text using the saptaçat⁄
pattern make up for the difference by counting stage directions and splitting some of the
verses, thus breaking the text into seven hundred mantras or ritual utterances.6 These mantras
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are believed to please the goddess when recited and to have efficacy beyond their verbal
meanings. P. V. Kane (1930–62, 5.1: 155n) points out that the Durgåsaptaçat⁄ is in some
ways treated as if it were a Vedic hymn, being lifted from its sm®ti context as part of a Purå~a
and functioning as çruti in a ritual context. In editions intended for recitation, each important
division of the text is preceded by a viniyoga verse that specifies the ®‚i (seer), deity, meter,
and purpose of its recitation, just as is the case for Vedic hymns. In addition, numerous Tantric
features accompany the recitation of the text. These include the Dev⁄’s nine-syllable mantra
(oµ aiµ hr⁄µ kl⁄µ cåmu~∂åyai vicce), nyåsa (blessing and depositing deities on each part of
the body through the recitation of mantras), and special protective recitations, such as the
kavaca (armor), argala (bolt for fastening), and k⁄laka (pin, the inner syllable of a mantra).
A dhyånam (meditation verse) describing the iconography of different manifestations of the
goddess is recited before each chapter. The Durgåsaptaçat⁄ can be recited by the worshiper or
by a Bråhma~ recitant ( på†haka or våcaka) hired for the occasion. Usually it is done on all
nine days of the Navaråtr⁄ festival, followed by a fire sacrifice (havan) on the tenth day or on
a selected day during the festival. It can also be recited at any other time, particularly in
fulfillment of a vow. Ritual editions of the text contain instructions for its recitation as well as
for more elaborate and time-consuming çataca~∂⁄ and lak‚aca~∂⁄, hundred- and thousand-
fold recitations. Some Çåkta temples are well known for recitation of the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya, for
example the Vindhyåcala temple in Mirzapur district, Uttar Pradesh (Humes 1996).

The Dev⁄ Måhåtmya takes on further ritual and theological significance by its division
into three episodes (carita), presided over by one of the three cosmic forms of the Dev⁄,
each of whom is associated with one of the three gu~as (natures or qualities). Thus, the
first episode, the killing of the “ear-wax demons” Madhu and Kai†abha, is that of
Mahåkål⁄, who is black and has the nature of tamas (lethargy, inertia). The second, the
killing of the buffalo-demon Mahi‚a, is that of Mahålak‚m⁄, who is red and has the nature
of rajas (activity, passion). The third, the killing of Çumbha and Niçumbha, is that of
Mahåsarasvat⁄, who is white and has the nature of sattva (purity). Mahålak‚m⁄, however,
is also the original form, the first cause who is endowed with all three gu~as. This scheme
has been elaborated in the Rahasya Traya, a short text which is undoubtedly later than the
Dev⁄ Måhåtmya but which Hindu commentators treat as an integral part of the text to be
recited after the three episodes. The Rahasya Traya serves as an esoteric interpretation of
the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya, elaborating on the cosmogonic and ritual-soteriological framework of
goddess worship. The Pradhånika Rahasya, like the first episode of the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya,
stresses the cosmogonic importance of the goddess. It is an account of the primal
Mahålak‚m⁄’s creation of Mahåkål⁄ and Mahåsarasvat⁄ and their subsequent creation of
the male and female deities who go on to create the universe. The Vaik®tika Rahasya, like
the second episode of the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya, comes closer to the mundane realm with a
description of the iconographic forms of the three cosmic manifestations (Mahålak‚m⁄,
Mahåkål⁄, and Mahåsarasvat⁄), their activities, and the methods of worshiping them. The
M¨rti Rahasya, like the third episode of the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya, comes even closer to areas
of human concern with a discussion of the immanent, earthly incarnations of the goddess.

The Dev⁄ Måhåtmya has been chosen here as a representative Çåkta text because of its
widespread popularity, and the Sanskrit version of the story as found in the Mårka~∂eya
Purå~a has been summarized because it is the most well known throughout India. However,
it should be kept in mind that other versions of the stories told in the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya are found
not only in other Sanskrit texts such as the Purå~as but in regional languages throughout India.
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Later Çåkta texts, such as the Dev⁄bhågavata Purå~a, Kålikå Purå~a, and Mahåbhågavata
Purå~a, have been important, especially in eastern India, in elaborating and disseminating
philosophical and mythological traditions of the great goddess.

ÇÅKTA TANTRISM: ÇRÛVIDYÅ

A comprehensive review of Tantrism is outside the scope of this chapter, for, as is clear
from earlier discussion, not all Tantrics are Çåkta and not all Çåkta are Tantrics. The major
general features of Tantrism have been discussed earlier. Schools of Çåkta Tantrism fall
into two broad categories, Kål⁄kula and Çr⁄kula. Kål⁄kula emphasizes narrative traditions
and spiritual practices (sådhana) connected with fierce (ghora or raudra) forms of the
goddess, such as Kål⁄, Tårå, Ca~∂⁄, or sometimes Durgå. This form of Çåkta Tantrism is
found primarily in Bengal, Assam, and Orissa and more widely throughout North India.
These traditions are only loosely, if at all, connected with a developed canon of textual
traditions and tend to be more reliant on folk and popular traditions, oral transmission by
gurus, solitary practice through visions and personal experience, and informal networks of
practitioners. In the Çr⁄kula traditions, emphasis is on the gentle, beneficent, and motherly
(saumya or aghora) forms of the goddess. The Çr⁄vidyå school of Çåkta Tantrism belongs
to the Çr⁄kula category. It has been found in South India since the seventh century and is
still practiced there today, and in Kashmir it has been closely associated with the school
of Kashmir Çaivism. D. Brooks, in choosing the Çr⁄vidyå tradition of South India as an
exemplary Çåkta Tantric tradition to study, states: 

Çr⁄vidyå is among the few cults of Hindu Tantrism—whether they be Çiva-centered,
Vi‚~u-centered, or Çakti-centered—in which a comparison of textual ideologies and
prescriptions with living interpretations and practices is theoretically possible. Others
lack either texts or a tradition of living interpreters. Of the two areas . . . in which
Çr⁄vidyå has flourished most visibly, Kashmir and south India, only the latter remains
a vital tradition . . . . South Indian Çr⁄vidyå creates its distinctive tradition principally
in two ways. First, by adopting and then expanding the Kashmiri canon and second,
by assimilating the ethics and ideologies of south Indian brahman culture.7

(1992: xv)

Çr⁄vidyå is thus perhaps more in tune with Sanskritic Hindu orthodoxy than some other
forms of Tantrism, while at the same time elaborating a highly esoteric and in some ways
alternative worldview and religious praxis. 

In Çr⁄vidyå the supreme Dev⁄ is worshiped in a beautiful form under the names Lalitå,
Çr⁄, or Tripurasundar⁄. She is the active and dynamic aspect of the supreme reality, the
Çakti, who, while maintaining preeminence on the cult, is in eternal union with her consort
Çiva, who represents the sentient and eternal reality. As D. Brooks states: 

Çr⁄vidyå conforms to a basic theological structure common to Hindu Tantrism: the
initially unified Absolute becomes a dyadic divinity composed of masculine and
feminine complements; the binary godhead creates from its union a universe composed
of triadic structures. Creation is understood as a process of self-expansion (prapañca)
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in which the universe is considered identical to and different from the Absolute. Put
differently, the Absolute creates a reflection (vimarça) projecting its own inherent
self-illumination (prakåça).

(1992: 60; emphasis in original) 

According to Bhåskararåya, the preeminent theologian of Çr⁄vidyå, the goddess has three
main manifestations, each of which partakes equally in the illuminative and reflective
aspects. These are the physical (sth¨la), which is the iconic Lalitå Tripurasundar⁄; the
subtle (s¨k‚ma), which is the Çr⁄vidyå-mantra; and the supreme ( parå), which is the
diagrammatic çr⁄cakra or yantra form.

The physical or “gross” form of the goddess is her anthropomorphic iconic form. Known
by such names as Lalitå (lovely, playful one), Tripurasundar⁄ (beautiful of the three worlds),
Mahåtripurasundar⁄, and Råjaråjeçvar⁄ (queen of kings), she is the supreme form of the
goddess in gentle, benign form, though she encompasses all forms within herself and is thus
capable of taking on horrific forms, as in the story of destruction of the demon Bha~∂a by
her. Sometimes she is called Çr⁄dev⁄, but she is different from the Vai‚~ava Çr⁄ who is ever
subordinate to Vi‚~u. Widely known outside the initiate circles of Çr⁄vidyå, she is identi-
fied with popular goddesses enshrined in South Indian temples, especially Kåmak‚⁄ of
Kancipuram. She is worshiped with traditional p¨jås and the recitation of texts such as the
popular Lalitåsahasranåma (Thousand Names of Lalitå). In this text and others, she is
elaborately described: seated on a lion throne like a great queen, shining like a thousand
suns, dressed in red, and bearing in her four hands the noose of desire, the elephant goad or
wrath and worldly knowledge, the arrows of the five essences, and the sugarcane bow of
the mind, her luster envelops the twelve siddhis. She bathes the universe in her rosy com-
plexion, she has many fragrant flowers in her hair and wears a crown of jewels. She bears
the auspicious mark of marriage between her eyes and is modest in demeanor; her thin waist
is burdened by heavy breasts. The lord of desire or Çiva in the form of Kåmeçvara drowns
in the fullness of her smile. She is attended by Vi‚~u, Brahmå, and Indra, as well as by
Lak‚m⁄ and Sarasvat⁄ who fan her with honor. “Three characteristics unify Lalitå’s mythic
and iconic symbolism: She is royal, auspicious, and subsuming. All three characteristics are
manifestation of her most essential attribute: power (çakti)” (D. Brooks 1992: 64).

The subtle aspect of the goddess is her fifteen (or, according to some authorities, sixteen)
syllable mantra, the Çr⁄vidyå, which, when recited by a properly initiated practitioner, results
in the attainment of all desires, the conquering of all worlds, achievement of unity with Çiva,
breaking through the illusion of Vi‚~u, and obtaining the supreme brahman. Her mantra is
her essence in sound form and is considered to be superior to all other mantras of all other
deities. That is not only because the deity is superior but also because the mantra consists only
of pure seed-syllables (b⁄jåk‚ara)—ka e ⁄ la hr⁄µ ha sa ka ha la hr⁄µ sa ka la hr⁄µ—which
have no verbal or grammatical meaning. The mantra does not praise a deity or make a request,
as do many other mantras, including the famous Gåyatr⁄-mantra; instead, it is a pure expres-
sion of the divine’s highest nature, a form of the absolute brahman. D. Brooks writes: 

The mantra’s power stems from the combination of its inherent capacity as an ema-
nation of the goddess with the acquisition of grace and diligent self-effort. Since the
mantra is a concentrated form of the divine power it has the capacity to bring about
events that defy all normal and conventional modes of understanding. The guru, as
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embodiment of both Çiva and Çakti, is the primary source for bringing out the
mantra’s latent power. The student not only depends on the teacher for the mantra’s
esoteric meaning but to empower the sounds themselves.

(1992: 112)

The çr⁄cakra is the transcendent aspect of the goddess Lalitå. It is a yantra, a two-
dimensional geometrical figure which represents the essence of the deity. It is formed by
five downward-pointing triangles representing Çakti which intersect with four upward-
pointing triangles representing Çiva. Through the intersection of these nine triangles are
formed forty-three triangles. This is surrounded by concentric circles with eight and then
sixteen lotus petals. The figure is surrounded by a square of three lines with openings in
the middle of each side. There is a dot in the center of the entire diagram which represents
the unity of Çiva and Çakti. From the point of view of Çr⁄vidyå, meditation upon it in
conjunction with the mantra is the culmination of spiritual practice for the initiated adept,
for whom it functions on three levels: as a map of creation’s divine essences projected
visually; as divine power which can become accessible to those who obtain esoteric
knowledge about its use; and as the real presence (sadbhava) of the divine, “worthy of
worship, admiration, and even fear because of its potential to transform one’s relationship
with the sacred” (D. Brooks 1992: 118). 

A striking visual icon, the çr⁄cakra in recent times has been publicly displayed and
worshiped esoterically in Hindu temples, has appeared as an illustration in popular ritual
manuals, and has migrated to New Age literature to the point where it may be the most
widely recognized Hindu emblem, even in the West. This phenomenon highlights the fluid
relationship between the most esoteric doctrines and practices and popular religiosity.

SACRED GEOGRAPHY: THE ÇAKTIPÛ˝HAS

The idea of the goddess as a dynamic force inherent in matter is given expression in the myth
and ritual of the çaktip⁄†has or çåktap⁄†has (places of power). The image of the earth itself
and, more particularly, the land of India as a goddess is ancient and pervasive in the Hindu
tradition. Similarly, the idea that certain features, such as mountains, rivers, lakes, and caves
are a manifestation of the sacred is also one of great antiquity. While these geographical
hierophanies are often associated with a particular deity or saint, it is the place itself that is
sacred. In Hinduism there developed an elaborate system of pilgrimage to t⁄rthas, literally,
river fords, places where one can “cross over” from the human to the divine realm. Important
Çåkta places of pilgrimage are called p⁄†has which form an elaborate scheme which became
a hallmark of Çåktism, though it may have Buddhist antecedents.

At some point the worship of the goddess became associated with a formal system of
p⁄†has (seats, abodes) enshrining parts of her body which served to account for the unified
identity of the goddess amidst a multiplicity of forms and local traditions. The earliest
reference to p⁄†has is in the Hevajra Tantra, a seventh-century Buddhist text, which lists
four: Jålandhara (in the Punjab hills), O∂iyå~a or U∂∂iyå~a (in the Swat Valley), P¨r~agiri
(location unknown), and Kåmar¨pa (in Assam). A system of four p⁄†has is common
to both Hindu and Buddhist Tantric texts and may have some connection with the legends
that the Buddha’s body was divided at his death and enshrined in st¨pas. There is also
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a Tantric Buddhist tradition that the Indian subcontinent is the vajra body of the Buddha,
divided into twenty-four limbs or p⁄†has (Stablein 1978).

The mythical source for the p⁄†ha scheme is the story of the goddess Sat⁄ and the
destruction of her father Dak‚a’s sacrifice by her husband Çiva. This story is found in germ
form in the Bråhma~as and in more elaborate form in most of the Purå~as with numerous
variations. The most extensive work on çaktip⁄†has has been done by Sircar, who has
painstakingly traced the development of this myth. The following is extracted from his
classic account:

The earliest form of the legend of Dak‚a-yajña-nåça is probably to be traced in the
Mahåbhårata (XII, chapters 282–83; cf. Brahma Purå~a, ch. 39) and a slightly
modified form of the same story is found in many of the Purå~as (Matsya, ch. 12;
Padma, S®‚†ikha~∂a, ch. 5; K¨rma, I, ch. 15; Brahmå~∂a, ch. 31, etc.) as well as in the
Kumårasambhava (I, 21) of Kålidåsa who flourished in the fourth and fifth centuries
and adorned the court of the Gupta Vikramådityas. According to this modified version
of the legend, the mother-goddess, who was the wife of Çiva, was in the form of Sat⁄
one of the daughters of Dak‚a Prajåpat⁄. Dak‚a was celebrating a great sacrifice for
which neither Sat⁄ nor Çiva was invited. Sat⁄, however, went to her father’s sacrifice
uninvited, but was greatly insulted by Dak‚a. As a result of this ill-treatment, Sat⁄ is
said to have died by yoga or of a broken heart, or, as Kålidåsa says, she put herself into
the fire and perished. . . . When the news of Sat⁄’s death reached her husband, Çiva is
said to have become furious and hastened to the scene with his numerous attendants.
The sacrifice of Prajåpat⁄ Dak‚a was completely destroyed. Çiva, according to some of
the sources, decapitated Dak‚a who was afterwards restored to life and thenceforward
acknowledged the superiority of Çiva to all gods.

(Sircar 1973: 5–6)

It is clear that these earlier versions of the story are told from a Çaiva sectarian point
of view in order to establish the superiority of Çiva. Later versions, however, take on a
distinctly Çåkta slant as the narrative centers on Sat⁄ rather than Çiva. Sircar continues:

In still later times, probably about the earlier part of the medieval period, a new legend
was engrafted to the old story simply for the sake of explaining the origin of the P⁄†has.
According to certain later Purå~as and Tantras (Dev⁄bhågavata, VII, ch. 30; Kålikå
Purå~a, ch. 18, etc.), Çiva became inconsolable at the death of his beloved wife Sat⁄,
and, after the destruction of Dak‚a’s sacrifice, he wandered over the earth in a mad
dance with Sat⁄’s dead body on his shoulder (or, head). The gods now became anxious
to free Çiva from his infatuation and made a conspiracy to deprive him of his wife’s
dead body. Thereupon Brahman, Vi‚~u and Çani entered the dead body by yoga and
disposed of it gradually and bit by bit. The places where pieces of Sat⁄’s dead body fell
are said to have become P⁄†has, i.e. holy seats or resorts of the mother-goddess, in all
of which she is represented to be constantly living in some form together with a
Bhairava, i.e. a form of her husband Çiva. According to a modified version of this
story, it was Vi‚~u who, while following Çiva, cut Sat⁄’s dead body on Çiva’s shoulder
or head piece by piece by his arrows or his discus.

(1973: 6–7)
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According to various schemes, there are 4, 7, 8, 42, 51, or 108 of these p⁄†has, the
lists reflecting the local traditions, sectarian loyalties, and perhaps literary license of the
writers. The scheme has also passed into local and regional oral traditions, with god-
dess temples all over India being counted among the çaktip⁄†has whether there is any
textual basis for doing so. It is clear that the myth serves both to emphasize the importance
of Sat⁄ over Çiva, as is graphically portrayed by his placing her on his head, and to inte-
grate various local goddess shrines into the body of the goddess. As an example of
universalization by division, the myth is an inversion of the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya story in which
the goddess is put together limb by limb through the efforts of the gods.8 Here she is dis-
membered limb by limb and distributed throughout the landscape. The places where her
limbs fell are alive with her presence and thus infused with çakti.

Sources vary as to which part of Sat⁄ fell where, although the yoni or female generative
organ is invariably placed at Kåmar¨pa in Assam which is considered the ådip⁄†ha
(original or primordial seat). This is considered to be the most important Çåkta and
Tantric site in India and is the central focus of the Kålikå Purå~a and the Yoni Tantra.
The main shrine at Kåmar¨pa, on a hill near the modern city of Gauhati, houses the
goddess under the name of Kåmåkhyå, who is often identified with the Mahåvidyå
Íodaç⁄. A natural spring from an underground river keeps moist the yoni stone
which is the main image of the temple. Pilgrims collect sacred water from this spring.
The temple is closed for three days annually to celebrate the menses of the goddess,
opening on the fourth day for the festival of Ambuvåc⁄. Also on the hillside are shrines to
each of the other ten Mahåvidyås and to other goddesses. Other famous çaktip⁄†has,
according to the P⁄†hanir~aya, which lists fifty-one, are Kål⁄p⁄†ha (Kalighat in Calcutta)
where the right toe fell, Hingulå (Hing Laj in Baluchistan) where the brahmarandhra
(top of the head) fell, and Jvålå Mukh⁄ (in Kangra district, Himachal Pradesh) where the
tongue fell.

Dismemberment is an extremely archaic motif in the history of religions, being found
in Southeast Asia, Oceania, North and South America, and the ancient Middle East.
Mircea Eliade (1969: 347–48) writes that the p⁄†ha system in India is an example of the
coalescence among the fertility cults of the great goddess and popular yoga, for the p⁄†has
were places of pilgrimage for Çåkta and Tantrics. He adds that most of them were aniconic
altars that had acquired rank as holy places by virtue of the fact that ascetics and yog⁄s had
meditated and attained special powers (siddhi) there. Sircar speculates that the earliest
p⁄†has were associated with the phallus (liπga) of a male god and the female organs ( yoni)
and breasts of a goddess. Hills and mountains were regarded as self-born liπgas, tanks and
pools as yonis, and a pair of hills as breasts. Water coming out of the springs in these hills
would be regarded as the goddess’s milk. These male and female hierophanies, he theo-
rizes, were worshiped by the pre-Åryans (Sircar 1973: 7–8). Whatever their origins, it is
clear that the p⁄†has express a worldview in which the earth is considered sacred and the
deity manifests herself in living earthly forms. 

The theory and practice of the çaktip⁄†has in many ways sum up the wide sweep of Çåkta
influences and developments, from the archaic mother goddess cults, to devotional,
mythological, and ritual traditions in classical Hinduism, to philosophical speculations
on the nature of reality and paths to liberation, to esoteric Tantric conceptualizations and
practices.
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THE GODDESS AND EXPERIENCE

Of all the world’s religions, Hinduism has the most elaborate living goddess traditions.
Hindu conceptions of female deities and the overarching great goddess stem from
the supreme cosmic power, Çakti, from whom all creation emerges and by whom it is sus-
tained. The worship of the goddess, of the divine as female, has a long history in India and
continues to become even more popular today. By virtue of their common feminine nature,
women are in some contexts regarded as special manifestations of the goddess, sharing in
her powers. Thus, the goddess can perhaps be viewed as a mythic model for Hindu
women. Western religious traditions, on the other hand, while not totally devoid of 
feminine imagery, lack any true parallel to the Hindu goddess. This perceived deficiency
has inspired some Western religious feminists to recover and revive goddesses and femi-
nine images of the divine from the ancient past. Nevertheless, some feminists and scholars
of religion have argued that the existence of the Hindu goddess has not appeared outwardly
to have benefited women’s position in Indian society.

The question of the relationship between Indian (primarily Hindu, but extending also to
Buddhist and Jaina) goddesses and women is multifaceted and complex, frequently leading
to contradictory answers, depending upon how the question is framed and who is doing the
asking—and answering. Some observers stress the essentially patriarchal structure of Hindu
society and argue that goddesses serve only to uphold or at best provide temporary relief
from that structure. Others argue that male and female in Hindu culture are hierarchically
related, though in a complex complementarity that defies Western notions of patriarchy and
feminism. Still others suggest that Hindu goddesses provide a model and inspiration for
women and men to transcend deeply engrained cultural norms. Yet another perspective is
that some goddesses or modes of Çåkta practice (e.g. the powerful Durgå or Tantra with its
female gurus and exaltation of women) are liberating for women, while others (the obedient
wife S⁄tå or the male-dominated exoteric temple worship) are oppressive. Finally, some con-
tend that the relationship between goddesses and women is multivalent, context specific, and
constantly changing (see Hiltebeitel and Erndl 2000 for these and other perspectives). 

From a religious perspective, the one factor which cuts across gender, regional, caste,
and philosophical differences is the importance of personal religious experience for the
devotee and the self-transformation which results from interacting with her. Whether a
devotee is offering coconuts to a village deity, making a pilgrimage to a famous goddess
temple to fulfill a vow, consulting a goddess-possessed woman about a personal problem,
or engaging in a complex visual meditation, it is the immediacy and tangibility of the god-
dess which is most important. To illustrate this point, I conclude this chapter with two
short pieces from different regions of India—without further commentary or interpreta-
tion—in order to provide a taste of the flavor of that experience.

The first is the story of Dhyån¨ Bhagat, told in the Hindi and Punjabi languages, which
is part of the oral tradition of popular Çåkta traditions in northwest India (Erndl 1993: 46):9

There once was a devotee of the Goddess named Dhyån¨ Bhagat who lived at the
same time as the Mughal Emperor Akbar [sixteenth century]. Once he was leading a
group of pilgrims to the temple of Jvålå Mukh⁄ where the Goddess appears in the
form of a flame. As the group was passing through Delhi, Akbar summoned Dhyån¨
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to the court, demanding to know who this goddess was and why he worshiped
her. Dhyån¨ replied that she is the all-powerful Goddess who grants wishes to her
devotees. 

In order to test Dhyån¨, Akbar ordered the head of his horse to be cut off and told
Dhyån¨ to have his goddess join the horse’s head back to its body.

Dhyån¨ went to Jvålå Mukh⁄ where he prayed day and night to the Goddess, but he
got no answer. Finally, in desperation, he cut off his own head and offered it to the
Goddess. At that point, the Goddess appeared before him in full splendor, seated on her
lion. She joined his head back to his body and also joined the horse’s head back to its
body. Then she offered him a boon. He asked that in the future, devotees not be required
to go to such extreme lengths to prove their devotion. So, she granted him the boon that
from then on, she would accept the offering of a coconut to be equal to that of a head.
That is why people today offer coconuts to the Goddess.

The second example of personal experience of the goddess is a poem by the most famous
Çåkta devotional poet, Ramprasad Sen of Bengal, who lived in the eighteenth century
(McDermott 2001b: 70–71):

The world’s a shoreless ocean;
there’s no crossing it.
But I bank on Your feet and the treasure of Your company—
rescue me, Tåri~⁄,
in my distress.

I see the waves
the bottomless waters

and shiver in terror:
I might drown and die!
Be merciful,
save Your servant,
Harbor me now 

in Your boat
Your feet.

The tempest storms without lull,
so too shaking my body.
I’m repeating Your name

Tårå! the essence of the world.
Fulfill my desire.

Prasåd says:
Time has passed
I haven’t worshiped Kål⁄
and life is gone, unfruitful.
So free me from these worldly bonds.
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Mother Tåri~⁄,
without You
to whom shall I give my burden?

(Used by permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.)

NOTES

1 Some scholars have argued for the pre-Vedic and non-Åryan origins of the Såµkhya system that
the concept of prak®ti evolved out of an ancient Mother Earth cult (for this view,
see Bhattacharyya 1973: 16–17, 87–90). Bhattacharyya further argues that the original Såµkhya,
as opposed to the classical formulation by Ûçvarak®‚~a, stemmed from a matriarchal society.

2 The ideas in this paragraph follow Kinsley (1986: 136–37).
3 This idea is especially prevalent in the Dev⁄bhågavata Purå~a, as discussed in C. M. Brown 1990

(see also D. Brooks 1990, 1992).
4 Of course, this theory assumes that the Åryans did migrate into India and would have to be thrown

out completely if there is any truth to claims about a Sarasvat⁄ civilization or other indigenous
Åryan culture on the Indian subcontinent. Evaluation of indigenous Åryan theories is beyond the
scope of this chapter (for an even-handed consideration of the evidence, see Bryant 2001).

5 This theme is developed in O’Flaherty (1982).
6 The significance of the number seven hundred is most likely that it is the number of çlokas found

in the highly popular text the Bhagavad G⁄tå.
7 Most of the material on Çr⁄vidyå which follows is heavily reliant on this work and on D. Brooks

1990.
8 This idea was expressed by Eck (1986).
9 The story is found in numerous popular religious pamphlets and in oral versions throughout

northwest India and as far east as the Vindhyåcala temple in Mirzapur, Uttar Pradesh.
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C H A P T E R  E I G H T

VAIÍ¡AVA

Francis X. Clooney and Tony K. Stewart

WHAT CONSTITUTES VAIÍ¡AVA TRADITION

In the most general sense, to be Vai‚~ava means simply to worship the deity Vi‚~u or one
of his many alternate forms, such as Råma or K®‚~a. In the early centuries prior to the

common era, Vi‚~u, who was often recognized by the epithets Nåråya~a and in other asso-
ciations such as Våsudeva-K®‚~a and Saµkar‚a~a-Balaråma, became refuge for increas-
ing numbers. Sometime during the early centuries of the millennium, he began to be
attended by a consort, the goddess Lak‚m⁄ or Çr⁄, an association that has continued to the
present.1 Evidence is textual from a variety of sources stretching back to the Vedas and
their commentaries and the Upani‚ads, but, by the Gupta period, the most compelling
citations are plastic, sculpture, and architecture ranging from one end of the Indian
subcontinent to the other. By the early centuries of the Common Era, sedentary ruling clans
departed from the more mobile worship afforded in traditional Vedic ritual by patronizing
temples in honor of Vi‚~u, structures that were made of durable, permanent materials.
Appropriate to this permanent setting, Vi‚~u was from the earliest times associated with
protection and sustenance, while his consort Çr⁄ complemented this strength by nurturing
the general weal, from hearth and health to the creation of wealth. This temple-based
worship of images of Vi‚~u suggested the first stirrings of a “cult,” what tradition would
call by the general name of Bhågavata, but in the early stages by the more specific name
of Påñcaråtra. Their texts were Ågamas, that is, dealing with rituals of serving the image,
their titles often bearing the name and classification of Tantra; they were esoteric practi-
cal manuals and, much like their Vedic forebears, of limited access to an increasingly
specialized and hereditary group of Bråhma~ priests. Systematic theological speculation
would come a little later. Today there are South Indian priests, called Vaikhånasa, who still
carry out these rituals that derive from the oldest Vai‚~ava texts, the Vaikhånasas¨tra that
predate Baudhåyana, rituals that appear in form and function to be consistent with the fun-
damentals first formulated in the ancient texts of the Påñcaråtra Ågama. Followers are
certain, and scholars seem generally to concur, that the Vaikhånasa practices represent
the contemporary mode of an unbroken tradition. Its singular endurance stretches
over several millennia and testifies to the centrality of Vai‚~ava practice in the religious
life of South Asia, its basic features continually revalorized, speaking to the needs of
each new generation with a direct and immediate relevance. Some of that immediacy



can be traced to two distinctive characteristics: the individual’s unique participation in the
reality understood to have been generated and organized by Vi‚~u, and the ability of
the tradition to accommodate change by a system of constant renewal that reorders the
world according to contemporary exigencies. Other Hindu traditions have demonstrated
much this same ability to absorb and incorporate local traditions, but part of what demar-
cates the Vai‚~ava approach is a unique rational justification. While somewhat vague,
indeed inconsistent in its articulation at first, this justification is eventually consolidated in
the form of a widely generalized avatåra theory, the theology of divine descent, an
umbrella concept that eventually accounts for all the myriad manifestations of Vi‚~u.

Avatåra:  the response of  god to devotees

In its simplest form, the word “avatåra” derives from the Sanskrit root t® and the prefix
ava, meaning to “descend” or “alight”—in this case, the descent from the heavens to
earth—with the more general sense of simply “appearing.” The term is often translated
into English as “incarnation,” but scholars of the tradition have over the centuries increas-
ingly demurred because it is problematic to argue that the descent of god to earth involves
gross or carnal matter, the key element of flesh associated with worldly existence. God can
only be purity and truth, generally termed “sattva”; the adjudication of this basic ontolog-
ical issue was central to the development of the traditional four schools noted later.
While theologians will differ on how much of this descent qualifies as docetism, depend-
ent as that is on the concept of how substantive the body of god is understood to be, the real-
ity of that descent is never questioned. Yet, ironically, the world, indeed the entirety of the
universe, is understood to exist within Vi‚~u so that devotees live with the awareness of
inhabiting the body of their lord, an awareness that sanctifies the act of living itself, making
the experience deeply personal and immediate. To be Vai‚~ava is somehow to participate
in the divine order, in divinity itself. Perhaps the most elegant and succinct statement of this
can be found in the text of the Bhagavad G⁄tå, eighteen chapters in the sixth book of the
Mahåbhårata, although equivalent explanations can be found throughout the literatures of
the Vai‚~avas. And its elegance is no doubt partially dependent on its generality, for the
Bhagavad G⁄tå is not a precise theological document but a statement of principle that
requires elaboration in all parts of the tradition. Here we find a general explanation of the
nature of devotion, bhakti, and what it means to be a bhakta, a devotee. 

The word “bhakti” comes from the Sanskrit root bhaj, which means “to apportion” or
“to share with or in,” and the logic works something like this. The world is created
by Vi‚~u-Nåråya~a—or, in this particular case, working under the name and personality
of K®‚~a—and as his creation, it is automatically perfect and balanced and well propor-
tioned. The natural order of this perfect creation is apportioned according to role and func-
tion to its minutest part and is then governed by rules established by god, Bhagavån, or,
literally, “he who possesses or governs the parts.” A devotee who worships Bhagavån
finds through that devotion his or her own proper place in that divine order and partici-
pates in it (Bhagavad G⁄tå 6, 9). In this sense, the devotee lives in god, in the way of god,
both figuratively and literally, and that participation becomes its own reward, eventually
resulting in a permanent place in the service of Vi‚~u or K®‚~a or Råma or some other
form as one is personally inclined. 
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Problems arise when humans fail to observe the order as planned—and that, of course,
is part of the human condition, an inability to discipline itself because of the frailties borne
of basic desires, of greed and anger and lust, to mention the most common. Because of the
abject failure of humans to conform to Vi‚~u’s divine plan, the world gradually loses its
center and destabilizes, its moral order compromised. When that happens Bhagavån hears
the cries of his devotees’ agony, their plea for compassion for themselves and their fellow
beings, and so he makes ready to descend (Bhagavad G⁄tå 4.7–8). But—and this is where
the tradition demonstrates an uncanny knack for adapting itself to the local environment—
Bhagavån will descend in a form and shape and with a message appropriate to each and
every era and locale (Bhagavad G⁄tå 4.11). When he does so, the goal is to reestablish
order, dharma, in a new image that serves to correct the excesses of the moment. Not only
does Bhagavån assume different shapes but also the ordering dharma itself shifts, some-
times dramatically and sometimes subtly, to address the pressing needs of his followers,
remaking dharma, which is often erroneously depicted as eternal and unchanging, as
contextual and relative according to his own personal will. Consequently, through this
mechanism of divine descent, Bhagavån can be seen and worshiped in myriad forms that
relay instruction for survival in a constantly shifting world. 

Tradit ional  avatåra theory

Traditionally the avatåra system articulated six, then ten, and eventually a seemingly
limitless host of descents, each one subordinate to Vi‚~u-Nåråya~a. Not surprisingly it is
at this juncture that theology asserts itself as a rational justification of these acts of inclu-
sion and expansion. Perhaps the first systematic assertion of this cosmological emanation
is the doctrine of “separate manifestation” (vyuha), that linked the early aggregates as
Våsudeva, Saµkar‚a~a, Pradyumna, and Aniruddha, the caturvyuha. Another early system,
finally explained formally in the Manusm®ti, proposes a descent for each age of a Manu
(4,320,000 human years), the manvantara-avatåras who were the progenitors and sover-
eigns of humanity in each of the fourteen ages. But a parallel development articulated a
different serial descent, the first references of which can be found in the ¸g Veda (namely,
the “three steps” of Vi‚~u) and expanded in the Taittir⁄ya recensions of the Çatapatha
Bråhma~a. Following these initials claims, other texts began to assert other forms which
have been standardized over the last one and one-half millennia. In the most common
Purå~ic versions, the theoriomorphic forms of Matsya the “fish,” K¨rma the “tortoise,”
Varåha the “boar,” and Narasiµha the “half-man, half-lion,” were understood to have
appeared in the first age of the world, the K®ta or Satya. In the next age, the Tretå, Vi‚~u
assumed more recognizably human dimensions, as Våmana the “dwarf,” he of the “three
steps,” and Paraçuråma or “Råma of the axe.” Signaling the close of that Tretå Yuga was
Råma, hero of the Råmåya~a. The following Dvåpara Yuga was brought to a close by
K®‚~a, advisor and guide to heroes in the Mahåbhårata and whose own childhood and
adolescent exploits were recorded later so lovingly in the Bhågavata Purå~a. The Buddha
was also incorporated, signifying the close ties to that tradition, although the ostensible
motivation for his appearance—to encourage the demonic and wicked to turn away from
the truth—suggests the ambivalent nature of this connection. Finally, Vi‚~u is said ready
to come at some indeterminate future date in the last and final degraded age, the Kali. This
final form is signified by the image of Kalkin the “white horse.” While some groups within



the tradition today argue that the time for descent is passed, it is through this open-ended
invitation that other contemporary practitioners of Vai‚~avism can place their own images
of divinity such as the figure of Satya P⁄r—who adorns himself with both Hindu and
Muslim accoutrements signaling an intention to synthesize a new dharmic life that accom-
modates Hindus to Muslims—to historical figures such as K®‚~a Caitanya (1486–1533),
the inspiration of the Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~ava tradition. This open-ended set of ten has been
labeled the l⁄lå-avatåras, descents of divine play, while a subset is popularly called the
four yuga-avatåras, one for each of the four Purå~ic ages. Even though the different sets
appear to be inconsistent, the principle behind the doctrine of descent remains coherent. 

In its earliest form, the theory of divine descent imagined a supreme godhead that
manifested subordinate forms on earth, but as the tradition matured, followers of particularly
popular forms, especially those of Råma and K®‚~a, argued that they were not subordinate
at all. Eventually the manifestations of Vi‚~u were conceived to range from the descent of
the god himself, svayaµ bhagavån, to replicas classified as the traditional avatåras, to
lesser parts of divinity on earth (portions, kalå; minor parts, aµça; parts of parts, aµçåµça;
and so forth), until divinity was even seen to be present in the possession and inspiration
of great men and even women, a momentary descent (åveça) that derives from learning to
live within the moral order created by the lord. The result was that all Vai‚~avas were
understood to be in some sense partaking of divinity by living the proper life—and that
notion even stretched to include those beyond the formal system, hence the appearance of
individuals such as Mahåtmå Gandhi and even Martin Luther King in popular Vai‚~ava
art of the late twentieth century. While the terms for these various manifestations vary
from one theological system to another within the tradition, the basic concept remains
constant. Binding them together is the overriding motivation of compassion (karu~å,
dayå), an interest that undoubtedly received at least some impetus from the prominence of
Buddhist groups in the period of early Vai‚~ava formation. The emphasis on compassion
as the motivation for Bhagavån’s presence is matched by the devotee’s correlative empha-
sis on love of the divine, producing a symbiotic relationship between lord and devotee, so
much so that some later poets speak of a lord who cannot live without his followers, a
divinity whose very existence is dependent on their love. In these general terms, all of
Vai‚~avism can be understood then as an attempt to stabilize the world in which they live,
motivated by compassion for the plight of humanity that seems inevitably to diverge from
moral rectitude, the proper response to which is to inculcate love for god; everything else
will fall into place if that be accomplished. 

Forms of  god,  forms of  practice

Because the foundations of Vai‚~ava practice are centered on stabilizing the contemporary
world whose needs change continually, the tradition has an inherent tolerance of diversity
in practice and theology. But this does not mean that anything goes as long as one calls it
worship of Vi‚~u; rather, there are principles that must be observed in articulating each new
theological and practical perspective. While it is impossible to delineate all of the factors
that go into this process of creating an acceptable Vai‚~ava vision, perhaps the most com-
mon characteristic is the impulse to recognize Bhagavån in all of his forms and, by exten-
sion, to recognize the validity of communities of practitioners who opt for a different
priorities and devotional foci. It is perhaps a rational response after the initial recognition
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of divinity and what that meant for practitioners to begin to focus on the classification of
forms of divinity, the work of these forms, their accessibility, and the proper ways of
approaching each image, although in such general terms it might be better to see that
tendency as a technique of differentiation as the numbers of schools began to proliferate.
Nåråya~a-Vi‚~u or Våsudeva is, for instance, seen to function as a sovereign and majes-
tic overlord, usually depicted with multiple arms, holding weapons, such as club and disc,
by which he curbs the excesses of the patrons of moral disorder, that is, adharma, while
also holding contrasting benign emblems of his compassionate and loving nature, the lotus
and conch. When a devotee chooses this form (there are actually twenty-four permuta-
tions, depending on the order of implements in the arms), he or she does not ignore the
others but relegates them hierarchically to a different position of priority. For some the
human form is more desirable and approachable, so Råma replaces Nåråya~a as a
sovereign ruler, but as a two-armed accessible figure. Likewise, K®‚~a, especially in his
adolescent form that celebrates young love, requires a different orientation that does not
eliminate Vi‚~u’s other roles and functions but subordinates them to preferred or less
preferred rank and accessibility. Today devotees often talk of these images of divinity as
interchangeable: Vi‚~u is K®‚~a is Råma, and so on, so that when a devotee of K®‚~a hears
the name Råma he hears K®‚~a, and vice-versa. Historians of religions refer to this process
as homologizing, but, in this particular case, it is not a simple equation or substitution;
rather, each practitioner will come to understand that his or her chosen form of divinity
is the complete godhead and that all other forms are but manifestations of it, in each case
creating a new hierarchy of subordinated divine images and the graded activities that sup-
port it. While this attitude could conceivably produce a theoretically infinite set of varia-
tions, like so many other features of Indic culture, the tradition has recognized that the
varieties tend to group together as a finite set of options, of perspectives that one might
take to recognize difference while maintaining a standard of consistency and purpose.
Historically these took shape as the four schools of Vai‚~ava thought, sampradåyas, the
oldest of which is now some nine hundred plus years in the making. 

Sampradåyas:  systematic  formulations of  devotion

The four schools were founded by the historical figures of Råmånuja (eleventh century),
Madhva or Ånandat⁄rtha (eleventh century), Nimbårka (thirteenth century), and Vallabha
(fifteenth to sixteenth century). Looking back from a contemporary perspective, to qualify
as a sampradåya seems to have meant that each leader mapped a formal intellectual justi-
fication of belief and practice, that is, a systematic theology that supported focused ritual
practices ranging from the large public rituals oriented around temple culture to the indi-
vidual practices of both laity and professional practitioners, including especially ascetics;
ritual schools such as the Vaikhånasa, devoid of a systematic theology, tend not to warrant
the classification of sampradåya within the tradition itself. It is significant that as the earli-
est sampradåyas were formed, the philosophical foundation included a commentary on the
Brahmas¨tra, the touchstone of Vedåntic thinking. By the seventeenth century, that
commentary seems to have become a desideratum, as argued by members of the Vallabha
sampradåya who brought suit against the upstart Gau∂⁄yas, claiming in a celebrated court
case argued before the Mahåråjå of Jaipur that the latter were not qualified to conduct
the service of the image in a temple in Vraja because they did not have a commentary on
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the Brahmas¨tra and were therefore not officially a sampradåya (a few weeks later one was
produced thereby legitimating them in the court). While nowhere officially stated, clearly
Vedånta set the terms of discourse that Vai‚~avas felt compelled to address in order to
differentiate themselves to a greater or lesser degree from the classical formulation of
monism or nondualism (Advaita), which was anathema to the dualistic devotional concep-
tion of a theistic ultimate. Beyond the Brahmas¨tra, this formal differentiation began with
Råmånuja’s Viçi‚†ådvaita or qualified nondualism, following Nåthamuni several centuries
earlier. In each case the intellectual dimension was forged in a series of Sanskrit çåstras,
texts that explored basic questions of ontology, epistemology, cosmology, and, of course,
soteriology. But the inspiration for these rational justifications of belief and practice came
from a far different source, the devotional literatures in the vernacular, especially poetry
that glorified god and the love that connected him to the devotee. Knowing the divine
through direct and unmediated experience validated the truths that had to be articulated
rationally; it was an emotional bhakti that inspired its intellectual defense.2 Based on extant
textual evidence, the earliest impulse to the vernacular came from the south, the product of
the ÅÏvår poets writing in Tamil at least as early as the seventh century, and references to
K®‚~a and Vi‚~u go back much further. This impulse to vernacular expression has become
the hallmark of Vai‚~ava devotion, spurring many of the works that have become classics,
such as Tulas⁄dåsa’s Hindi Råmåya~a or the poetry of Ca~∂⁄dåsa, Vidyåpati, and
Govindadåsa in Bengali, and has even become a vehicle for serious theology, a traditional
preserve of Sanskrit. The effect of this parallel development of emotional and intellectual
bhakti, with parallel developments in vernacular and Sanskrit literature, can be illustrated
by looking at two examples of Vai‚~avism prominent in the subcontinent today.
Çr⁄vai‚~avism and Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~avism. The Çr⁄vai‚~avism of Råmånuja’s school is the
southernmost and oldest anchor of contemporary traditions and is seen here from a largely
theological and ethical perspective. This will be contrasted with the Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~ava or
Caitanya movement of Bengal and Vraja, a northeastern development that comes after the
founding of the four sampradåyas but which has claimed for itself the status of a fifth
sampradåya, replete with all of the requisite pragmatic and philosophical justifications, but
viewed here from the perspective of vernacular expression and individual praxis.

ÇRÛVAIÍ¡AVISM

The Çr⁄vai‚~ava community’s  sense of  i tself

The Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition traces its origins back to the primordial gracious initiative of
Lord Vi‚~u and thus to the beginning of the world; more immediately, it also claims
verification in the oldest literature in the Sanskrit and Tamil languages, most clearly and
famously in the seventh- to ninth-century songs of the poet saints known as the ÅÏvårs.
Çr⁄vai‚~avism is an intensely textual tradition which self-consciously defines itself in
terms of its canon, scriptural sources read in the context of their later commentaries and
elaborations. One could fairly well describe the self-understanding of the community
simply by recounting what great Çr⁄vai‚~ava teachers, ancient and modern, have said in
the course of their commentaries and more systematic presentations of scriptural teach-
ings. But here we have opted instead to introduce a contemporary but nonetheless deeply
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traditional view of Çr⁄vai‚~avism, a small volume by R. Ramaswami Ramanujadasar
simply and aptly entitled Çr⁄vai‚~avam (1984). This respected treatise is meant to cate-
chize Çr⁄vai‚~avas in the basics of their own faith. Written in the Tamil language, it is
clearly intended for the community and not for a wider academic audience. As such, it
gives us a good sense of how the Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition sees itself.3

After general characterizations (such as those with which we began this essay) and
particular emphasis on the importance of Çr⁄ as the eternal consort of Vi‚~u and mediator
of all grace, Ramanujadasar reviews the history of the Vai‚~ava religion by drawing on
common Sanskrit sources, such as the Upani‚ads, the Bhagavad G⁄tå, the Nåråya~⁄ya sec-
tion of the Mahåbhårata, and so on. He emphasizes Çr⁄vai‚~avism’s unbroken lineage, the
prominence of Vai‚~ava beliefs in the oldest Hindu texts, and its superiority vis-a-vis other
schools of thought. Çr⁄vai‚~avism stands firmly in the center of the religious traditions of
ancient India; it is original, authentic, and an eminently effective guide to life. 

Since certain truths are necessary for salvation, Ramanujadasar accordingly expounds
the basic Vai‚~ava theological positions: the dependent relationship of conscious beings
and nonconscious beings on the lord; the lord’s role as material as well as efficient cause
of the world; and the various ways in which the lord relates to the world, that is, as tran-
scendent, in evolved cosmological forms (vyuha), in divine descents (avatåra), in conse-
crated temple images (arcå), and within each self. 

Ramanujadasar then identifies and explains the five steps in the project of salvation: the
lord himself is the highest object of knowing and loving; human nature is oriented to the lord;
reaching the lord is the human goal; complete surrender is the means to that goal; and obsta-
cles to the goal, such as lust and pride, can be overcome by clear knowledge and simple
surrender. He also offers a detailed description of key practices, customs, and observances
distinctive to the Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition: for example, the purifications and preparations
(saµskåra) which define the mature Çr⁄vai‚~ava, including insignia to be worn, names appro-
priately taken, prayers and rites to be learned (including the three sacred mantras which
encapsulate the faith), the daily routine, and practices of worship. In addition, he mentions
specific rules regarding eating, special rules regarding the behavior of women (since the list
is in general conceived of as pertaining to men), and a list of prohibited actions.

Finally, Ramanujadasar surveys texts distinctive to the Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition and makes
clear that although Sanskrit texts are important, Çr⁄vai‚~avism is distinguished by its focus
on South Indian, Tamil-language texts. Most important are the Tamil-language devotional
songs of the ÅÏvårs gathered in the Divyaprabandham canon. These texts express the true
spirit of religion and the array of interior virtues, which a lover of the lord must ultimately
have; they complement and even surpass the Sanskrit texts, which the community also
reverences. Foremost among the twelve ÅÏvårs is Ca†akôpaŒ (popularly known as
NammåÏvår, “our ÅÏvår”), author of the 1,102 verses of TiruvåymoÏi, a set of one hundred
songs in which were found all the defining tenets of Çr⁄vai‚~avism. To know TiruvåymoÏi
well is to be informed by its values and so to acquire the wisdom which characterizes the
tradition as a whole (see Clooney 1996: chapters 3–4).

Çr⁄vai‚~avism as a public  and argumentative tradit ion

Despite emphasis on tradition and the internal cohesion of the tradition, Çr⁄vai‚~ava
theologians also insist on formulating the community’s positions as truth claims that surpass



other and often conflicting views of the nature of god, humans, and the world. They were
prepared to argue accordingly. Çr⁄vai‚~avism is the original and true religion, revealed by
god at the very origin of the universe, and its worldview is the best that is accessible to
reason as well as the worldview affirmed by scripture. The tradition is not relativistic
regarding positions it holds to be true and never concluded that its views were merely local
beliefs; rather, they were understood to be universally cogent and liable to intellectual
affirmation by all honest, reasoning persons. 

As we have seen, the Çr⁄vai‚~avas shared standard Vedånta doctrines articulated in texts
like the Upani‚ads, the Vedånta commentaries, and the Bhagavad G⁄tå and particularly in
the Viçi‚†ådvaita Vedånta tradition of interpretation. Råmånuja (1017–1137), the leading
Çr⁄vai‚~ava theologian, explained and defended the Çr⁄vai‚~ava interpretation of those texts
and doctrines as correct and compelling even for persons outside the community who were
nonetheless still willing to reason honestly. In his key writings, such as the Çr⁄bhå‚ya com-
mentary on the Brahmas¨tra of Bådaråya~a, the G⁄tåbhå‚ya, and the Vedårthasaµgraha,
Råmånuja argued against materialism, reductive ritualism, various Buddhist and Jaina
teachings, nontheistic and extreme nondualist views of the meaning of the Upani‚ads, and
even other theistic sects whose members worshiped god by other names, for instance, as
Çiva. Even in his most argumentative moments Råmånuja put the highest priority on
spiritual values and appreciated the necessity of divine grace, but he did not hesitate to
assert the truth of his tradition’s positions. He gives no hint of the view that Çr⁄vai‚~avas
have one truth, other Vai‚~avas other truths, Buddhists and Jainas still other truths. All
Vai‚~avas adhere to the same truth; there is no other truth. 

Several generations after Råmånuja, Vedåntadeçika (1270–1369) likewise presented in a
clear light the argumentative and intellectually assertive side of Çr⁄vai‚~avism. For instance,
his Paramatabhaπga lines up and refutes a number of opposing views, arranged according to
the quantity and gravity of error—divergence from Vai‚~ava tenets—in their positions. His
Nyåyasiddhåñjana vigorously defends correct views on seven important topics: the depend-
ent nature of material reality; the eternal but dependent individual self; the supreme lord; the
lord’s eternal spiritual and material abode; the nature of understanding and of objective
knowledge; and the reality of intellectual qualities. In each section, right views are defended
by rational and scriptural arguments, and wrong views discounted on the same basis.4

These philosophical and theological attitudes and projects are carried forward in other
Vai‚~ava traditions as well, by renowned teachers such as Madhva and Vallabha. In all these
cases, despite significant differences, there is consistency in doctrine and in the tradition’s
claim to present and defend the truth. Since Çr⁄vai‚~avism and other Vai‚~avisms thus claim
their beliefs to be universally valid, we can see on this basis that there is a reality to
“Vai‚~avism” broader than any particular regional or cultural instantiations of the tradition.5

Continuity and change in Çr⁄vai‚~avism: three examples

To explore further the nature of Çr⁄vai‚~avism, we make several comments on the tension
between continuity and adaptation in the tradition, for it discovered itself, so to speak, at
those moments when it had to identify the limits of its practices and beliefs. 

First there is continuity. The Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition is very mindful of its lineage back
to Råmånuja in the Sanskrit Vedånta tradition and to the Tamil heritage of the ÅÏvårs.
It sees both of these as rooted ultimately in the lord’s divine intention and gracious
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communication. Çr⁄vai‚~avas have enormous respect for their great learned and spiritual
teachers (åcårya), whose lives and lineage, recounted in ancient accounts such as the
Divyas¨ricaritam and Guruparamparåprabhåvam, are thought to pass down the original
truth to new generations. The nature of this respect is captured nicely in the preface to the
recently published Åcåryavaipavam, a compendium containing brief accounts of the lives
and deeds of great teachers from Nåthamuni (tenth century) to the present time. The author
of the preface, S. V. S. Raghavan (Krishnamacaryar Swami 1992), writes: 

The truth of Viçi‚†ådvaita was originated by the lord himself, who taught it to the
lady, and she taught it to Viçvak‚ena, who taught it to NammåÏvår. NammåÏvår taught
it to Nåthamuni. In the Dvåpara Yuga, the great r‚i Vyåsa taught the meanings of the
Upani‚ads succinctly in s¨tra form. Great ®‚is like Brahmånandi, Taπkar, Drami∂a,
Bodhåyana, and Guhadeva composed commentaries. Bodhayana composed a very
succinct commentary known as the V®tti [the Explanation]. Following this closely,
Råmånuja composed his Çr⁄bhå‚ya [the Holy Commentary on the Brahmas¨tra].
Lord Deçika composed a work entitled Sampradåyaparisuddhi [the Purification of
the Tradition], a ma~ipravå¬a6 work which insured that authentic teachers in our tra-
dition would take for their foundation the meaning of our settled positions and all
would teach with one mind. For it is well known from the Upani‚ads and the texts
supporting them that the specific meanings of the teachings pertaining to the self
according to our tradition of teachers must be ascertained first. Therefore we must
know the succession of teachers related to our teachings on the self.7

It is a matter of extraordinary importance for Çr⁄vai‚~avas to see themselves as part of this
unbroken tradition and to assess current developments and problems in light of their
fidelity to what has always been taught in the tradition. Novelty is not a virtue.

Tensions between Vedic and Sanskritic/elitist values and Tamil and popular devotional
values were resolved by compromises in which the old and new were shown to be
complementary truths. In the context of continuity, however, there is also change, at which
the Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition has shown itself to be adept. To illustrate this we introduce three
cases where early Çr⁄vai‚~avas strove for equilibrium: the balancing of the Tamil language
tradition with a Sanskrit language heritage; the maintenance of caste structures along with
the transformation of their meaning; and the simultaneous displacement and enhancement
of eroticism. 

Even in its earlier textual sources, Çr⁄vai‚~avism has been distinguished by a commit-
ment to a Tamil tradition (cultural, linguistic and literary, psychological, religious, and
spiritual), which did not entail abandoning the Sanskrit tradition. The community was
formed in light of the religion and poetry of the ÅÏvårs, in so powerful an engagement that
it was impossible merely to glean selected ideas for incorporation into the established
Bråhma~ical system. Room had to be made for Tamil compositions, sensitivities, and
values. The task for the teachers was to draw primarily and deeply on the Tamil heritage
while continuing to adhere to Bråhma~ical and Sanskritic tradition. For this purpose they
had to foster a creative relation between the two language heritages, honoring the one
without sacrificing the other (see Hart 1975; Ramanujan and Cutler 1983).

The argument about the value of non-Sanskrit compositions is worked out most
clearly in relation to TiruvåymoÏi. The most important of the Tamil Vai‚~ava works, it also
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occasioned the clearest and sharpest battles about whether the community could
legitimately appeal to sources from outside the established Bråhma~ical canon. We can
see the cautious yet radical attitude of the Çr⁄vai‚~avas at work in the defense of
TiruvåymoÏi put forward by Nañj⁄yar, who wrote the first introduction to the work in the
twelfth century CE. 

Nañj⁄yar raised directly the question of the authority of the Tamil hymns with respect
to the Sanskrit tradition by taking up a series of eight objections against taking the
vernacular Tamil tradition seriously: the songs of TiruvåymoÏi are written in an inferior
language, which ought not to be used for sacred purposes; they are learned and transmit-
ted by low-caste men and even by women; they were composed by a low-caste male; com-
posed in the Tamil vernacular, the songs are known only in the Tamil region of India; in
that region, however, even people from outside the Vedic tradition honor the songs; the
songs speak of things that are not to be approved such as sexual desire; and they also
downgrade traditional ideals highly praised in the Sanskrit tradition, such as autonomy
(aiçvarya) and isolation (kaivalya). 

Nañj⁄yar refutes these objections by turning each alleged flaw into a virtue. For exam-
ple, since divine inspiration is the source of the songs, the author’s low-caste status is not
a detriment but a benefit, making it all the more clear that the lord takes the lead.
Moreover, if the lord inspires the ÅÏvår, it is obviously on that basis that people of all back-
grounds come to enjoy them. It is the content of these songs and their excellent style that
explain their wide attraction beyond traditional boundaries; even people in other parts of
India who do not know Tamil wish they did, just to be able to hear the songs. The songs
do not exclude traditional values but hierarchize them properly in relation to the lord’s
initiatives. The ancient Sanskrit texts teach what the lord has in mind, but TiruvåymoÏi
excels in expressing most clearly and perfectly the nature of god while still inspiring and
increasing devotion.

Nañj⁄yar did not conclude that Sanskrit revelation should be replaced by Tamil revelation,
nor that a Tamil-Sanskrit mix should replace both. Rather, he and other Çr⁄vai‚~ava teachers
defended the theory of a “twofold Vedånta,” the view that the fullness of revelation is
expressed equally in the two languages, even if according to the differing strengths of each.
Sanskrit should be read and Tamil should be read to know the mind of the lord expressed in
the two languages. Although an outside observer might stress differences—between the
Upani‚ads and the Tamil songs, for example—the Çr⁄vai‚~ava community was actually
more daring in its decision to assert that the seemingly divergent Sanskrit and Tamil
canons are equal, parallel expressions of a single revelation of the lord, human nature, and
the way that humans reach god.8

A second issue about which Çr⁄vai‚~avas argued was the religious meaning of
“caste”—here, birth status (jåti) interpreted as religious class (var~a)—and its social
implications. If love of god and surrender to god are the sufficient and necessary require-
ments for liberation, is caste, along with all its religious implications irrelevant at best and
in fact odious? Here too the Çr⁄vai‚~avas sought a balanced position, neither rejecting
caste nor subordinating devotion to it. 

All the Çr⁄vai‚~ava teachers seemed to agree that considerations of caste could not
be allowed to lead to the exclusion of low-caste or outcaste persons, but they disagreed
over whether or not caste distinctions should nevertheless be maintained. Teachers
in the TeŒkalai (southern) school of Tamil Vai‚~avism, connected closely with the great
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temple at Srirangam, argued that caste distinctions within the community were at best
secondary. As Patricia Mumme (1988: 163) has shown, these teachers maintained
that service to fellow devotees, regardless of their birth or conduct, is the defining
manifestation of the soul’s dependent nature, more important even than submission
to the lord alone and certainly far more decisive than caste rules. This service of all
is most pleasing to the lord. Pi¬¬ailôkåcårya, a key TeŒkalai teacher, charged that inves-
tigating caste identity is as repugnant as examining the materials out of which a
consecrated temple image is made (Mumme 1988: 164). Some teachers such as
AÏakiyama~avå¬a Perumå¬, the brother of Pi¬¬ailôkåcårya and the author of the Åcårya
H®dayam, may have argued for the abolition of the distinctions of birth status and religious
class altogether.

By contrast, the Va†akalai (northern) school of Çr⁄vai‚~avism held that although devo-
tion to the lord was primary and all devotees were to be respected, distinctions based on
birth status and religious class, plus the accompanying purity rules, and so on, were not
abrogated by the new values. Vedåntadeçika argued that both scripture and reason support
a continued observance of caste distinctions and duties; all devotees are dear in the lord’s
eyes and in the eyes of other devotees, but it pleases the lord that differences in caste con-
tinue to be observed. Some devotees are Bråhma~s, some are Ç¨dras, some are outcastes,
and this differentiation is not to be overlooked. 

Both TeŒkalai and Va†akalai Çr⁄vai‚~avas gave a higher priority to devotion than to
caste; they disagreed on how firmly the strictures of caste were to be maintained and
perhaps on whether a situation might be expected in which those strictures disappeared
entirely. Most pertinent to this chapter is to notice that these Vai‚~avas were able to
disagree with one another while continuing to respect one another as Vai‚~avas. Even if
the differences of attitude toward caste contributed to the separation of the TeŒkalai and
Va†akalai communities, such differences did not lead either group to deny to the other
the title “Vai‚~ava.” This combination of intellectual commitment (such that argument
is possible) and mutual inclusion (such that intellectual differences do not entirely separate
Vai‚~avas from one another) is a distinguishing feature of Vai‚~avism as a coherent
religious tradition throughout its long history.

A third example of the Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition’s struggle to maintain continuity while
incorporating new values lies in its treatment of eroticism. The charge seems to have been
forcefully made, as was suggested in Nañj⁄yar’s arguments given above, that the language
of eroticism was largely out of bounds in Bråhma~ical circles, particularly the austere
Vedåntic traditions adopted by the Çr⁄vai‚~avas, and that obviously erotic words and
images in the ÅÏvår poetry caused some initial upset in orthodox circles. But to eradicate
the language of eroticism would have conflicted with the Çr⁄vai‚~ava instinct to conserve
and honor its entire heritage. Since the ÅÏvårs’ poetry included a strongly erotic tone, espe-
cially with respect to the desire for the lord, eroticism could not be merely dismissed as
inappropriate, and a compromise had to be worked out. 

Dealing broadly with the issue of the Çr⁄vai‚~ava resignification of the erotic tradition
of the loves of K®‚~a, Nancy Nayar (1997) suggests that despite the characteristic moral
conservativism of the Çr⁄vai‚~ava community, it actually preserved and extended the
erotic tradition. The teachers took seriously the mythic scenario according to which K®‚~a
departs from the cowherd women and is no longer present (for them or for later devotees)
by way of easy accessibility, but they then accentuate the new possibility of intimacy with



the lord and his consort Lak‚m⁄ in temple encounters. Erotic proximity is displaced and
then intensified as temple experience:

The highly emotional nature of the religiosity of the ÅÏvårs is its central and most
original feature. While this same emotionalism is not to be found in the Åcåryas’
portrayals of K®‚~a and the gop⁄s, it is nonetheless present, but now contained, in
their stanzas in praise of God’s iconic presence in the temple. . . . When addressing
the iconic-incarnation, the poets are personally and passionately involved with the
Lord fully and substantially present before them: they “drink in with their eyes” the
lovely Lord; they ask Him to rain down upon them “the waters of compassion”; their
minds “drink in His golden garment”; they ask to be able to enjoy Him thoroughly;
they beg that His face may remain in them forever; they exclaim: “How can the
person who sees You bear to see anything else?”; they let their eyes “feast” on the
beautiful Lord present right before them.9

(Nayar 1997: 208) 

It is remarkable that the teachers transpose the eroticism connected with K®‚~a and the
cowherd women onto the transcendent Lord Vi‚~u and his consort Çr⁄ Lak‚m⁄, the eternal
husband and wife. What is seemingly lost in the realm of ordinary life is intensified in
temple worship; “mere eroticism” is suspect, but the eroticization of temple worship and
encounters with Vi‚~u and Lak‚m⁄ is commended.

The influential thirteenth-century commentator Nampi¬¬ai dealt with the issue of eroti-
cism when introducing TiruvåymoÏi 1.4, sung in the voice of a young woman separated
from her lover (and the first of more than twenty-five songs in the woman’s voice).
According to Nampi¬¬ai, Vai‚~avas could neither merely take the erotic for granted nor
merely exclude it. He illustrated the balance involved by an anecdote. There was a man
who wanted to learn TiruvåymoÏi, but his mind was not fully open to the teachings he
heard. He enjoyed the exposition of the first songs in TiruvåymoÏi, but when the fourth was
introduced, he was scandalized by the language of erotic love, as if the lord and humans
could be lovers. He decided that this song was nothing but lust, so he walked out, refus-
ing to listen any more. Nampi¬¬ai comments that it was the man’s bad fortune that his mind
was so narrow; he missed the real substance of the truth one must learn in order to know
the lord and oneself, a truth articulated in the erotic imagery.10 Such songs express the
ÅÏvår’s interior experience and are not to be dismissed or skipped. Not only is TiruvåymoÏi
not scandalous, but also its erotic language actually fulfills the mandates and values of the
Upani‚adic tradition: the language of knowledge and the language of passion are both
required. Devotees were thus challenged to accept an unusual synthesis of erotic and asce-
tic words and images11—a synthesis recognized and accepted in other Vai‚~ava traditions
as well.

Here, too, we see the Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition’s desire to maintain its theological coherence
while reinterpreting some of its basic concepts and practices—such as relate to language,
caste, eroticism—so as to incorporate new religious impulses. Deep respect for the
Bråhma~ical and Sanskritic traditions was coupled with a stubborn insistence that the lord
could speak, and humans praise, in other languages and styles; caste structures are worthy
of respect but cannot be allowed to divide the community or exclude devotees; the language
and experiences of passion are important enough that even the most austere formulations
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of Vai‚~ava values must accommodate modes of expression that tap into the deepest
human desires and longings. 

Çr⁄vai‚~avism in the West

Even in the modern world Çr⁄vai‚~avism has continued to prize the truth of its most
ancient traditions and to foster formation in keeping with familiar communal values.
Accordingly, it remains reluctant to accommodate itself to a changing and increasingly
secular world. It is quite noticeable that books like Çr⁄vai‚~avam say nothing in particular
about the modern world, changing religious values, the secularization of large Indian
cities, the myriad challenges surely facing pious Çr⁄vai‚~avas who work in banks or 
commercial firms or government offices, whose children attend large schools with diver-
sified student bodies and faculties. We do not find modern Çr⁄vai‚~ava treatises that 
discuss contemporary ethical issues—for example, proper Vai‚~ava positions regarding
new medical technologies, human rights, economic justice—and we do not get the sense
that the Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition feels required to do anything more than reaffirm its tradi-
tional wisdom on how to be a good human being, a Vai‚~ava; such persons, properly
trained in virtue, will be able to venture forth and return safely, living rightly before god
and with one another, as their ancestors have for millennia. People properly educated in
the tradition do not need books on ethics.

But this emphasis on personal formation in religious values and general disinterest in
intellectual adjustment to modernity do not mean that Çr⁄vai‚~avism lacks the ambition to
root itself in new environs. Vasudha Narayanan (1992) has studied the process of adapta-
tion of the Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition to the North American context, using the Çr⁄veπkateçvara
temple near Pittsburgh as an example. This popular and well-established temple demon-
strates extreme fidelity to tradition; in architecture, ritual, and custom it replicates the great
Veπkateçvara temple at Tirupati in India and indeed was built so that Çr⁄vai‚~ava beliefs
and practices could remain intact in the new, American context. 

To be sure, there is little indication that living in pluralistic America and in a majority
Christian culture has instigated new developments in Çr⁄vai‚~ava theology or stimulated
Çr⁄vai‚~avas to reflect on the meaning of religious pluralism, the nature of American
secularism, or the challenge to redefine oneself in terms of a public discourse that draws
upon multiple traditions. Yet, as Narayanan indicates, the community has accommodated
itself to the American context in numerous ways. The Çr⁄veπkateçvara temple uses the more
flexible Påñcaråtra form of ritual as well as the stricter Vaikhånasa ritual used at Tirupati;
both Tamil as well as Sanskrit scriptures are recited; the calendar of rituals is adjusted,
wherever possible, to fit the American weekend and the American calendar of holidays
(e.g. Thanksgiving, the 4th of July, Labor Day, and so on); devotional songs released by
the temple celebrate the Penn Hills location of the temple as a holy place, just as holy
places are celebrated in South India; the temple offers some non-Çr⁄vai‚~ava rituals to
accommodate other Hindus; as would not be normally the case in India, there is an image
of the elephant-headed Ga~eça in the temple; and the temple’s publications include inclu-
sive articles that stress the symbolic and inviting nature of Hindu imagery and worship.12

While it is too early to tell whether life in a country like the United States will more deeply
affect Çr⁄vai‚~ava beliefs and practices, especially among newer generations born in
America, there is reason to believe that “American Çr⁄vai‚~avism” will continue to find

Francis  X.  Clooney and Tony K.  Stewart

174



ways of establishing itself fruitfully in a country very different from South India. And such
has been the experience of the Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~avas, a group that represents one of the latest
developments in Vai‚~ava tradition.

VAIÍ¡AVISM IN BENGAL:
THE GAU¤IYA TRADITION

Thus far we have considered the development of Vai‚~avism as a theologically self-
conscious tradition according to its general Sanskrit background and in its Tamil instanti-
ation as the Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition. In the Bengali context of northeast India, a tradition that
received its inspiration centuries after the Çr⁄vai‚~avas depends heavily on many of the
same perspectives, yet by contrast will demonstrate that Vai‚~avism is itself an elastic
term. Vai‚~avism in this context describes both a particular Hindu tradition or traditions,
which flourished in various parts of India, but also maintains a continuity and elasticity in
these various contexts: there are many Vai‚~ava traditions, but we can also legitimately
speak of Vai‚~avism—which is instantiated as “Çr⁄vai‚~avism,” “Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~avism,”
and so forth. 

A new vernacular impetus for devotion

When the devotional forms of Vai‚~avism moved from South India to north, as most
scholars are inclined to trace it (Hardy 1983), the tradition witnessed but small and incre-
mental changes in modes of worship until the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, when the
northern vernacular languages suddenly found their voice. Among the first compositions
in the vernaculars were the devotional epics—the Mahåbhårata and the Råmåya~a—and
Tulas⁄dåsa’s Hindi retelling of the latter, the Råmcaritmanas, has in the centuries that
followed become a favorite of all ages. But the most common form of devotional expres-
sion to grow from this period was the local lyric verse or pada. Many of the great religious
figures of the period indicate at least an awareness of the Tamil verse compositions of the
ÅÏvårs, and more than one North Indian guru has circulated Yamunåcårya’s Sanskrit
Stotraratna and other devotional eulogies. But perhaps more than any other it was the lyric
retelling of the love of Rådhå and K®‚~a portrayed in Jayadeva’s Sanskrit G⁄tå Govinda—
itself an elegant poetic rendering of the poignant passages of the tenth book of the
Bhågavata Purå~a—that inspired local poets (see B. Miller 1977). One such poet,
Vidyåpati, wrote in a language sufficiently transparent across northern dialects that his
poetry is claimed by numerous variants of both Hindi and Bengali as one of their earliest
literary ancestors—and that poetry sets a precedent that eventually defined the genre of the
pada. The pada was seldom recited but sung, and in its singing comes the impetus for the
major ritual structures of North Indian Vai‚~avism: bhajana and the more versatile
k⁄rtana, singing the praises of the lord, K®‚~a or Råma. Today the poetry of S¨radåsa,
M⁄råbå⁄, Ca~∂⁄dåsa, Govindadåsa, Jñånadåsa, Ravidåsa, Råmadåsa, and others dominates
the literary histories of these local religious traditions. 

This form of praise allows the devotee to celebrate the love of and the love for the deity
directly, with no need for mediation, for example, by a priest. Like vernacular language
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itself, k⁄rtana and the more focused nåmak⁄rtana or nåmajapa (which simply repeats
the names of god in cycles of auspicious numbers) require no special ritual space. That
feature of this bhakti has important ramifications, since it frees the devotee from depend-
ence on the institution of the temple, making the ritual form available to anyone. While
temple worship or p¨jå continued to be desirable, it was no longer the exclusive or even
dominant mode of devotional expression; even the images used in temples were small
mobile images identical to those often installed in home shrines (which bear a striking
resemblance to the processional images of temples in the south).13

Rather, the mediation of religious experience through the vernacular inevitably decentered
and dispersed practice into local forms, and that shift follows a logic of its own making that
disperses centralized authority and practice: forms of Vai‚~ava practice were often analo-
gous or structurally similar but highly variable from region to region. 

The shift to vernacular-based theology and ritual had the immediate effect of placing the
burden of religious responsibility on the individual in a way never previously encountered
but certainly anticipated (if not begun) in the modified karmic system of the Bhagavad
G⁄tå. Accompanying that responsibility—each individual suddenly holding the opportu-
nity for salvation in his or her own hands in an immediate way—is a new interest in
“intention.” While following the ritual prescriptions of japa and so forth were considered
to be sufficient to guarantee a positive result—one of the mechanistic features of a tradi-
tional orthopraxy—a devotee’s seriousness and intention were constantly gauged and
tested to determine the quality of the devotion; in short, the devotee was increasingly
expected to “mean it” when worshiping.14 This, in turn, led to a kind of introspection of
motive and close analysis of the individual’s personal devotional proclivities that required
a new kind of formalization, but it was also a necessary result of a devotional approach
that hinged on the inculcation of emotion (the domain of individual) as the base for reli-
gious experience. 

The system of this generalized North Indian Vai‚~ava bhakti depended then and now on
a complex “phenomenology of repetition” to achieve its goal, and the panoply of practices
uniformly reflects this binding theme. Nearly all of the North Indian groups systematized
their approaches (often in Sanskrit) after the initial impulse of devotion was manifested (in
the vernacular), but it was the Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~avas perhaps more than others who excelled
in the logic of this new systemization. For the Gau∂⁄yas, the inspiration and exemplar of
this new way of doing Vai‚~avism was K®‚~a Caitanya, né Viçvambhara Miçra
(1476–1533), a Bengali from Nad⁄yå who was believed to be god himself, svayaµ
bhagavån, but also a unique fusing of two persons, K®‚~a the adolescent cowherd and his
lover, Rådhå.15 Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~ava practice derived directly from the example of this god
among men, and as the vernacular expression captured the emotional content of this new
kind of bhakti, he instructed several intellectually precocious followers to systematize and
propagate the devotion he taught, giving it a grounding in the traditional çåstras and fixing
its features in the language of the great tradition, Sanskrit. Not insignificantly, two of these
six men—Gopåla Bha††a and Raghunåtha Bha††a—came from the south and fixed the
ritual dimension of temple-based worship. The youngest of the six, J⁄va Gosvåm⁄, was the
leading metaphysician, while Sanåtana and Raghunåtha Dåsa added more devotionally
oriented works. Most notable among the group was R¨pa Gosvåm⁄, a former secretary to
the Muslim ruler of Bengal, Óusain Shåh (r. 1492–1519), and who became the group’s
leading theoretician of the nature of devotion.



R¨pa Gosvåm⁄’s  aesthetics  of  devotion

According to R¨pa Gosvåm⁄ (Bhaktirasåm®tasindhu 1.2.90–92, 1.2.238–45), to become a
Vai‚~ava—a feat accomplished with a simple initiation and the reception of one’s personal
mantra—one had only to practice a few basic ritual prescriptions. While the full set of
injunctions numbered sixty-four, five are declared most efficacious, and by that evaluation
understood to subsume hierarchically the other fifty-nine. They are: chanting the name
(nåma) of K®‚~a in k⁄rtana; remembering (smara~a) and savoring the narratives of the
Bhågavata Purå~a, which reveal K®‚~a’s exploits; reverently and lovingly serving the
image of K®‚~a in the temple (p¨jå); living in the company of holy men or sådhus; and
living in the realm or ma~∂ala of Mathura.16 These acts are ritual injunctions (vaidh⁄), and in
the first—chanting the name—resides the motivating power of the rest. Smara~a became
the impulse behind the writing of many texts, p¨jå promoting temple construction, and the
association of devotees leading to formal communities. The desire to live in Vraja led to the
reclamation of its sacred geography by the Gosvåm⁄ theologians and by followers of other
religious traditions, most notably those of Vallabha, while leading to pilgrimage routes that
at one time connected northern and southern sites in India, but eventually became effec-
tively self-contained in K®‚~a’s realm of Vraja and Caitanya’s realm of Bengal. To follow
these seemingly simple activities is to repeat them, and when one repeats them often
enough a change comes about in the devotee. The seeds of love are sown, the devotee incul-
cates a devotion for K®‚~a, and that love grows by imagining oneself increasingly to
inhabit a world that is dictated by the presence of K®‚~a, physically, mentally, emotionally.
Through a constant exposure to the various relationships enjoyed by those around K®‚~a,
the devotee gradually comes to understand his or her own proclivities, how best to love god,
a love tailored to one’s own personality, an approach with obvious roots in southern
Vai‚~avism. To be true to that realization is gradually to come to “mean” the love one expe-
riences, that is, the love must be made emotionally profound and “real,” and that is the
program of the new bhakti. To pursue that love to its conclusion is to imbue the mechanical
ritual acts (vaidh⁄ bhakti) with passion (råga), a process that once started is uncontrollable,
although it can be directed; eventually that passion will take a life of its own. R¨pa calls
this new phase rågånugå bhakti, the “following of passion,” which is all-consuming. As the
experience matures, the mechanical rituals continue as a reflex, while the passion of devo-
tion is pursued through more sophisticated forms of ritual practice (sådhana), many of
which are yogically based and that help the devotee find his or her true identity as an eternal
servitor (nitya parikara) of K®‚~a.

According to R¨pa, the devotee seeks to discover the kind of love that matches one’s
own emotional makeup through a series of repetitive exercises starting with nåmajapa and
culminating in meditative reconstructions of the idyll of Vraja and those who people it in
the company of K®‚~a. These emotions of love, adapted from Bharata’s aesthetics of rasa
and detailed in the Bhaktirasåm®tasindhu, are grouped into five basic types called 
sthåyibhåvas: çånta or the quiescent mode denotes a feeling of tranquillity and awesome-
ness at such great distance from the personality of god that many within the Gau∂⁄ya and
other North Indian traditions do not even consider this an emotion appropriate for worship,
if it is an emotion at all (it is often loosely indicated as a forerunner of the Vedåntic
merging of the self with brahman and therefore anathema). Dåsya or servitude, however,
does indicate an approach that acknowledges K®‚~a as the celestial sovereign in a distant and
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vertical remove from the servile devotee, whose existence is exclusively dominated by
perpetual service. The sakhyabhåva, however, breaks down this distance between devotee
and lord by treating K®‚~a as a friend and companion, although K®‚~a continues to domi-
nate the relationship. The love experienced by a parent, called våtsalya, is a powerful rela-
tionship that makes K®‚~a the recipient of the nurturing and indulgent love appropriately
bestowed on children. And, finally, the highest form of love for Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~avas is
ç®πgåra or erotic love, and it is this love that becomes the topic of most of the Gau∂⁄ya
literature. The focus is on the adolescent K®‚~a, the mischievous cowherd lover, who
pursues and is pursued by the young women of Vraja, the gop⁄s. 

While his exploits with these women are inexhaustible, more than any other it is the
loveplay with Rådhå that captures the Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~ava imagination. As the purest form
of eroticism, her love automatically subsumes within it all other possible forms, which is to
say that ç®πgåra includes within it all other bhåvas as well as its own erotically charged
connection. Because Rådhå’s ç®πgåra includes all other emotions, it is the most complete
and therefore the most satisfying love for K®‚~a. It intrigues him with its waywardness
(våmatå, literally, “left-ness” or crookedness) precisely because he cannot predict or control
it. Because it is most satisfying and complete, Rådhå’s love then is the ideal, and its devel-
opment becomes the aspiration of devotees. That unselfish and pure love is called prema.
It is here, in the pursuit of Rådhå’s prema, that the Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~ava tradition reveals the
complexity of its interpretation and demonstrates how seemingly insignificant hermeneutical
differences can lead to a multitude of divergent practices. 

Nearly all of the Vai‚~ava traditions of North India choose one or more of the basic
emotional conditions (bhåva) to develop as the ideal form for loving K®‚~a, although they
will hierarchize them differently, but the common point is to create an experience of that
love, which allows the devotee to savor it in a clear and unsullied way, a way that is
ultimately abstracted and freed from its earthly distractions, making it pure and divine. The
savoring experience is metaphorically described as “tasting the rasa” of it, accomplished
by the devotee who approaches it in a manner modeled on Bharata’s cultivated esthete,
the “man with heart” (sah®daya). Rasa is literally the “juice” or “sap,” which is characteristic
of something good, sweet, alive, and nurturing; and as the refined experience of emotion
abstracted form its commonplace, it is analogous to the nectar of immortality (am®ta), for
to taste it is to experience the ultimate love for K®‚~a while providing for K®‚~a the
ultimate pleasure in return. To taste rasa is to experience the divine, and that ultimately
constitutes a salvation. In that the northern traditions are more or less uniform; where they
differ is how to cultivate this love in a practical way. 

For the Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~avas, it was K®‚~a Caitanya who revealed how this was possible,
for he was not only believed to be god, svayaµ bhagavån, but also a unique combined
form of K®‚~a in eternal union and separation from Rådhå, an androgyne, which bound
together the principles of devotion: the object of love, K®‚~a, “king of rasa,” and the
embodiment of the devotion that satisfied him, Rådhå, the “great love.” As hagiographer
K®‚~adåsa Kaviråja described it in the Bengali Caitanya Caritåm®ta (2.8.229–42) when
Caitanya revealed his divinity to adept devotee Råmånanda Råya: 

Then, smiling, Prabhu [Caitanya] showed to him his true form: Rasaråja [K®‚~a] and
Mahåbhåva [Rådhå], the two in one form. And when he saw this, Råmånanda was
faint with joy; he could not control his body and fell to the earth. Prabhu with a touch
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of his hand brought him back to consciousness; and seeing him as a saµnyåsin
[renunciant], [Råya] was astonished. Embracing him Prabhu comforted him. “Except
for you, no one has seen this form. It is because of your perception of the metaphysical
principle (tattva) of the rasa of my play (l⁄lå) that I have shown this form to you. The
golden-colored body is not mine but is the touch of the body of Rådhå; she touches
no one except the son of Gopendra. I experience in my heart and soul everything she
feels; then I taste the rasa of the sweetness of myself. None of my acts are secret to
you. Even though I have hidden them, by the power of your prema you understand
the secret meaning of everything.

(2.8.233–40)

The point of this androgynous descent of god was to allow K®‚~a to taste the experience of
Rådhå herself, who as the ultimate lover of K®‚~a suffered a love even greater than any
K®‚~a could imagine, for the object of her love was god, and K®‚~a as god was excluded
from that experience. Only by becoming Rådhå while remaining himself could he know it.
But given the seeming completeness and exclusivity of this pair’s love as manifested by
Caitanya, it was not altogether clear what role a devotee might have in promoting it. 

Those who followed the Gosvåm⁄ theologians appointed by Caitanya to develop the
systematic statement of bhakti and its practice developed sophisticated techniques for
yogic meditation wherein the repetitive sixty-four vaidh⁄ injunctions provided a founda-
tion upon which the devotee could cultivate the imagination to the point of entering
K®‚~a’s presence, not just here on earth but eventually in Goloka, K®‚~a’s intimate heaven.
The techniques were arduous, with long exercises devoted to the construction of interior
landscapes replete with the sacred geography of Vraja. In meditation the adept learned to
people these landscapes with the characters described in the Bhågavata Purå~a, well
known of course because of the constant telling and retelling of the l⁄lås. As the devotee
was increasingly driven by the passion of rågånugå, he would discover that the stories
played out in this mental theater were not always scripted but spontaneous. Eventually the
spontaneity was so consuming that he found himself personally swept up in the thick of
the drama (see Haberman 1988). To participate in these activities of Rådhå and K®‚~a and
the myriad of other characters required a perfected body or siddha deha, and in this body
he could move freely in the eternal realm of Vraja. R¨pa and the other Gosvåm⁄s identi-
fied themselves with servants of Rådhå, called mañjaris, and in these roles aided the trysts
but never became the object of K®‚~a’s personal advances. Others within the tradition,
however, understood themselves to participate in the identities of direct players in
the Vraja l⁄lås, so much so that Pur⁄-based theologian Kavikar~ap¨ra composed the
Gauraga~oddeçad⁄pikå to enumerate more than two hundred of these identities among the
followers of Caitanya. Among these and later generations, different guru-lineages would
promote different interpretations of this basic principle of participation, and, as might be
expected given the focus of the tradition on the erotic, there were those who chose not just
to make it a mental construction. 

Alternative developments to the mainstream

One group among the many that coalesced around Caitanya from his earliest period in
Navadv⁄pa—led by such poets as Narahari Sarkåra, Våsudeva Gho‚a, and Locana Dåsa—saw



Caitanya not in terms of K®‚~a but as divinity in his own right. Certainly on the model of
K®‚~a, but identifying the object of their worship as Caitanya or Gaura, the “golden one,” they
composed hundreds of lyrics praising his features and desiring his love (see Bandyopadhyaya
1979), much to the disgust of more conservative groups, as evidenced by the invective in
V®ndåvana Dåsa’s hagiography of Caitanya, the Caitanya Bhågavata. Somewhat later, and
certainly following the model reported about Råmånanda Råya’s mode of ritual practice in
Pur⁄, another group saw Caitanya not just as the embodiment of Rådhå and K®‚~a but also as
the exemplar for all humanity, that is, they believed that what Caitanya revealed to
Råmånanda by way of the dual incarnation was in fact to be found in every human being. And
if it was to be found, it had to be pursued physically, for Caitanya’s dual incarnation could
only exist on earth in a physical form, the magic of the physical universe (måyå) enabling this
subterfuge to allow K®‚~a to taste Rådhå’s love. The approach was styled “sahajiyå” or the
“way of physical nature” (see Bose 1930; Dimock 1966). The pivotal text for this loosely
organized Tåntrika tradition was Åkiñcana Dåsa’s Vivarta Vilåsa, which served as an
impromptu commentary on the mainstream Caitanya Caritåm®ta of K®‚~adåsa noted above,
and the padas of a host of poets, many of which are ascribed to the popular Vai‚~ava poet
Ca~∂⁄dåsa, although of obviously later provenance. And while over the next few centuries
many would fight this connection and attempt to disavow it, the roots unmistakably lead to
the very center of the mainstream interpretation—the androgynous dual incarnation and the
debate over the identity of K®‚~a’s gop⁄ lovers as either svak⁄yå (belonging to K®‚~a) or
parak⁄yå (belonging to another, i.e. married, the favored interpretation and basis for choosing
a ritual partner). In the extremes of this innovation, the realization of the masculine and
feminine principles within each human moves from a mental to a physical practice, and the
practitioner seeks a suitable female partner for a disciplined yogic-based sexual intercourse.
The practice seems to have been common enough in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
to be well known but began to move underground as pressures within and from outside the
community mounted to curb the practices.

In the nineteenth century, and coinciding with the newly available printing press, the
Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~ava community was transformed once again by individuals who sought to
purify the tradition of its more “unsavory” elements, such as the Sahajiyås and related
groups, while offering a newly packaged form of the religion. Kedarnath Datta served the
British Råj in the subexecutive and subjudicial branch of the Indian Civil Service while
studying Sanskrit in his spare time in order to read Vai‚~ava çåstras (see Marvin 1996).
While stationed in Pur⁄ in the 1870s, he became frustrated with the dearth of reliable printed
editions of important Vai‚~ava works and dedicated himself at that point to the production
of texts as part of a larger commitment to reform the Vai‚~ava tradition. Adapting and
adopting organizational strategies from years of government service, Kedarnath proselytized
an ever-widening community in ways analogous to the ways circuit judges visited different
regions. Using the rhetoric of the commercial trading companies—no doubt borne of his
long contact with a Kartåbhajå guru and the commercial impulse behind much of adminis-
trative life in the Råj—Kedarnath, who had by this time gained the title of Bhaktivinoda,
organized his growing community into more than five hundred “markets of the name”
(nåmaha††a), reemphasizing the recitation of the name as the currency of salvation.
Working both independently and through the growing institution Viçva Vai‚~ava Sabhå,
he published prolifically, including a journal Sajjana To‚a~⁄, that forged his distinctive
style of “modern” urban Vai‚~avism. With an eye to reclaiming some of Gau∂⁄ya
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Vai‚~avism’s luster, he began reclamation projects near Caitanya’s birthplace, but claiming
Måyåpura, not Navadv⁄pa, as the center. Theologically his group was conservative, as
evidenced by the elevation of Caitanya’s connection with his second wife Vi‚~upr⁄yå as a
more appropriate model for male-female interaction (as opposed to K®‚~a’s more
rambunctious play with the wives of others). And ritually, the sixty-four vaidh⁄ injunctions
were promoted for the general public, with other practices reserved exclusively for the
advanced adept. Eventually his organization established itself in Calcutta as the Gau∂⁄ya
Ma†ha, with a publication and social service agenda that endures to this day. Bhaktivinoda
successfully imitated the first generation of followers that had surrounded Caitanya, by
fixing the texts to create a newly defined canon, to reclaim a sacred geography, and to purge
the perceived excesses of ritual practice. This tradition, with deep roots among the
bhadralok and burgeoning middle classes and its sprawling urban network, became in
the early twentieth century the de facto measure of Vai‚~ava orthodoxy in Bengal. And it
was out of this lineage that the tradition was exported to the West.

ISKCON as one form of  G a u d. ⁄ y a Vai‚~avism in the West

Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~avism is extending itself, in part through the immigration of Vai‚~avas to
the West, but also through other movements, for example, with the International Society
for Krishna Consciousness. Thomas Hopkins (1989) has shown how ISKCON’s success
in adaptation in Western countries was prepared for already by an openness that developed
in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~avism, particularly as encouraged by
several Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~ava teachers, for example, Bhaktivinoda ˝håkura (Kedarnath
Datta; 1838–1914), noted earlier, and his son Bhaktisiddhånta Sarasvat⁄ (1874–1937).
Bhaktisiddhånta continued his work, for example, by subordinating caste boundaries to the
primary power and force of devotion and opening the community to wider membership.
He also commissioned disciples to travel to the West, among them Bhaktivedånta Svåm⁄
(1896–1977), familiarly known as Prabhupåda, a non-Bråhma~ born with the name of De,
who brought Vai‚~avism to New York in 1965 and started the community which came to
be known as ISKCON. 

By the time Bhaktivedånta reached New York to begin this work, he was already well
versed in methods of adaptation; he was already accustomed to publicizing and promoting
the Vai‚~ava faith in the English language, since he had started his English-language maga-
zine, Back to Godhead, in 1944 in Calcutta. While readily admitting a variety of factors
which together contributed to Bhaktivedånta’s improbable success, T. Hopkins observes that

The major factor in this success . . . was the legacy that Bhaktivedanta brought with
him from Bengal, the century of effort by Kedarnath Dutt and Bhaktisiddhanta to
relate the Vaisnava devotional path to the modern world. Not only did they provide the
vision of a universal religion, but they had worked through many of the difficult prac-
tical questions: How Vaisnava teachings can be presented to the widest possible audi-
ence, how they can be explained to the Western mentality, how new devotees can be
brought into the Caitanya movement, and how the movement can be stabilized to
ensure its continuity. Almost every apparent innovation that Bhaktivedanta made can
be traced back to this work of his predecessors.17

(1989: 50; see also C. Brooks 1998; Klostermaier 1998)



Just as difficult issues related to language, caste, and emotion were resolved early on
Çr⁄vai‚~avism, this form of Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~avism too had to find within itself resources for
its adaptation to the Western context. The growth of ISKCON as a form of Gau∂⁄ya
Vai‚~avism in the Western world has included numerous small adjustments based on the
need to adjust a traditional Hindu religious community, monastic and lay, to a culture as
different and varied as that of the United States. Converts had to find ways of shaping fresh
religious identities, without entirely abandoning the older cultural and religious sensitivities
they had grown up with. 

Tamal K®‚~a Gosvåm⁄ (1946–2002), a senior ISKCON teacher, wrote about the ways in
which Bhaktivedånta presented a form of Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~avism that was extremely ortho-
dox, even accentuating the conservative tendency promoted by Bhaktivinoda a century
earlier; his message was uncompromising in its truth claims. Bhaktivedånta remained
thoroughly committed to scriptures such as the Bhagavad G⁄tå and Bhågavata Purå~a as
the foundations of his teaching even in America; he also situated himself firmly in the
Gau∂⁄ya tradition, tracing his lineage back to Caitanya and ultimately to Lord K®‚~a. In
Bhaktivedånta’s writings we find few explicit alterations in basic Vai‚~ava doctrines,
although he does emphasize forms of devotional love that are considered by the larger
tradition to be of a much lower order. Likewise there is no direct grappling with the ideas
and beliefs of Americans of other religious traditions. Nothing suggests that Bhaktivedånta
saw learning about other religions as part of the presentation of his message; it sufficed to
teach essential Vai‚~ava truths, ideally as they had been taught through the history of
Vai‚~avism—but in this case heavily modified for a Western audience. Yet, he was also
welcoming to people unfamiliar with the tradition, alert to the need to attract listeners and
win them over by couching his message in terms that did not seem merely alien or entirely
wedded to the idioms of Hindu culture. Following the example of Bhaktivinoda
and Bhaktisiddånta, he energetically presented a socially inclusive form of Vai‚~avism
unrestricted by traditional Indian caste boundaries. He sought to make sense of his tradi-
tion in a new context, relying not on conceptual innovation—something Vai‚~avas seem
rarely to have ambitioned—but on adjustments in style and social practice, which would
make settled values more accessible to newcomers. And evidence of this success of over-
coming traditional Hindu expectations regarding the propriety of conversion can be found
in the way that ISKCON devotees are now incorporated into the religious life of pilgrimage
centers in India, occasionally somewhat grudgingly, but accepted nonetheless.

CONCLUSION

In the preceding sections we have proposed that Vai‚~avism is a coherent religious and
theological tradition, which can be justly spoken of in the singular. Even today,
Vai‚~avism remains an integral tradition with great continuity in its beliefs about god and
the world and human destiny. Nonetheless, this one Vai‚~avism flourishes in rich regional
traditions which, although they remain meaningfully Vai‚~ava, are yet possessed of rich
distinguishing features. We can therefore also speak of “Vai‚~avisms” as well as
“Vai‚~avism.” In this essay we have illustrated this unity-in-diversity not in a compre-
hensive fashion but by pointing to two instances of local Vai‚~avisms, that is, the
Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition of Tamilnadu and the Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~ava tradition of Bengal.
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Regarding each we have argued that these traditions are local and specific, yet genuinely
Vai‚~ava; we have noted too that each is adapting itself to the modern world in ways
which are adjustments consonant with the oldest Vai‚~ava sources. By extension, and in
important work which would necessarily supplement and complete the observations
offered here, other Vai‚~ava traditions rooted in various geographical and language
regions of India will likewise attest to the continuities and differences which make up
Vai‚~avism as an object of study and a living religious tradition. 

NOTES

1 Among the classic scholarly works on this early material, see Gonda (1954); Jaiswal (1981). 
2 The intellectual/emotional bhakti distinction is best described by Hardy (1983). 
3 It is a fairly recent publication, dated 1984, representative of traditional Çr⁄vai‚~ava positions

and published by the Society for the Wisdom of the ÅÏvårs, a respected Vai‚~ava organization
in Chennai (Madras). As its title suggests, Çr⁄vai‚~avam is self-consciously comprehensive in its
coverage of the traditional views and practices of the Çr⁄vai‚~ava community; detailed in
describing specific practices; written in Tamil, it was written for Çr⁄vai‚~avas, not for scholars
of religion (for an overview of some more recent English-language writings on Çr⁄vai‚~avism,
see Clooney 1993).

4 In the section of the Nyåyasiddhåñjana entitled “The Definition of ‘Lord’ ” (Ûçvarapariccheda),
Deçika takes up the standard discourse about God, a well-known topic debated in various
Bråhma~ical Hindu contexts and in Buddhist and Jaina contexts long before Deçika. He asserts
the truth of Vai‚~ava positions gleaned from scripture, now defended also as the most reason-
able of positions, against a series of opposing positions introduced by way of various objections.
He confidently refutes the nondualist Vedånta and other strands of Vedånta difference-and-non-
difference, Buddhism, Jainism, and Çaivism. What Vai‚~avas believe is true, and it can be shown
rationally, to the satisfaction of reasonable persons not biased by secondary issues, to stand as
superior to alternative views put forward by other traditions.

5 Another way to put this point is to say that in terms of theology and practice, Vai‚~avas gener-
ally do not think of themselves as “Hindus” but as believers in a tradition, which is very much
more specific and yet also more universal. One should think and act in a certain way to be a
Çr⁄vai‚~ava, but one does not have to be culturally a Hindu or even an Indian, as we shall see in
the following section “Continuity and change in Çr⁄vai‚~avism: three examples.”

6 Ma~ipravå¬a discourse includes numerous Sanskrit words within sentences following Tamil syntax.
7 First page of preface by Raghavan (no page number given) in Åcåryavaipavam.
8 In practice, of course, various individual Çr⁄vai‚~avas and communities prefer either the Tamil

or the Sanskrit tradition, with a correspondingly diminished role accorded to the other, and the
two schools of Çr⁄vai‚~avism are in part distinguished by a greater (in the “northern” [Va†akalai]
school) and lesser (in the “southern” [TeŒkalai] school) focus on the Sanskrit tradition. But this
bilingual commitment, though not without its difficulties in practice, represents a conscious,
intentional choice on the part of the Çr⁄vai‚~avas to preserve the Sanskrit tradition while
accepting Tamil sources from outside it. Vai‚~avism found a way to grow, yet without suffering
discontinuity.

9 We will see in the section “Vai‚~avism in Bengal: the Gau∂iya tradition” some similar issues
related to the Gau∂iya Vai‚~ava tradition of Bengal; see for example the other essays in the same
issue of the Journal of Vai‚~ava Studies (5, 4, 1997), which is focused on the theme, “K®‚~a and
the Gop⁄s.” 

10 As recorded in Va†akkutiruv⁄ttippi¬¬ai’s comment on TiruvåymoÏi 1.4? 
11 Another specific instance of this is the acceptance and orthodox reading of the passionate erotic

songs of Å~†å¬. See also Thiruvengadathan (1985) on the images of bathing in old Tamil poetry,
its reuse in the songs of Å~†å¬, and further reinterpretation, as symbolic of the experience of
brahman, in the Çr⁄vai‚~ava commentaries.
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12 One might also examine the use of the internet as a means of the dissemination of Çr⁄vai‚~ava
learning, both for discussion of contemporary issues and for the retrieval and dissemination of
knowledge about the tradition. For example, web pages include online versions of the songs of
the ÅÏvårs and even some of Vedåntadeçika’s works. Other sites include essays on the
Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition, pictures of the ÅÏvårs and åcåryas, the 108 sacred places praised in song
by the ÅÏvårs, and pictures of Vi‚~u and Çr⁄ as iconically manifest in these sacred places. These
websites serve both to inculcate devotion to Vi‚~u and Çr⁄ and to educate members of the tradi-
tion; they also serve to preserve the Çr⁄vai‚~ava community and tradition from the generic
melting pot of diaspora Hinduism. The use of the web by other Hindu communities in the West
can of course also be documented, and one might even argue that the web is helping to strengthen
specifically Hindu identity.

13 It would be wrong to argue that this decoupling of most Vai‚~ava ritual from the institution of
the temple resulted from the dramatic shift in patronage of temples as Muslims of various origins
assumed control of the political sphere across most of North India and in that political conquest
displaced many of the Hindu råjås who would be expected to support such institutions. That
view would confuse the effect with the cause, ignoring the major shift in praxis, which dictated
this move. The historical record makes clear that temples were not only maintained but actually
grew in number during the extended period of Muslim suzerainty; many of these temples were
in fact encouraged if not directly patronized by various Muslim rulers. The temple-razing activity
of the last and most infamous Mughal ruler, Aurangzêb ÙÅlamg⁄r, has in recent political parlance
served as a metonym for all Muslim rule in India, an unfortunate rhetorical strategy that is
historically misleading: there were conflicts earlier, but not predictably. The temple-based
worship of the Vai‚~avas posed no threat to the Muslim ruling elites, and, if anything, many of
them saw in the Vai‚~ava approach to divinity a religious impulse that was theologically resonant
with both S¨nni and Í¨f⁄ understandings of god, as is evidenced by such Muslim-Vai‚~ava
figures as Satya P⁄r in Bengal. The public street processions of saµk⁄rtana were on occasion
contentious; the beating of drums and the right to process being the preserve of the ruler, not to
mention the recurring complaints of “disturbing the peace” levied by non-Vai‚~avas. But there
is little evidence to support the idea that in order to survive, North Indian Vai‚~avism had to
retreat and go underground, in order to develop devotional practices that could essentially be
invisible except to those within the community. 

14 Here the parallel with Protestant Christianity is intriguing but does not provide an adequate
explanation for the impulse behind this development.

15 This is described by K®‚~adåsa Kaviråja, the author of the Caitanya Caritåm®ta (Dimock 1999). 
16 The sixty-four acts are summarized in 1.2.73–95 (Bhaktirasåm®tasindhu) and individually

detailed in 1.2.96–245.
17 In another essay, a conversation with Steven J. Rosen, C. Brooks (1992) recounts the earlier and

largely unsuccessful effort of another disciple of Bhaktisiddhånta, Bon Mahåråja, to bring
Vai‚~avism to the West in the 1930s. His effort was to influence the influential, well-educated
leaders of society, but, despite his efforts, there never developed a community with deeper and
more flourishing roots. 
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For over two thousand years the primary meaning of the word “bhakti” has been
“personal devotion to a god or saintly person.” The noun bhakti is derived from a

Sanskrit verb whose root sense is “to distribute” or “to share.” In a religious context, this
sense is used to indicate the sharing of portions of a sacrificial offering. This meaning has
been expanded to encompass such ideas as “to participate in,” “to experience,” “to feel,”
“to honor,” and “to adore.” Another related noun, bhajana, usually means either “worship”
or “a song of worship.” Finally, the noun bhakta or bhagata indicates “a devotee” who
worships some god or saintly person.

In its very general sense of “devotion,” bhakti is obviously an integral part of any
religion and not just Hinduism. Starting in the first or second century of the Common Era,
however, in India bhakti gradually became associated with a specific set of gods and reli-
gious beliefs and practices. Today bhakti is the single most important element of both
Hindu and Sikh religious traditions, so much so that both can be included within a more
general category of bhakti traditions. This tradition is divided into four general currents
based on the specific god or set of gods chosen for worship. Some worship forms of the
god Çiva and his family members; some worship forms of the god Vi‚~u and his avatåras
and associates; some worship forms of the goddess or Dev⁄; and some, most notably the
Sikhs and the Kab⁄r panth⁄s, worship a more abstract, formless god often called Sat Nåm
(true name), Sat Puru‚a (true spirit), or Råm (not identified directly with the avatåra
Råma). These latter groups that worship a formless god are often called “nirgu~⁄” move-
ments, since they worship a god who is without attributes (nirgu~a). The other three
groups that worship anthropomorphic or theriomorphic forms of god are similarly called
“sagu~⁄” movements, since they worship a god who has attributes (sagu~a).

The Sikhs, Kab⁄r panth⁄s, and related nirgu~⁄ movements often use the vocabulary of
Vai‚~ava bhakti, but since they reject anthropomorphic forms of Vi‚~u and his avatåras,
they cannot logically be grouped with the Vai‚~avas (although Kab⁄r panth⁄s do sometimes
identify themselves as Vai‚~avas). In addition, the social ideology of the nirgu~⁄ move-
ments, notably their theoretical rejection of the caste system (var~adharma), however
qualified this may be in practice, clearly differentiates them from sagu~⁄ Vai‚~ava
movements, since most sagu~⁄ movements defend this system. 

This nirgu~⁄/sagu~⁄ distinction has a long scholarly tradition behind it and has proved
quite useful, particularly to categorize religious movements in North India. In this chapter,



however, we will introduce a rather different distinction that serves a similar purpose, but one
that emphasizes the differences in social ideology between bhakti movements rather than
their metaphysical preferences for a god with or without attributes. Those movements that
generally support the hierarchical caste system, traditionally called var~åçramadharma,
will be called var~adharm⁄ movements, while those that generally reject this system will be
called avar~adharm⁄ movements. 

Besides highlighting a practical social difference rather than a theoretical theological
difference, this var~adharm⁄/avar~adharm⁄ distinction also enables us to include two
influential sagu~⁄ movements together with other mostly nirgu~⁄ movements. These two
sagu~⁄ movements are the loosely organized followers of the poet-saint M⁄råbå⁄ and the
better defined movement of the Liπgåyatas or V⁄raçaivas. As a word of caution, it should
be noted that even in key avar~adharm⁄ movements, such as the Kab⁄r Panth and Sikhism,
caste practices are in practice often present. Nonetheless, on a theoretical level caste is
rejected. On the other hand, in var~adharm⁄ movements, such as those of the followers of
Vallabhåcårya and Caitanya, individual poets may sometimes express anticaste sentiments
or else avoid any discussion of caste and social norms whatsoever. The movements as a
whole, however, accept var~åçramadharma as a valid institution. 

Recently, several scholars have claimed that Hinduism is essentially an invention of early
nineteenth-century British administrators and scholars who were the first to imagine that the
many sects and cults of indigenous origin in India all belonged to a single religion. Before
this date, they assert, the word “Hindu” had only an ethnogeographical sense. Since the
Vai‚~ava current was already dominant among Indian sects and cults by the early nineteenth
century, the Hinduism that the British supposedly invented was primarily Vai‚~ava bhakti
combined, in a somewhat uneasy alliance, with monistic (advaita) Vedånta metaphysics. In
this view, the Hindus themselves only took up this idea of belonging to a unitary religion in
the later half of the nineteenth century, when intellectual leaders such as Hariçcandra argued
that bhakti, above all Vai‚~ava bhakti, should be regarded as the central element of
Hinduism (Dalmia 1999: 425–29).

At best this view is an immense exaggeration. Hinduism has always been divided up
into a vast array of currents, doctrines, cults, and sects. Nineteenth-century British schol-
ars, the so-called Orientalists, did play an important role in clarifying what all these
components had in common, while nineteenth-century Indian intellectuals did try to
foment a greater consciousness among different sorts of Hindus that they belonged to a
common religion. Nonetheless, there exists ample evidence that outside observers—
including Christian missionaries and Muslim scholars—had identified Hindu religion as
an internally diverse but single religious system as far back as the tenth century, while the
Hindus themselves were quite conscious of their own religious unity in diversity at least
as early as the fourteenth century and probably long before (Lorenzen 1999b).

Looked at historically, we can say that something approaching modern Hinduism, in
which bhakti occupies a central role, took shape in the early centuries of the Common Era.
The chief features of this bhakti-based Hinduism were: an elaborate set of myths about the
gods Vi‚~u, Çiva, Dev⁄, and their godly associates and demon enemies; an equally elabo-
rate iconography of the many anthropomorphic forms and incarnations of these gods and
demons; a generally simple and individualistic style of worshiping (p¨jå) images of these
gods located in temples and shrines, both public and private; a number of seasonal and
calendrical public festivals, some celebrated almost everywhere and some centered in

David N.  Lorenzen

186



specific cultural regions or individual localities; a set of life-cycle rites going back, at least
in part, to the early Vedic period; a highly diversified set of metaphysical schools
(darçana), each claiming to be ultimately based on Vedic texts (çruti), that discuss such
topics as the nature of the real (brahman), karma, transmigration (saµsåra), and salvation
(mok‚a); and a religiously legitimated social, legal, and political system (dharma) based
on caste ( jåti) and class (var~a).

In this chapter, we will first look at the rise of devotion to Çiva, Vi‚~u, and Dev⁄ through
the lens of the many key Sanskrit texts starting from the Çvetåsvatara Upani‚ad and the
Bhagavad G⁄tå through several Purå~as. Then we will look at the attempts to make bhakti
into a more systematic doctrine in the so-called Bhaktis¨tra and the compositions of
Råmånuja. Finally, we will discuss the poets who wrote songs, stories, and verses to these
gods in vernacular languages and became, in several cases, the reputed founders of influ-
ential sectarian movements.1

THE ÇVETÅSVATARA UPANIÍAD

Taking the term “bhakti” in the wide sense of any sort of religious devotion to any god,
even the earliest Vedic texts, starting from the ¸g Veda, can be said manifest bhakti to
gods such as Indra, Varu~a, Agni, Rudra, and Vi‚~u. Some scholars may object that Vedic
texts leave out the key element of a deeply personal relationship between the worshiper
and his or her chosen god. But there are in fact many quite personal hymns in Vedic texts,
and there are also many quite emotionally austere songs and verses composed by later
bhakti poets, particularly by those associated with nirgu~a bhakti. What is missing in early
Vedic texts is not bhakti in this wide generic sense but the association of bhakti with
Purå~ic mythology, with the key ideas of Hindu metaphysics such as brahman, dharma,
karma, saµsåra, and mok‚a, and with the social ideology of caste and class
(var~adharma).

The early text that best prefigures the essential features and associations of later bhakti
is the Çvetåsvatara Upani‚ad. This is one of the latest of the early Upani‚ads and is
unusual among these texts for its advocacy of a monotheistic metaphysics. The date of this
text is unknown, but it was probably written some time after 500 BCE. The object of devo-
tion in the Çvetåsvatara Upani‚ad is the god Rudra, an early form of Çiva. The text several
times uses the word “çiva” (benign or auspicious) as an epithet of the god. Rudra is also
often described as eka (the one, the sole, or the unique), a word that shows the innovative
monotheism of the text. Its many citations of verses about Rudra from the ¸g Veda and
other earlier Vedic texts, however, suggests that the author was also attempting to ground
devotion to the god in the sacred prestige of this much earlier collection of hymns.

The ideas and language of the Çvetåsvatara Upani‚ad are in fact highly composite. The
text begins with the traditional Upani‚adic theme of the cause and nature of the impersonal
ground of being, brahman, but soon modulates into a description of a “unique” god (⁄‚a or
deva). As in most early Upani‚ads, the text stresses the role of knowing or understanding
the ultimately real as a means of salvation. The person who “knows” this brahman, here
loosely equated with god, is said to “be freed from all fetters.” Then the text turns to a brief
description of the postures and the breath and mind control of yoga, a meditation discipline
that was likely first developed in roughly this period. This description is followed by
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a chapter full of Vedic quotes about Rudra, again stressing the role of knowing god as a
means to immortality and infinite peace. 

In the final chapter of the Çvetåsvatara Upani‚ad, the ideas and language acquire a
clearly devotional emphasis quite similar to those of the Bhagavad G⁄tå, notwithstanding
the elevation of quite different god to monotheistic status in the two texts. The
Çvetåsvatara Upani‚ad’s doctrine of bhakti is less systematic than that of the Bhagavad
G⁄tå, but the relation between the worshiper and the god is described in similar terms. The
worshiper is said to “take refuge” (çara~am aham prapadye) in god, using an expression
already found in earlier texts but also one that later becomes a key element not only in the
Bhagavad G⁄tå but also in the devotional doctrines of the great theologian Råmånuja
(1017–1137 CE) and his disciples. The worshipers are advised to “worship” (upåsya) the
“adorable god” (⁄∂yam devam), who is the lord (⁄‚a) and the protector (gopa) of men. This
god is said to be: “The creator of all, omniscient, his own source, the knower, the creator
of time, . . . the cause of transmigration (saµsåra), of liberation (mok‚a), of maintenance,
of bondage” (Çvetåsvatara Upani‚ad 6.16). At the very end of the Çvetåsvatara, the word
“bhakti” itself appears, its only occurrence in the early Upani‚ads: “The topics explained
here become visible to a great soul who has the highest bhakti for god and who reveres his
guru like his god” (6.23). 

THE BHAGAVAD GÛTÅ

The real foundation text of bhakti is the Bhagavad G⁄tå. This “Song to the Lord” forms
part of the great Mahåbhårata epic. The Bhagavad G⁄tå was probably written by several
authors over a considerable period, although some scholars insist that it must be the
creation of a single great poet (Basham 1989: 82–97). In either case, the Bhagavad G⁄tå
must have been established in its present form by about the beginning of the Common Era
or a century or two earlier. 

The god Vi‚~u appears in the Bhagavad G⁄tå as the avatåra K®‚~a, the advisor and char-
ioteer of the warrior Arjuna. When Arjuna hesitates before the final battle, uncertain about
whether it is right for him to fight and kill his own relatives, K®‚~a delivers an eloquent
discourse to remove Arjuna’s doubts and urges him to fight. In the course of this sermon,
K®‚~a expounds three disciplines (yoga) leading to salvation: the discipline of acts
(karmayoga), the discipline of knowledge ( jñånayoga), and the discipline of devotion
(bhaktiyoga). The Bhagavad G⁄tå never clearly specifies if these different disciplines
are meant to be practiced at the same time or successively or if they represent separate
alternatives. The text does explicitly recommend a combination of bhakti with dispassion-
ate action (“without thought about its fruits”). It is clear, however, that the authors of
the final text regarded the discipline of devotion as the easiest and most efficacious path
to salvation for the people who live in the present age of the degenerate Kali Yuga.

The Bhagavad G⁄tå begins with a description of the disciplines of knowledge and
work. Already in the fourth of its eighteen chapters, however, it introduces a key compo-
nent of bhakti, the doctrine of the avatåras of Vi‚~u. It is not clear how developed this
doctrine was when the text was written. In the Bhagavad G⁄tå, in contrast to the later
Purå~as, no avatåras apart from K®‚~a are mentioned by name, and neither the term
“avatåra” itself nor the corresponding verb (ava-t®) appears in the text. Nonetheless, the
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key passage, often cited in later texts, sets out the essence of the doctrine. K®‚~a says
to Arjuna: 

Both you and I have passed through many births, O Arjuna. I know all of them, but
you do not. Even before I am born my soul (åtman) is imperishable, and I am the lord
of all beings. I take on my material nature and am born through my own super-
natural power (åtmåmåyå). Whenever there is a decrease of dharma, O Bhårata, and
an increase of its opposite, then I become incarnate. I am born in age after age in order
to protect good persons, destroy evil-doers, and reestablish dharma.

(Bhagavad G⁄tå 4.5–8) 

There is, however, another reason why Vi‚~u comes to earth in these visible forms. Mortal
men need a concrete and easily conceptualized object of devotion. According to the
Bhagavad G⁄tå, god in his transcendent, divine form is impossible to imagine without
god’s own direct intervention. K®‚~a says: “Those whose minds are directed to the
unmanifest suffer greater anguish, for it is difficult for embodied beings to obtain the
unmanifest goal” (Bhagavad G⁄tå 12.5). In place of this arduous discipline, K®‚~a tells
Arjuna: “Direct the mind to me alone. Let your intellect enter into me. From then on you
will reside in me” (Bhagavad G⁄tå 12.8). In fact, devotion combined with a renunciation
of the fruit of one’s action is all that is needed for final liberation. After K®‚~a gives Arjuna
a vision of his awe-inspiring divine form, K®‚~a says: “He who acts for me, who consid-
ers me above all, who is devoted to me and free from attachment, who has no hatred
against any living beings, he will go to me” (Bhagavad G⁄tå 11.55).

Another great advantage of bhakti is that it makes liberation available to all men and
women and not just to upper-class males. The ideas of the Bhagavad G⁄tå about class and
caste however are complex, and the text can be read in different ways. Clearly the division
of humans into the four hierarchical classes (var~a) known as Bråhma~s, K‚atriyas,
Vaiçyas, and Ç¨dras is regarded as a social institution created by god himself. K®‚~a says:
“I created the set of four classes according to the divisions of qualities (gu~a) and acts
(karman)” (Bhagavad G⁄tå 4.13). In other words, each class is associated with a particular
set of skills and dispositions and a particular sort of appropriate behavior and occupation.
Toward the end of the text, the characteristics of each class are specified. For instance,
K®‚~a says this about the Vaiçyas and Ç¨dras: “Agriculture, cow herding, and commerce
are the acts appropriate to the nature of the Vaiçyas. Acts whose essence is service are
appropriate to the nature of the Ç¨dras” (Bhagavad G⁄tå 18. 44).

But are these four classes based on the innate aptitudes of each individual or are they
fixed by one’s birth in a specific family? Some modern Hindu apologists such as
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (1960: 364–68) have tried to argue that the divisions are based
on each individual’s aptitudes, but this reading is unlikely to have been the original inten-
tion of the text. For instance, the first chapter of the Bhagavad G⁄tå contains several verses
that describe the evils that arise through the mixture (saµkara) of the different var~as. One
verse states: “Through the misdeeds of those who destroy the family by mixing together
the classes, the eternal laws of caste ( jåti) and of family are destroyed” (Bhagavad G⁄tå
1.43). What this “mixing together” means is never clearly specified, but it seems to imply
both following inappropriate occupations and making interclass marriages or liaisons.
Finally, there is a well-known verse that directly repudiates the idea that class should be

Bhakt i

189



based on individual aptitudes: “It is better to perform one’s own duty (svadharma) badly
than to perform another’s duty well. It is better to die performing one’s own duty, for
another’s duty is dangerous” (Bhagavad G⁄tå 3.35).

At the same time that the Bhagavad G⁄tå offers this defense of the social system of these
four hereditary and hierarchically arranged classes, however, it never directly connects
birth in any specific class or caste with the moral or immoral actions one has committed
in past lives, in spite of the fact that the text fully accepts that human beings are reborn
time and again and that liberation consists of escaping from this cycle of birth and death.
More important, K®‚~a offers such liberation even to sinners, women, and low-class
persons by means of the easy discipline of bhakti: “Those who come to me for refuge—
even if they are born in sin or are women, Vaiçyas, or Ç¨dras—they will reach the highest
goal. What then [need one say about] meritorious Bråhma~s and devoted royal sages?”
(Bhagavad G⁄tå 9.32–33). In other words, the Bhagavad G⁄tå apparently fully accepts the
existence of a class and gender hierarchy based on birth but also refrains from explicitly
tying these births to the karma of previous lives and in the end permits liberation through
devotion to everyone.

What this social and religious ideology represents in historical terms is uncertain. The
Bhagavad G⁄tå and its doctrine of bhakti is obviously more socially liberal than traditional
Sanskrit law books such as the Månavadharmaçåstra, since these texts generally accept a
rigid caste and gender hierarchy based on the karma of past lives and specify in detail the
many privileges of high caste and male status and the burdens of low caste and female
status. On the other hand, the Bhagavad G⁄tå is generally less socially liberal than the
beliefs and practices of many Buddhist and Jaina traditions that represented the alternative to
Bråhma~ic religion in the period when the Bhagavad G⁄tå was composed and edited. The
logical conclusion is that the authors of the Bhagavad G⁄tå were attempting to elaborate a
religious and social ideology that could appeal to a wide segment of the population while
still preserving most of the traditional customs and norms of class, gender, and caste.

THE DEVÛ MÅHÅTMYA

The Dev⁄ Måhåtmya (The Greatness of the Goddess), also called the Durgå Saptaçat⁄
(Seven Hundred Verses about Durgå), was probably composed in about the first part of the
sixth century (Coburn 1991). Like the Bhagavad G⁄tå, the text has achieved great popu-
larity independent of the larger work in which it is imbedded, the Mårka~∂eya Purå~a.
Whereas the Bhagavad G⁄tå is a religious and theological discourse situated within the
epic story of the Mahåbhårata war, the Durgå Måhåtmya is a set of three myths about the
Dev⁄ situated within a larger collection of myths. As a result, the Durgå Måhåtmya is more
a direct manifestation of bhakti than a religious discussion about what bhakti means
and does.

In the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya the sage Medhas tells three stories about the goddess. In the first
story the demons Madhu and Kai†abha are said to arise out of the dirt in Vi‚~u’s ear while
he is sleeping under the influence of the goddess in her form as Yoganidrå (sleep of yoga).
Brahmå then praises the goddess and asks her to release Vi‚~u from his sleep. She does
so, and Vi‚~u cuts off the heads of the demons with his discus. The second story is about
goddess’s own battle with the buffalo-demon Mahi‚åsura. When the army of the gods led
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by Indra is defeated by Mahi‚åsura, the gods go to Vi‚~u and Çiva to ask their help. Vi‚~u
and Çiva become angry, and a fiery energy comes forth from them and from all the other
gods and takes the form of the goddess. The gods then give her weapons, ornaments, and
a lion mount. In this form she defeats Mahi‚åsura and his army. The third story is about
the goddess’s battle with the army of demons led by Çumbha and his brother Niçumbha.
They too defeat Indra and the gods. The gods however remember the goddess, and she
comes to their aid. The supreme goddess, here usually called Ambikå or Ca~∂ikå, first
emerges from the body of the goddess Pårvat⁄. Çumbha hears about her beauty and asks
her to marry him. She challenges him to a battle. During the battle various secondary
forms of the goddess, starting with the terrifying Kål⁄, come forth from her body. When
all the demons except Çumbha have been killed, the secondary forms of the goddess are
reabsorbed into the body of Ambikå, and she destroys him as well.

In the first story the goddess has a secondary role as the cause of Vi‚~u’s sleep. In the
second her role is more central, but she remains an emanation of the many male gods. In
the last story, she herself creates female emanations who do most of her work. This
progression to ever more exalted status parallels the historical evolution and synthesis of
the unique goddess out of the individual goddesses who serve as consorts and helpers of
the male gods. In other words, the same movement toward a monotheistic concept of god
found in the Çvetåsvatara Upani‚ad and the Bhagavad G⁄tå also informs the Dev⁄
Måhåtmya, except that here the supreme deity is female. Although monotheism is perhaps
not a strict logical necessity for bhakti-based religion, there has obviously been a strong
tendency to move in this direction among the followers of Çiva, Vi‚~u, and Dev⁄. Each god
becomes the supreme deity of whom the other gods and goddesses are merely secondary
emanations or helpers.

Neither the Çvetåsvatara Upani‚ad nor the Bhagavad G⁄tå has much to say about the
ritual practices associated with bhakti. Both do describe the basic posture and meditative
techniques of yoga, but these are preliminary or secondary to bhakti. The Bhagavad G⁄tå
does have a famous verse that mentions flower offerings. K®‚~a says: “If a pious soul with
bhakti offers me a leaf, a flower, a fruit or water, if it is offered with bhakti I will accept
it” (9.26). K®‚~a also instructs the devotee to study and listen to the text itself: “Any man
who studies this sacred dialogue of ours . . . and listens to it with faith and without anger
will become liberated and reach the auspicious worlds of those who acted with merit”
(Bhagavad G⁄tå 18.70–71). In the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya, the goddess insists on the recitation of
the text itself and specifies in somewhat more detail how and when she should be
worshiped. She specifies that “my Måhåtmya” should be recited “with bhakti” on the
“eighth, fourteenth and ninth days” of each lunar fortnight and especially at the “great
offering” (mahåp¨jå) held every year in the autumn, an early reference to the important
fall festival now known as Durgå-p¨jå (Dev⁄ Måhåtmya 12.4, 12.12). The goddess also
recommends that she be worshiped with offerings of flowers and the like but makes this
secondary to recitation of the Måhåtmya: “I am pleased by excellent [offerings] of animals,
flowers, guest-offerings (arghya), incense, perfumes, and lamps; by daily feeding, obla-
tions, and consecrations given to Bråhma~s; and by [making] various other gifts and
favors during the year. But I am equally pleased with him who listens to [the story of my]
virtuous deeds. When it is heard, it removes sins and bestows good health” (12.21–22).

The mention of offerings of animals (paçu) is worth noting. Animal sacrifice, particu-
larly of buffaloes, has traditionally been an important part of goddess worship. The killing
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of Mahi‚åsura, the buffalo demon, is precisely the divine archetype of such sacrifices.
Worshipers of Vi‚~u and his avatåras, on the other hand, mostly reject animal sacrifice and
often insist on a vegetarian diet. Since bhakti has come to be associated primarily with the
worship of Vi‚~u and since bhakti in all its forms embodies a rejection of the complex
sacrificial rites of Vedic religion, it is often assumed that bhakti religion necessarily rejects the
violence of animal sacrifice. The Dev⁄ Måhåtmya clearly shows that this is not always true. 

THE BHÅGAVATA PURÅ¡A

Among the texts that preach bhakti to Vi‚~u, the Bhågavata Purå~a has probably been
even more influential than the Bhagavad G⁄tå. Various historical clues suggest that it was
composed in South India sometime around the ninth century (Hopkins 1966: 4–6). This
text is most famous for its narration of the birth, childhood, and adolescence of Vi‚~u’s
avatåra K®‚~a in its long tenth chapter. Other books tell the stories of the sage Nårada, the
aftermath of the Mahåbhårata war, the creation of the universe, the appearance of Vi‚~u’s
boar avatåra, of Dak‚a’s sacrifice and Sat⁄, the sage Dhruva, the king P®thu, the royal sage
Bharata, the Bråhma~ Ajam⁄¬ha, the conflict between the god Indra and the demon V®tra,
the pious demon Prahlåda, and Vi‚~u’s dwarf avatåra.

Interspersed throughout all this narrative material are many discursive passages that
discuss social, philosophical, and religious topics, such as the system of the four classes and
stages of life (var~åçramadharma), the nature of ultimate reality, and the relative value of
the three disciplines (yoga) of knowledge ( jñåna), good works (karman), and bhakti. As in
the Bhagavad G⁄tå, bhakti is extolled as the best and easiest path to liberation. Most of the
bhakti-related themes in the Bhågavata Purå~a are in fact already anticipated or prefigured
in the Bhagavad G⁄tå, although there are also important changes of emphasis.

One such change of emphasis is a more clearcut devaluation of all other paths to libera-
tion, including Vedic learning, Såµkhya and Yoga, religious penance, sacrifices, oblations,
and all manner of ritual activities. Compared to association with good persons (satsaπga), an
essential part of bhakti, the lord says, none of these other practices can win me over: “Neither
Yoga nor Såµkhya nor dharma nor Vedic study (svådhyåya), penance, or renunciation
nor the merit of sacred rites nor gifts to gurus nor vows, sacrifice, Vedic hymns (chanda),
pilgrimages, or moral restraints can influence me in the way that association with good
persons, an association that supersedes all others, holds me” (Bhågavata Purå~a 11.12.1–2).

The Bhågavata Purå~a still regards the Vedas as sacred, but when Vedic learning and
rites conflict with bhakti they become obstacles to liberation. As in the Bhagavad G⁄tå, the
discipline of bhakti is preferred over those of knowledge and action. The lord says: 

I have announced three disciplines for the sake of causing men to attain the highest
good. These are knowledge, karma, and bhakti. There are no other means anywhere.
The discipline of knowledge is for those who are disgusted with actions and have
renounced them. The discipline of karma is for those whose minds are not disgusted
with actions and desire [their fruits]. For the man who has spontaneously has faith in
your stories, who is neither disgusted with nor attached to actions, for him the discipline
of bhakti gives success. 

(Bhågavata Purå~a 11.20.6–8)
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The Bhågavata Purå~a is particularly emphatic about the power and convenience of
bhakti in the present Kali Yuga when human intelligence, morality, health, sanity,
economic well being have declined to a vile minimum and will only get worse in future.
In these terrible conditions, bhakti has become the ideal path to liberation for men and
women belonging to all classes and castes, even when they almost inevitably lack intelli-
gence, are immoral, unhealthy, mentally unbalanced, or economically distressed. These
ideas obviously build on the earlier cited verse of the Bhagavad G⁄tå that offers liberation
to all those who go to K®‚~a for refuge “even if they are born in sin or are women, Vaiçyas,
or Ç¨dras” (9.32). In the Bhågavata Purå~a, however, bhakti becomes a more radical
doctrine.

Among the people who need to discover bhakti to Vi‚~u before they can find liberation
are women. The archetypal models of the women who find liberation through bhakti to
Vi‚~u are the young women who herd cows in the fields of V®ndåvana near the Yamunå
River. These are the famous gop⁄s or milkmaids who fall in love with the adolescent
K®‚~a. They are so overwhelmed by their passion for K®‚~a that they are willing to betray
their own husbands to be with him. Since K®‚~a is really an avatåra of Lord Vi‚~u, their
adulterous passion is transmuted into divine bhakti, and they become liberated devotees:
“Their sins were removed by the fierce pain of their unbearable separation from their
lover. Their good fortune was preserved by their delight in an imagined embrace with
K®‚~a. They were united with the supreme soul himself, even as they regarded him as their
lover. Their bonds to this world were destroyed immediately and they left aside their mate-
rial bodies” (Bhågavata Purå~a 10.29.10–11).

The discipline of devotion can also save those who are born in low castes and classes.
The Bhågavata Purå~a is filled with passages that claim that even Ç¨dras and untouch-
ables achieve liberation by means of bhakti to Vi‚~u. For instance, it claims that impure
people of a variety of foreign and local ethnic groups, such as Kiråtas, H¨~as, Åndhras,
Pulindas, Pulkasas, Åbh⁄ras, Kaπkas, Yavanas, and Khasas, provided that they 

depend on his refuge are purified. . . . By hearing or reciting his name, . . . even a
dog-eater becomes eligible for the Soma sacrifice. Amazingly, a dog-eater becomes
venerable if your name is on the tip of his tongue. . . . Even a Pulkasa is freed from
saµsåra by just once hearing his name. . . . I regard a dog-eater whose mind, speech,
efforts, wealth, and life are dedicated to him to be better a Bråhma~ endowed with the
twelve virtues who turns his face away from the lotus feet of Vi‚~u. . . . Antevasåyins
are purified by hearing about you, singing about you, and meditating on you. . . .
Bhakti dedicated to me purifies even dog-eaters of [the stigma of their] birth.

(Bhågavata Purå~a 2.4.18, 3.33.6–7, 6.16.44, 7.9.10, 10.10.43, 11.14.21) 

Most impressive is a long list of famous demons, animals, women, and low-caste men,
including V®tråsura, Prahlåda, the vulture Ja†åyu, the monkey Hanumån, the gop⁄s of
V®ndåvana, and many others, who are said to have all attained Vi‚~u, though they had not
studied the Vedas, through their bhakti-grounded association with the good (satsaπga)
alone (Bhågavata Purå~a 11.12.3–13). In the Bhågavata Purå~a, even those who hate or
fear Vi‚~u-K®‚~a can achieve liberation through the fact that their minds are fixed on him.
K®‚~a’s uncle Kaµsa, who heard a prophesy that he would be killed by K®‚~a, attained to
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him through fear. Çiçupåla, an old enemy of K®‚~a and former suitor of K®‚~a’s wife
Rukmin⁄, attained to him through hatred (Bhågavata Purå~a 7.1.30).

These passages should not be understood to suggest that the Bhågavata Purå~a intends
to attack the ideology of the traditional social system based on four classes, each ascribed
by birth, and four life stages (var~åçramadharma). The text contains two lengthy defenses
of an idealized conception of this class system (Bhågavata Purå~a 7.11.1–35, 11.17.1–49),
and numerous briefer passages reinforce the same arguments. As is true of the Bhagavad
G⁄tå and most other bhakti texts composed in Sanskrit, one of the principal aims of the
Bhågavata Purå~a was evidently to propound a religious doctrine that defended the tradi-
tional ideology of classes and life stages at the same time that it opened up the hope of
liberation to wide segments of the population including women and low-caste people.

According to the Bhågavata Purå~a, the ease and wide availability of bhakti as a means
of liberation is a special feature of the Kali Yuga. The miserable age in which we live—
despite the enormous decline in human morality, health, and well being—becomes, thanks
to bhakti, the best of all ages in which humans can be born: “What one attains in the K®ta
Yuga by meditating on Vi‚~u, in the Tretå Yuga by sacrificing with oblations, in the
Dvåpara Yuga by worshiping, that is attained in the Kali Yuga merely by praising Vi‚~u”
(Bhågavata Purå~a 12.3.52).

But how should people practice bhakti? Here the Bhågavata Purå~a advocates a num-
ber of simple observances similar to those mentioned briefly in the Dev⁄ Måhåtmya. In the
Bhågavata Purå~a, these observances are described in considerable detail, but basically
they can be divided into four categories: hearing and telling the stories about Vi‚~u’s
avatåras; worship of images of these avatåras located in temples dedicated to them; asso-
ciation with pious devotees (satsaπga); and hearing and chanting the names of Vi‚~u. All
these practices must necessarily be done with a heart and mind filled with devotion. The
Bhågavata Purå~a gives this attractive summary of this devotion cast in an ironic mode:

Human ears that do not listen to the exploits of Vi‚~u are mere holes. A tongue that
does not sing the songs of Vi‚~u is as bad as the tongue of a frog. A head, even one
wearing a silk turban, that does not bow to Vi‚~u is a mere burden. Hands, even those
with flashy gold bracelets, that do not worship Vi‚~u are the hands of a corpse.
Human eyes that do not see the emblems of Vi‚~u are of no more use than the eyes
of a peacock’s tail. Human feet that do not walk in Vi‚~u’s fields are mere roots of
trees. A person who never has contact with the dust from the feet of Vi‚~u’s devotees
is a living corpse. A person who does not know the smell of tulas⁄ leaves offered to
the feet of Vi‚~u is a breathing corpse. A heart that is not moved by hearing Vi‚~u’s
names is a heart of stone. When one’s heart is moved, tears come to one’s eyes and
the hairs on one’s body stand erect.

(2.3.20–24)

Here each of the sense organs and the heart of the devotees are enlisted in the service of
Vi‚~u. The only missing sense is that of touch, which was apparently reserved for the
gop⁄s. In temple worship, it is only the guardian priests who normally have the opportu-
nity to actually touch, dress, and care for the sacred images. In household shrines, of
course, a family member may do this, most often a female. In any case, the senses that are
most important are those of hearing and seeing. In all manifestations of bhakti religion,
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hearing and telling stories and songs about the deity or early gurus and saints of the
movement are essential means of transmitting the messages and emotions of bhakti. In
this, bhakti uses the immense power of narrative to activate and preserve human memory
and emotion (Bruner 1996: 115–59).

Similarly, the visual sense plays a key role in bhakti, principally through the dramatic
display of images of the deities and meetings with saintly persons. The word for such
mutual encounters between the god or the guru and the devotee has even been accepted
into English. It is “darçana” or “visual contemplation.” One “makes” (karanå) a darçana
of saint or divine image, and the saint or god “gives” (denå) his darçana (Eck 1981b).
Such darçanas are normally most impressive in temple settings where the images are
bigger and better adorned and located in a special sacred space filled with sacred sounds
and smells. The historical growth of bhakti religion closely coincides with its institution-
alization as ritual worship in public temples that the devotees periodically visit. When the
temples are located far from the devotees’ homes, the visits become pilgrimages.

Several academic scholars, most notably Friedhelm Hardy (1983: 7–48), have argued
that bhakti in the Bhågavata Purå~a, particularly the bhakti of the gop⁄s, represents an
“emotional bhakti” that stands in sharp contrast to the “intellectual bhakti” of earlier
works, such as the Bhagavad G⁄tå and the Vi‚~u Purå~a, and to that of the Sanskrit 
commentaries of the famous theologian Råmånuja. Other scholars such as J. A. B. van
Buitenen (1968: 1–41) have argued that the bhakti found in all these Sanskrit texts is
essentially emotional and nonintellectual. On the other hand, Krishna Sharma (1987:
109–29) has claimed all these texts propound an intellectually oriented nirgu~a bhakti as
the highest ideal, even the Bhågavata Purå~a where an emotional sagu~a bhakti seems to
hold center stage. All these views can be defended by selected quotations, but it seems
more reasonable to argue that all these texts contain elements of both intellectual and
emotional bhakti, each text with a different emphasis on one or the other. 

THE Å‹VÅRS

At no time during the last two millennia has Sanskrit been understood or spoken by more
than a small percentage of the population of the Indian subcontinent. Throughout this long
period, vernacular languages must have been the main medium through which the
religious sentiments of the vast majority of persons have been expressed. Unfortunately,
no vernacular religious texts composed before the fifth or sixth centuries of the Common
Era survive. Vernacular religious literature has always had a predominately oral character.
The biggest part of this literature has been the songs and verses of poets, many of whom
were illiterate and belonged to non-Bråhma~ castes. Starting in the Tamilnadu region in
about the sixth century, however, some of these vernacular religious songs began to
acquire a canonical status and were eventually written down. Three groups of Tamil poets
and saints emerged, the twelve Vai‚~ava ÅÏvårs, the sixty-three Çaivite Nåya~års, and the
yoga-centered Siddhas. Here the discussion will focus primarily on the ÅÏvårs.2

The songs and verses of all three groups display many common characteristics
(Champakalakshmi 1996). All preach some form of bhakti religion. In the case of the
ÅÏvårs and the Nåya~års, this bhakti was centered in temple worship to forms of Vi‚~u and
Çiva represented primarily through anthropomorphic stone and metal images, or stone
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liπgas in the case of Çiva, and through Purå~ic myths. All three groups are to some degree
critical of the religious privileges of orthodox Bråhma~s. In the case of the Siddhas, this
sometimes extends to a more radical criticism leveled against the traditional social ideology
of var~adharma and most ritual practices (Meenakshi 1996). On the whole, however, 
it seems best to count the ÅÏvårs and Nåya~års among the var~adharm⁄s and the Siddhas
among the avar~adharm⁄s.

The ÅÏvårs and Nåya~års often express considerable hostility to the rival religious
traditions of the Jainas and Buddhists. The historian R. Champakalakshmi (1996: 155–63)
argues that all these common concerns of bhakti “seem to have emanated and spread in
a context of rivalry for social dominance and royal patronage” (157) in which first the
orthodox Vedic Bråhma~s, Jainas, and Buddhists gradually lost out to the Vai‚~avas and
Çaivites during the seventh to ninth centuries. Then the Çaivites gained the upper
hand over the Vai‚~avas during the ninth to thirteenth centuries, mostly as a result of the
patronage given to them by CôÏa kings. Finally, the Vai‚~avas gained back much of
their influence through the reforms introduced by the great theologian Råmånuja in the
twelfth century.

The fact that vernacular religious compositions in India were first written down in
Tamilnadu reflects the early strength of the Tamil language and culture. Tamil literature
begins with the compositions of the three so-called “academies” thought to date from
the early centuries of the Common Era. The poetic conventions first developed in this
literature—for example, the division between “internal” and “external” themes and the use
of initial rhyme—also shape the poetry of the ÅÏvårs and Nåya~års (Carman and
Narayanan 1989: 14–17).

Since the earliest examples of vernacular bhakti literature are in Tamil and since there
seems to be a gradual historical movement in such literature from south to north—from
Tamilnadu to Karnataka to Maharashtra to the Gangetic plain and beyond—it is some-
times said, even in premodern sources, that bhakti was somehow passed from one region
to the next in a regular progression (e.g. Ramanujan 1973: 39–40). This view ignores the
fact that a clearly identifiable form of bhakti first appears in presumably northern Sanskrit
texts, such as the Çvetåsvatara Upani‚ad and the Bhagavad G⁄tå. More importantly, it
ignores the fact that the vernacular bhakti of each region has decidedly individual charac-
teristics. Most likely, the apparent progression from one region to the next is an artifact
caused by historical accident. In reality, vernacular bhakti in each region must have roots
going back to at least the early centuries of the Common Era. The appearance of powerful
sociocultural movements based on bhakti in different regions in different centuries must
be explained treating each case in its own historical context.

The poems of the ÅÏvårs are collected in the Divyaprabandham, an anthology of four
thousand verses. These Tamil poems became a key part of the Çr⁄vai‚~ava canon together
with Råmånuja’s Sanskrit commentaries and works by other authors composed in both
Tamil and Sanskrit. The Çr⁄vai‚~avas call this dual intellectual heritage “dual Vedånta”
(Narayanan 1987: 2–14).

Among the ÅÏvårs, one poet stands out above all others, a man of a Vê¬å¬ar peasant caste
who lived in about the ninth century. He was called Ca†akôpaŒ or MåÌaŒ but became best
known as NammåÏvår. NammåÏvår’s most revered composition is the TiruvåymoÏi, itself a
collection of 1,102 independent stanzas. Although adequate translations into English
of most of NammåÏvår’s compositions still do not exist, three good short selections are
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available: one by the poet-scholar A. K. Ramanujan (1993a), another by John Carman and
Vasudha Narayanan (1989), and a third by Narayanan alone (1987).

The Çr⁄vai‚~ava thinkers who succeeded Råmånuja developed a theology in which the
more difficult discipline of bhakti was largely superseded by the easier path of self-
surrender to Vi‚~u ( prapatti). Although this idea is not fully developed in the poems of the
ÅÏvårs, they do emphasize the closely related idea of Vi‚~u’s saving grace. Since salvation
depends on this grace, bestowed on men because of Vi‚~u’s infinite compassion, human
efforts to attain salvation have only a secondary role to play. Here is one of NammåÏvår’s
stanzas on Vi‚~u’s grace (TiruvåymoÏi 6.10.2; Vasudha Narayanan’s translation):

O divine king!
Triumphant lord, whose fiery wheel
chops, razes, and reduces to the ground
entire clans of wicked demons!

O lord of holy Veπka†a
where lotus flowers, red as fire, 
blossom in the muddy banks and pools.
Show your grace
so that I, your servant,
filled with unending love,
may reach your feet.

THE VÛRAÇAIVAS

In about the eleventh and twelfth centuries, a new bhakti movement appeared in what is
now the southern state of Karnataka. Its followers, both men and women, are now known
as V⁄raçaivas or Liπgåyatas. A Bråhma~ named Basava or Basava~~a (1106–68) was the
chief organizer of this movement into a well-defined sectarian tradition. Its followers
worship the god Çiva in his manifestation as a liπga, and the men are visually identifiable
by their practice of wearing a small liπga in a silver case on a loop of string hung over their
left shoulder like a sacred thread. The most important texts of this tradition are the devo-
tional songs composed in Kannada, the vernacular language of the region, by Basava and
his associates. Almost all of these poets are non-Bråhma~s and several are women. Today
the followers of this movement number about eight million. Useful general studies of
the movement have been written by K. Ishwaran (1992), S. C. Nandimath (1979), and
R. Blake Michael (1992).

Although there is little evidence of any direct historical connection, the V⁄raçaiva move-
ment has several similarities with the later northern bhakti movements led by men, such as
Kab⁄r and Raidåsa, who worshiped a formless (nirgu~a) god and preached a radical social
and religious ideology. Since the god of the V⁄raçaivas is Çiva, embodied in material form
as a liπga, they cannot easily be counted among the nirgu~⁄s. Their social radicalism, how-
ever, does place the V⁄raçaivas among the avar~adharm⁄s. The songs of the early V⁄raçaiva
saints reject many of the beliefs and practices of both orthodox Bråhma~ical religion and
traditional local cults. The ideology of the movement rejects the hierarchical caste system,
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or at least greatly softens adherence to it, accords a more positive social and religious status
to women, and attributes an unusually positive value to manual labor.

The V⁄raçaivas’ positive attitude to manual labor is found in only a few songs but is a
notable feature of the story of the early saint and poet, Nuliya Candayya, who was a rope-
maker by trade and dedicated all his earnings to the V⁄raçaiva community. Here is one of
his songs in which he stresses the Bhagavad G⁄tå-style message that one’s work should be
dedicated selflessly to god. The Jaπgama mentioned in this song is a V⁄raçaiva priest,
regarded as a “moving” ( jaπgama) liπga, while Madivalayya is the fellow saint whom
Candayya is addressing (Bhoosnurmath and Menezes 1970: 218): 

From whatsoever kind of work it comes,
To offer it with purity of heart
To Guru, Liπga and Jaπgama, that is
Worship of Çiva; will it not
Be welcome to Ca~∂eçvaraliπga,
O Madivalayya?

THE VÅRKARÛS

Somewhat later than the early V⁄raçaivas are the early poets of a Vai‚~ava bhakti move-
ment in the west-central region of India where the dominant vernacular language is
Marathi. The followers of this movement are called Vårkar⁄s. The poet and theologian who
is regarded as the founder of the movement is the Bråhma~ Jñåneçvara or Jñånadeva. His
most famous work is a commentary and paraphrase of the Bhagavad G⁄tå in the Marathi
language, said to have been completed in 1290 CE. This text, commonly called the
Jñåneçvar⁄, is one of the oldest and probably the most influential of all compositions
written in this language.

The Vårkar⁄ movement has produced a large number of poets and intellectuals from 
a variety of castes: men like the Bråhma~s Jñåneçvara, Ekanåtha, and Mah⁄pati, the 
merchant Tukåråma, the untouchable Cokåme¬å, the tailor Nåmadeva, and the potter Gora
and women like the Bråhma~s Muktåbå⁄ and Bahi~åbå⁄ and the servant Janåbå⁄. In their
compositions we find a wide range of different religious and social points of view: both
sagu~a and nirgu~a visions of god and both defenses of and attacks against caste ideology
(var~adharma). What holds the movement together is, first, worship of Vi‚~u as Vi†hobå
whose image is located in a temple in the town of Pandharpur near the border of
Karnataka, second, the annual pilgrimages to this temple by large groups of Vårkar⁄ devo-
tees from different parts of Maharashtra, and, third, the many songs of the Vårkar⁄ poets
that their followers sing on these pilgrimages or whenever they are in the mood. Useful
scholarly studies of the movement include those by G. A. Deleury (1960), Eleanor Zelliot
(1981), and Zelliot and Maxine Berntsen (1988). Of special interest is D. B. Mokashi’s
(1987) modern Marathi novel Pålkh⁄ about the annual pilgrimage to Pandharpur.

A fair sample of the Marathi texts by poets and theologians of the Vårkar⁄ movement has
been translated into English. The translations include Jñånadeva’s Jñåneçvar⁄ (Kripananda
1989), Mah⁄pati’s collection of stories about Vårkar⁄ saints (Abbott and Godbole 1982), and
some of the songs by Tukåråma (Chitre 1991). A few songs by Cokåme¬å are translated in
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articles by Zelliot (1981, 1995). Winand Callewaert and Mukund Lath (1989) have
produced a complete collection of texts and translations of Nåmadeva’s Hindi songs.

The Vårkar⁄ poet Nåmadeva played a key role in the transition to the nirgu~⁄ poets of
North India, like Kab⁄r, Raidåsa, and Nånak, who exalted the worship of a formless god
and who refused to accept the validity of distinctions of social class (var~a) and caste
( jåti) or, somewhat less consistently, of gender. Nåmadeva’s dates are controversial, but
he must have lived before poets like Kab⁄r, Raidåsa, Nånak, and M⁄råbå⁄ who composed
songs in the early 1500s, since they all mention him. Many of the songs attributed to
Nåmadeva, however, are likely to be somewhat later compositions “signed” in his name
(a practice that has also occurred in the case of most of the major bhakti poets of North
India with the possible exception of the Sikh gurus). Like many Vårkar⁄s poets, Nåmadeva
sometimes shifts between bhakti directed at embodied forms of Vi‚~u and bhakti directed
at his transcendent forms. When he directs his devotion to a transcendent form, he
addresses his god by the name Råm. This Råm is not Råma, the avatåra of Vi‚~u, but the
same transcendent, formless Råm praised by nirgu~⁄ poets, such as Kab⁄r, Raidåsa, and
Nånak. This Råm enables Nåmadeva (Callewaert and Lath 1989: 258) to discard even
reverence for the Vedas and the Purå~as and to reject respect for the caste hierarchy. This
fact places him among the avar~adharm⁄ poets, although some other poets of the Vårkar⁄
movement with which he is associated belong more in the var~adharm⁄ camp. Like the
nirgu~⁄ poets Kab⁄r and Raidåsa, and also the V⁄raçaiva Nuliya Candayya, Nåmadeva
affirms the intrinsic worth of his own low-caste profession. In the following Hindi song,
his work as a tailor becomes a symbol of his faith (Callewaert and Lath 1989: 263):

Why should I care about caste?
Why should I care about status?

King Råm I serve
day and night.

Mind is my yardstick, tongue my scissors,
happy with Råm I cut

the noose of Death.
I stitch the seams, sewing, and sewing.

How can I stay alive
without Råm?

Love is the thread, bliss the needle.
Nåmadeva’s joins his mind

together with Hari.

NORTH INDIAN VAR¡ADHARMÛ BHAKTI

The var~adharm⁄ bhakti movements of North India have all been led almost exclusively
by Bråhma~ gurus, poets, and theologians. This is generally less true of the bhakti move-
ments of the south, such as ÅÏvårs, Nåya~års, and Siddhas of Tamilnadu or the Vårkar⁄s
of Maharashtra, in which both low-caste and women poets won fame. The followers of
var~adharm⁄ movements, as opposed to their leaders, have come from all classes and
castes, including even untouchables, in both the north and the south. 
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Another trait virtually all var~adharm⁄ movements have in common is a preference for
worship of sagu~⁄ forms of god, in other words a god or gods imagined as anthropomorphic
and theriomorphic beings. Often divine forms are embodied in explicit carved or painted
images. Çiva however is a partial exception. He is usually imagined as a being with a human
shape, but he is most often worshiped in the semi-iconic form of a liπga. The chosen god of
most var~adharm⁄ movements is Vi‚~u, most often in the form of his avatåras Råma or
K®‚~a. Råma’s ally Hanumån has also become an important god in his own right. In Bengal,
however, bhakti worship of Dev⁄ or goddess is also popular. Since the Dev⁄ is also called
Çakti (power), her followers are often called Çåktas. The preference for an embodied sagu~a
form of god does not mean that the worshipers do not also conceive of god as formless and
transcendent (nirgu~a). Rather, it indicates that they believe that this transcendent god takes
embodied form to make himself or herself known to his or her devotees.

The most popular var~adharm⁄ movements of North India are those of the followers of
Vallabhåcårya (1479–1531) and Råmånanda (fifteenth century) in Hindi-speaking areas
and that of the followers of Caitanya (1458–1533) in Bengal. The late sixteenth-century
poet Tulas⁄dåsa—the author of the famous Hindi version of the story of Råma—was 
perhaps the greatest proponent of var~adharm⁄ bhakti, but his many followers never organ-
ized themselves into a separate sectarian movement. Here the discussion will focus on
Tulas⁄dåsa’s retelling of Råma’s story and on the songs of S¨radåsa, a poet allied to
Vallabhåcårya tradition. 

The famous Sanskrit epic, the Råmåya~a, has been the primary, but not the only, source
for the many later retellings of the story of the avatåra Råma in various vernacular lan-
guages. By far the most popular and influential of these vernacular Råmåya~as has been
Tulas⁄dåsa’s Råmcaritmanas, written in the Avadhi dialect of medieval Hindi. Nowadays,
this dialect has become difficult for most Hindi speakers to understand, but many popular
editions give a modern Hindi translation together with Tulas⁄dåsa’s medieval text. In addi-
tion, recitation-expositions of episodes of the text are often held at major temples of Råma
and Hanumån. These performances attract large crowds, and the best performers who
recite and comment on the text become celebrities and command large fees. Tulas⁄dåsa’s
text also furnishes the basic script for the often week-long public festival-dramas known
as Råmal⁄lås that are held annually in many North Indian towns, most notably Varanasi
(Lutgendorf 1991a). The text was also the principal source for the recent, immensely pop-
ular serial adaptation of the epic for television (Lutgendorf 1995). 

The great popularity of the Råmcaritmanas stems from the Tulas⁄dåsa’s great skill as a
storyteller, his poetic language, and his ability to evoke the human emotions and religious
devotion of those who read and listen to the text. The story of King Råma, his loyal wife
S⁄tå, their monkey allies led by Hanumån, and their demon-enemy Råva~a has been told
elsewhere in this book. Here the discussion will be limited to a few comments about the
rather ambiguous ideological messages found in the Tulas⁄dåsa’s text. 

At the time when the Råmcaritmanas was written, there was much opposition among the
orthodox to the innovation of retelling the story of Råma in a vernacular language. Many
orthodox Bråhma~s criticized Tulas⁄dåsa as a radical reformer and virtual heretic.
Nonetheless, a close look at the text shows that Tulas⁄dåsa purveys a socioreligious
ideology that is generally more conservative than, for instance, that of the authors of the
Bhågavata Purå~a. Most notorious is Tulas⁄dåsa’s claim that “Ç¨dras, fools, drums, cattle,
and women are all eligible for a beating.” 
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More interesting, however, is Tulas⁄dåsa’s long description of the social, moral, and
religious ills of the Kali Yuga and their cure through the medicine of bhakti. Toward the
very end of the Råmcaritmanas, the crow Bhuçu~∂i tells Garu∂a, Vi‚~u’s eagle, how he
came to be a devotee of the avatåra Råma. In the Kali Yuga of a former eon, Bhuçu~∂i
says, he was born in Råma’s capital as a Ç¨dra. Among the many ills of the time were the
claims of Ç¨dras and untouchables to adopt the religious calling of the Bråhma~s:

The ills of the Kali Yuga devoured all dharma. The holy texts were destroyed.
Hypocrites invented their own doctrines and propounded many paths to salvation.
Everyone was deluded. Greed gobbled up good deeds. Listen, Garu∂a, and I will tell
you something about the dharma of the Kali Yuga. The dharma of the four classes
(var~adharma) and four stages of life does not exist. Men and women are opposed to
the Vedas. Bråhma~s sell the Vedas and kings oppress their subjects. No one respects
the sacred teachings. . . . All men are under the power of women and dance like beg-
gars’ monkeys. Ç¨dras teach knowledge to Bråhma~s. They put on sacred threads and
accept improper alms. . . . Men and women who have no knowledge of brahman
speak about nothing else. For the sake of a few coins they kill Bråhma~s and gurus.
Ç¨dras debate with Bråhma~s and say: “Are we something less than you? Whoever
knows brahman is a true Bråhma~.”

(Råmcaritmånas 7.97a–b, 98.1–2, 99.1–2, 99a–b; Poddar 1989: 983–85)

Bhuçu~∂i’s Kali Yuga of a past cosmic cycle is, of course, a double for Tulas⁄dåsa’s own
Kali Yuga. What is striking here is not only Tulas⁄dåsa’s social conservatism but also the
fact that he is implicitly attacking the low-caste devotees of avar~adharm⁄ bhakti like
Kab⁄r and Raidåsa who had achieved great popularity in the decades before Tulas⁄dåsa
composed his epic. 

In his shorter poems and songs, Tulas⁄dåsa most often emphasizes his own role as god’s
servant, his extreme humility in the face of god’s glory, and the power of god’s name. Here
is one such poem from Tulas⁄dåsa’s Vinaya Patrikå:

Poor fool, repeat Råm’s name again and again,
The name is your ship to cross the terrible ocean.
By this alone you capture peace and perfection.
The disease called Kål⁄ murders our meditation,
The world is a garden of flowers floating in air.
Why look to castles of smoke? Do not be fooled.
Tulas⁄ says: If you leave Råm’s name and trust
in another, you leave a feast and ask for gruel.

Vallabhåcårya (1479–1531) was born into a family of Bråhma~s whose ancestral home
was in Andhra Pradesh. According to the traditional account, however, he spent his early
life in Varanasi. Between 1493 and 1512, he made several tours throughout India. He
became especially fond of the Vraja region around Mathurå where K®‚~a spent his child-
hood and adolescence. In 1494 Vallabhåcårya took over a small temple to K®‚~a at the site
where K®‚~a lifted up the Govardhana Hill to protect the villagers of the region from the
rain storms sent by Indra. Sometime in the first years of the sixteenth century,

Bhakt i

201



Vallabhåcårya married. He set up two houses, one near Illåhåbhåd and one near Varanasi,
but he also traveled often to Mathurå. He had two sons, Gop⁄nåtha and Vi††halanåtha. The
latter played an essential role in developing his father’s sectarian tradition or sampradåya.
Vallabhåcårya wrote exclusively in Sanskrit and composed important commentaries on the
Brahmas¨tra and on the tenth book of the Bhågavata Purå~a, the book that describes
K®‚~a’s exploits (Barz 1976: 16–55).

Although Vallabhåcårya’s works are in Sanskrit, the best known works of his
sampradåya are the Hindi songs of his disciples, particularly those of S¨radåsa (also called
simply S¨ra), who is said to have lived from 1479 to 1584. According to sectarian tradition,
S¨ra was born in a family of Sårasvata Bråhma~s in a village near modern Delhi. He was
born without sight and left home at an early age and settled at a site a few miles away where
he took up the office of a prophesier and religious mendicant. Since he had great talent as
a musician and poet, he gradually acquired a large following. He grew dissatisfied with this
life, however, and decided to travel to the Vraja region. Eventually he settled at a place
called Goghå†a on the Yamunå River between Mathurå and Ågrå. One day in the year 1511,
Vallabhåcårya came there, and S¨radåsa became his disciple. Vallabhåcårya encouraged
him to compose songs about K®‚~a’s childhood and youth (Barz 1976: 103–39).

This, at least, is how S¨radåsa’s story is told in Vallabha tradition. Modern scholars
have questioned the historical probability of several aspects of the story. It is possible that
S¨ra was a not a Bråhma~, was not a disciple of Vallabhåcårya, and was not even blind,
at least until quite late in his life. More important, many of the songs attributed to S¨radåsa
may, in fact, be later compositions by poets who followed in his tradition (Hawley 1984:
22–63). 

However true all this may or may not be, many of the thousands of songs attributed to
S¨radåsa have become essential parts of the popular religious culture of North India and
are still remembered and sung by countless devotees of Vi‚~u. In addition, the blind
singers of religious songs who today wander the streets and trains of North India are still
called by the generic name S¨radåsa. Most famous of all S¨radåsa’s songs are those that
tell of K®‚~a’s adventures as a naughty child living among the cowherds of Vraja. Many
tell how he stole the butter from his mother’s kitchen. Here is one of the best loved of such
songs, possibly a composition of the eighteenth century:

K®‚~a first steals some butter,
Then runs about the lanes of Vraja,

exciting the milkmaids’ desire.
I’ll go to every house in Vraja, 

is what K®‚~a decides.
I took birth in Gokula to have some fun.

I’ll eat everyone’s butter.
Yaçodå knows me as her child, 

the milkmaids meet me for pleasure.
S¨radåsa’s lord with love declares:

These are my people of Vraja.

In many of his songs, particularly those of the earlier collections, S¨radåsa expresses a
more sober sort of bhakti, where he turns away from petty human cares and petitions the
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lord’s help and favor. John Hawley (1984: 121–60) has argued that these songs reveal a
S¨radåsa whose thoughts come close to those of avar~adharm⁄ poets such as Kab⁄r. Here
is one of S¨radåsa’s petition or vinaya songs:

Let go of worldly things, my heart.
Why, parrot, do you wait in vain

for the tricky semar fruit?
The heart grabs at gold and sex,

but your hands will end up empty.
Let go of pride and call on Råm,

or face the pain of fire.
The guru told you, and I repeat it:

collect Råm as your wealth.
Remember Råm, S¨radåsa’s lord,

or dance like yog⁄s and ®‚is.

NORTH INDIAN AVAR¡ADHARMÛ BHAKTI

Several avar~adharm⁄ bhakti movements in North India actively opposed the traditional
Hindu social and religious ideology of the caste system and patriarchal dominance. The
leading poets and intellectuals of these movements were almost all non-Bråhma~s. Many
of both the leaders and the followers belonged to low castes of Ç¨dras or untouchables.
Several important poets were women, while several of the men were raised in Muslim
families. Virtually all these movements have been associated with the worship of Vi‚~u
rather than that of Çiva or Dev⁄. With one important exception, these North Indian move-
ments imagine Vi‚~u as a transcendent, impersonal, nonembodied being who is beyond all
attributes (nirgu~a) rather than as any of the standard avatåras or anthropomorphic
images. For this reason, these movements are often called nirgu~⁄ or followers of nirgu~a
bhakti. The exception is the movement associated with the woman-poet named M⁄rå or
M⁄råbå⁄, who preferred to worship Vi‚~u in his sagu~a form as the adolescent lover K®‚~a.
Here we will describe these movements as proponents of ideologically liberal
avar~adharm⁄ bhakti. 

In this chapter, the discussion will focus on three poets: Kab⁄r, Raidåsa, and M⁄råbå⁄.
Other important poets include P⁄på, Dåd¨, Rajjava, Sundaradåsa, Jana Gopål, Haridåsa
Nirañjan⁄, Dharmadåsa, and Pala†¨ Såhab. English language studies of these poets and the
movements associated with them include books by P. D. Barthwal (1978), Daniel
Gold (1987b), David Lorenzen (1991b, 1996), Parita Mukta (1994), W. G. Orr (1947),
Karine Schomer and W. H. McLeod (1987), Monika Thiel-Horstmann (1983), and Charlotte
Vaudeville (1974). Illustrative translations are found in many of these texts. Several more
complete translations are available for the older collections of Kab⁄r’s compositions. The
best collection is that of Linda Hess’s and Shukdeo Singh’s (2002) selections from the Kab⁄r
B⁄jak. The older songs attributed to Raidåsa have been edited and translated by Winand
Callewaert and Peter Friedlander (1992). Many of Dåd¨’s compositions are translated in the
book by W. Orr. Some of M⁄rå’s songs have been translated by Usha S. Nilsson (1969). John
Hawley’s and Mark Juergensmeyer’s attractive introductory text (1988) has translations of
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songs by Raidåsa, Kab⁄r, and M⁄råbå⁄, as well as by Nånak, S¨radåsa, and Tulas⁄dåsa.
Translations of songs by other nirgu~⁄ poets are generally less available.

Two other important religious movements that are historically related to the nirgu~⁄
current of avar~adharm⁄ Hinduism are those of the Nåthas and the Sikhs. The Nåthas,
however, mostly abandoned bhakti for a meditative discipline, usually Ha†ha Yoga,
centered on a mystic anatomy (Eliade 1969). In premodern times this discipline was some-
times transmuted into a religious form of alchemy (White 1996). The Sikhs, for their part,
based their movement on a form of nirgu~a bhakti but also established an independent,
non-Hindu religious identity (McLeod 1997). The most revered book of the Sikhs, the
Guru Granth Såhib, contains many compositions by Kab⁄r and Raidåsa, as well those by
other North Indian avar~adharm⁄ poets and of course those of the Sikh gurus. This
complete text has been translated several times into English, but the literary quality of
these translations leaves much to be desired.

More directly than Nåmadeva, Kab⁄r (c.1450–1520) was the founding father of
avar~adharm⁄ poets. He lived most of his life in the city of Varanasi and was raised in a
family of poor Muslim weavers. Legend claims that he lost faith in Islam and was attracted
by the Hindu teachings of a Bråhma~ named Råmånanda. He is said to have tricked
Råmånanda into giving him an initiation and then convinced his new guru of his spiritual
worth despite his low-caste Muslim identity. Kab⁄r’s talents as a religious singer and
poet made him famous and soon aroused the jealousy of both Hindu and Muslim religious
leaders. Their many attempts to discredit him all failed, however, and his fame continued
to grow. Best known is the story of the many failed attempts of Sul†ån Sikandar Lod⁄
to have him killed. When it came time for Kab⁄r to die, he moved to a place called
Magahar, near Gorakhpur. It is said that after his death, his Muslim and Hindu followers
fought over how to dispose of the corpse, to bury it Muslim style or burn it Hindu style.
When they looked under Kab⁄r’s shroud, however, all they found were flowers (Lorenzen
1991b, 1999a).

How much of these legends can be taken as true is difficult to say. The connection with
Råmånanda is particularly problematic. Råmånanda is said to have been a teacher in a
direct line of descent from the famous Tamil theologian Råmånuja and also to have been
the guru not only of Kab⁄r but also of the camår-poet Raidåsa (also called Ravidåsa), the
royal Råjput poet P⁄på, the barber-saint Sen, and the Jå† peasant-saint Dhannå, as well as
several Bråhma~ disciples (Caracchi 1999). The few songs attributed to Råmånanda that
survive show more affinities to Kab⁄r and his other non-Bråhma~ disciples than to
Råmånuja and the Çr⁄vai‚~avas. Nonetheless, Råmånanda is considered to be the founder
of an important North Indian var~adharm⁄ religious movement known as that of the
Råmånand⁄s. Although this movement has produced no poet of the stature of Kab⁄r, it has
perhaps the largest and wealthiest monastic organizations in North India, its only rival
being that of the Daçanåm⁄s (van der Veer 1988). The followers of Kab⁄r also established
their own monastic organization. Currently it is divided in several branches with monas-
teries located throughout the Hindi-speaking area.

Three old collections of Kab⁄r’s songs and verses have survived, each connected with a
different sectarian tradition: the Kab⁄r B⁄jak of his followers in the Kab⁄r Panth, the Kab⁄r
Granthåval⁄ associated with the Dåd¨ Panth, and his many compositions found in the Ådi
Granth or Guru Granth Såhib of the Sikhs. In the centuries after Kab⁄r, a large number of
apocryphal songs and verses have been attributed to Kab⁄r. Many of these later songs and
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verses have become essential elements of the popular culture of virtually all North Indian
Hindus (Lorenzen 1996: 205–23). The main message of these songs and verses, both old
and new, is a rather austere bhakti toward a formless nirgu~a deity combined with a
religious and social iconoclasm that rejects ideology of the caste system as well as many
of the beliefs and practices of both Hinduism and Islam.

Kab⁄r’s iconoclasm is most evident in the songs collected in the Kab⁄r B⁄jak. Here is a
song that attacks the opposing claims of the Muslims and Hindus (S. Singh 1972: 122):

Tell me, brother. How can there be
Not one lord of the world but two?
Who led you so astray?
God is called by many names:
Names like Allåh, Råm, Kar⁄m,
Keçava, Hari, and Hazrat.
Gold may be shaped into rings and bangles.
Isn’t it gold all the same?
Distinctions are only words we invent.
One does namåz, one does p¨jå.
One has Çiva, one Muªammad.
One has Adam, one Brahmå.
Who is a Hindu, who a Turk?
Both share a single world. 
Both read their books, Qur’ån or Vedas.
One is a pa~∂å, one a mullåh.
Each bears a separate name,
But every pot is made from clay.
Kab⁄r says they are both mistaken.
Neither can find the only Råm.
One kills goats, the other cows.
They waste their lives in disputation.

Many of Kab⁄r’s songs embody ironic commentaries on the vanity of human ambitions
and the immanence of death. Here is a popular bhajana from a more modern collection
(Lorenzen 1996: 210–11):

O mind, you merrily strut your stuff,
But who in this world can you find to trust?

The mother says: This is my son.
The sister says: He is my hero.
The brother says: He is my rock.
The woman says: He is my man.
His mother cries for the rest of her life.
His sister cries for less than a year.
His woman cries for a couple of weeks
Then goes to live with someone else.
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The shroud they begged was four yards long.
The pyre was lit, just like at Holi.
The bones burned . . . like firewood.
The hair burned . . . like dried grass.
The body that once was gold is . . . [ashes]
And no one wants to come near to it now.

The women of the house begin to cry,
Wandering all over, searching in vain.
Says Kab⁄r: Listen, my brother sadhu[s].
Give up the hopes you hold for the world.

Råmånanda’s disciple Raidåsa also lived in Varanasi. His family belonged to an untouch-
able caste of leather workers known as camårs. Most of Raidåsa’s followers still belong
to this caste. Although they have not established a large monastic organization, Raidåsa
temples are found in many North Indian town and villages. Nowadays, the Raidåsa move-
ment has become highly politicized, and Raidåsa plays an important symbolic role in the
camårs’ fight for social respect, education, and economic well being. 

Like the songs of Kab⁄r, those of Raidåsa combine criticism of the caste system with
bhakti toward a formless, nirgu~a god. On the other hand, Raidåsa directs few attacks
against Muslim and Hindu beliefs and practices and generally eschews the sharp social and
religious satire found in Kab⁄r’s compositions. The tone of Raidåsa’s songs is less
confrontational and more conciliatory. He laments the indignities he has to suffer as a
camår and seeks consolation in god and the guru. In the following song, Raidåsa asks god
to take away his distress (Callewaert and Friedlander 1992: 191):

I worry day and night,
my vile contacts,

My twisted karma, my lowly birth.
O Råm, life of my soul,

don’t forget me. 
I am yours, a devotee.
Take away my pain, 

make me your man.
I grab your feet, my body is dying.
I’ve come to your darbår. 

Don’t delay. 
Meet your man, says Raidåsa.

The avar~adharm⁄ poet M⁄råbå⁄ was a Råjput princess from Mevar in Rajasthan. Although
her dates are uncertain, she is said to have been a contemporary of Kab⁄r and Raidåsa.
According to legend, she was promised in marriage to a prince of the Sisodiå clan of Citor.
M⁄rå, however, had love in her heart only for K®‚~a, the avatåra of Vi‚~u. She defied her
princely husband and refused to accept her traditional role as wife and mother. His family
was deeply offended by her challenge to patriarchal custom, and someone, either the
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prince or his father, tried to have her poisoned. K®‚~a saved her, and she fled the palace to
live as a wandering singer of songs dedicated to her divine lover. In some legends, she
even takes the camår poet Raidåsa as her guru. 

Today M⁄råbå⁄ is clearly the most popular of all the saint poets of North India. Her
troubled life has become the subject of short stories, novels, and films. Recordings of
her songs are available on cassette in almost any North Indian market, both in the popular
film-song style and in the more austere semiclassical style. Only the songs of S¨radåsa and
Kab⁄r can remotely approach this popularity in Hindi-speaking regions. M⁄råbå⁄’s songs
appeal especially to women but men too enjoy them. Her most fervent followers, however,
are the poor, low-caste women bhajaniks of Rajasthan and Gujarat who organize frequent
all-night sessions to sing her songs (Mukta 1994). 

Many of M⁄råbå⁄’s songs are autobiographical and tell how her husband and his family
punish her for loving only K®‚~a. Here is one such song (Chaturvedi 1966: 112–13): 

O friend, I cannot stay alive without my Hari.
Mother-in-law fights against me, sister-in-law scolds,

and the king is always angry.
A guard sits there waiting before my door,

and a lock makes sure it’s shut.
That long-enduring love from a former birth,

how can I bear to leave him?
M⁄rå’s lord is the cunning Mountain Lifter,

no one else can please me.

In other songs, M⁄råbå⁄ tells how Vi‚~u-K®‚~a has accepted the devotion of non-Bråhma~
saints, such as Nåmadeva, Kab⁄r, P⁄på, and Sen. Several of these saints are women like
M⁄råbå⁄ herself. Here is a song that praises the low-caste woman of the Bh⁄l tribe who
offered plums to the royal avatåra Råma after tasting them first to make sure they were
sweet. Such food is considered highly polluted, but her devotion made the plums pure, and
Råma ate them (Chaturvedi 1966: 154):

A woman of the Bh⁄ls brought him some plums 
And tasted each to be sure it was sweet.
What sort of a way is this to behave? 
What’s more, this Bh⁄l was hardly a beauty.
Her family was low, her caste was worse, 
Her clothes nothing but dirty rags.
But Råma took the fruit she tasted 
and knew it to be a sign of her love. 
Råma knows neither high nor low. 
The Bh⁄l tasted the taste of love. 
How could she read the Vedas? 
That very instant she got into the car, 
Tied to him with all her heart, 
And went to swing in Vi‚~u’s heaven.
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M⁄rå says: one who has such love 
will float across to the other shore 
My lord, it is you who saves the fallen, 
and I am a humble milkmaid of Vraja.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored the historical development of different styles of bhakti from the
Çvetåsvatara Upani‚ad to the medieval poet saints of North India. Particular attention has
been paid to the combinations of religious and social ideologies embodied in bhakti liter-
ature. Virtually all styles of bhakti open the possibility of salvation to women and to
persons from low-status castes. Nonetheless, in some bhakti movements the majority of
poets and theologians argue in favor of one or another interpretation of the traditional
social system of var~adharma, and in other movements they flatly argue against the basic
norms and principles of this system. The V⁄raçaivas and the nirgu~⁄ movements of the
north also tend to downgrade the authority of the Vedas and the Purå~as. Given the
centrality of var~adharma to the Hindu social order and the Vedas to Hindu identity, it is
not surprising that the movements mostly opposed to this ideology have tended to be
situated somewhat at the margins of the Hindu community. In one important case, that of
the Sikhs, the movement has purposely established a separate, non-Hindu identity.

Another social dimension of almost all bhakti movements is their association with
specific languages and cultural regions. For example, most of the bhakti movements discussed
here are closely tied to regional cultural identities based on specific languages: the ÅÏvårs
and Nåya~års are tied to the Tamil language and the Tamilnadu region, the V⁄raçaivas
to Kannada and Karnataka, and the Vårkar⁄s to Marathi and Maharashtra. The groups
centered in the North Indian plains, such as the Vallabhas and Kab⁄r panth⁄s, tend to have
a somewhat looser regional identity but are still mostly limited to populations that can
understand Hindi dialects.

Most movements also developed their own unique theologies. Most obvious is the broad
division between movements that worship Çiva, those that worship Vi‚~u, those that
worship the Dev⁄, and those that worship a formless nirgu~a god. Movements led by
Bråhma~ theologians who could write in Sanskrit often developed their own schools of
Vedånta. Among the movements devoted to Vi‚~u, the Çr⁄vai‚~avas led by Råmånuja and
his line of disciples followed a school that propounded Viçi‚†ådvaita Vedånta, the
Vallabhas followed S¨ddhådvaita Vedånta, and other movements followed schools of
Vedånta called Dvaita and Dvaitådvaita. Çaivite movements and nirgu~⁄ movements, on
the other hand, have tended to associate themselves in looser fashion with variants of
Çaµkara’s Advaita Vedånta. 

Each movement has also tended to evolve its own distinctive theology of divine grace.
For instance, the Çr⁄vai‚~ava movement placed a strong emphasis on the self-surrender
(prapatti) of the devotee to god as a prerequisite of a divine grace that was regarded as the
only practical source of salvation. Most other sagu~⁄ Vai‚~ava movements (and also the
nirgu~⁄ Sikhs) similarly stress divine grace as the principal means to salvation. Most
Advaita and nirgu~⁄ movements, on the other hand, stress an interior mysticism in which
the devotee seeks to discover the identity of the individual soul (åtman) with the universal
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ground of being (brahman) or to find god within himself. Since this interior mysticism
implies that all human beings are equally grounded in divine reality, it is often associated
with a more egalitarian social ideology and with a lesser emphasis on the traditional theodicy
of karma and rebirth (Lorenzen 1987). 

In recent years bhakti-based Hinduism has been changing in important ways under the
double impact of Hindu cultural nationalism and the transmission of religious messages by
mass media, such as music cassettes, films, and television (Babb and Wadley 1995;
Thapar 1985). The immensely popular television serializations of the Råmåya~a and
the Mahåbhårata are two noteworthy examples. All this has led to the development of a
more militant, political, communal, and standardized sort of Hinduism, one that does not
bode well for the social and religious harmony of civil society (van der Veer 1994). On the
other hand, the mass media can also help create a new, socially progressive Hinduism, a
Hinduism that can do much to ease communal tensions and sponsor a more positive social,
moral, religious, and economic renewal of Indian society.

NOTES

1 All the translations from Sanskrit and Hindi are mine, while the translations from Tamil and
Kannada are by the various scholars indicated in the text. 

2 For the Nåya~års, Peterson’s (1989) excellent study and translations are recommended. For the
Siddhas, one can consult the book by Zvelebil (1973).
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PART IV

COSMIC ORDER AND
HUMAN GOALS





C H A P T E R  T E N

DHARMA

Barbara A. Holdrege
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Dharma is one of the most important and ubiquitous categories in the history of Indic
religions and cultures. This pivotal category has assumed a central role not only in

Hindu traditions but also in Buddhist and Jaina traditions. The term “dharma” conveys a
complex array of meanings and has defied the attempts of both Western and Indian schol-
ars to reduce it to a single English equivalent, such as religion, law, duty, norm, social
usage, right conduct, morality, justice, or righteousness. Franklin Edgerton’s definition of
this multivalent term is representative: “Dharma is propriety, socially approved conduct,
in relation to one’s fellow men or to other living beings (animals, or superhuman powers).
Law, social usage, morality, and most of what we ordinarily mean by religion, all fall
under this head” (1942: 151). In Hindu traditions dharma is an encompassing category that
incorporates and at the same time transcends the distinctions among religion, ritual, law,
and ethics that are generally posited in Western traditions. Austin Creel cautions us against
attempting to equate dharma with any one of the Western categories to which it has been
compared: “One must avoid identification of dharma as directly equivalent to any of the
various components of its meaning, such as law, duty, morality, justice, virtue or religion.
All of these are involved, but we should cease looking for an equivalent for translation,
inasmuch as premature identification with Western concepts tends to blind one to the par-
ticular multifaceted structure of meanings in the Hindu dharma” (1977: 2). Among more
recent studies, Ariel Glucklich (1994) has suggested that the most fruitful approach to
understanding dharma is to set aside the quest for conceptual frameworks and theoretical
formulations and to adopt instead a phenomenology of dharma based on a “somatic
hermeneutic” that explores embodied experiences of dharma in specific spatial and
temporal contexts. 

In the classical formulations of post-Vedic traditions, dharma functions as a paradig-
matic category that includes both an ontological dimension and a normative dimension.1

In its ontological dimension dharma—in accordance with its etymological derivation from
the Sanskrit root dh®, “to uphold, support, maintain”—is the cosmic ordering principle that
upholds and promotes the evolution of the universe as a whole and of each of its individual
parts. Dharma structures the universe as a vast cosmic ecosystem, an intricate network
of symbiotic relations among interdependent parts, in which each part has a specific func-
tion to perform that contributes to the whole system. Dharma establishes each part in its
proper place and ensures that every aspect of the cosmic system is properly balanced and



coordinated with every other aspect and thus contributes the maximum to its own
evolution and to the evolution of the whole system. The principle of dharma can be found
operating on multiple levels corresponding to the various planes of existence. At each level
an organic unity is structured in which the separation of functions among the various
classes of beings is clearly defined, specific functions or modes of activity being assigned
to each class of beings in accordance with its inherent nature. For example, it is the dharma
of the sun to shine, it is the dharma of the river to flow, it is the dharma of the bee to make
honey, and it is the dharma of the cow to give milk.

In its normative dimension, dharma, the cosmic ordering principle, finds expression on
the human plane in the ritual, social, and moral orders, particularly as represented in the
Bråhma~ical system of sociocultural norms. As Glucklich (1988: 47) has emphasized,
dharma, as both an ontological and normative principle, includes both nature and law, or—
in the language of McKim Marriott (1976)—“substance” and “code.” On both the cosmic
and human planes the principle of dharma ensures that nature and law—or innate constitu-
tion and external function—are properly correlated for every being. On the human plane the
principle of dharma, operating in consonance with the cosmic law of karma, ensures that
each individual’s inherent nature corresponds to the code of conduct, or duty, allotted to that
individual by virtue of the circumstances of his or her birth and social status. In the
Bråhma~ical tradition an individual’s allotted duty, or svadharma (literally, “one’s own
dharma”), is virtually synonymous with var~åçramadharma, the particular duties of his or
her social class (var~a) and stage of life (åçrama). The Bråhma~ical system of var~åçra-
madharma is presented in this context as the paradigmatic social order that is part of the
natural order of things, instantiating the cosmic order on the social plane. This system
assumes a pivotal role in defining the distinctive ethnocultural identity of the “Åryans,” the
people of the Indian subcontinent who refer to themselves as åryas, “noble ones.” 

The principal sources of dharma, as will be discussed further later, are the two authoritative
categories of sacred texts that constitute the Bråhma~ical Sanskritic canon: çruti (that which
was heard) and sm®ti (that which was remembered). The term “çruti” was originally used to
designate the four Vedic Saµhitås—¸g Veda, Yajur Veda, Såma Veda, and Atharva Veda—
the versified portions of which are termed mantras. The domain of çruti was subsequently
extended to incorporate the entire corpus of Vedic literature, including not only the Saµhitås
but also the Bråhma~as, Åra~yakas, and Upani‚ads. While the domain of çruti is in principle
circumscribed, sm®ti is a dynamic, open-ended category, which includes the Vedåπgas,
Dharmaçåstras, Itihåsas (epics), and Purå~as, as well as a variety of other texts that have been
incorporated within this ever-expanding category in accordance with the needs of different
periods and groups. The primary criterion for distinguishing between çruti and sm®ti texts is
generally characterized by both Western and Indian scholars as an ontological distinction
between “revelation” and “tradition.” The çruti, or Vedic, texts are traditionally understood to
have been directly cognized—“seen” and “heard”—by inspired “seers” (®‚i) at the beginning
of each cycle of creation. P¨rva M⁄måµså and Vedånta, the formal schools of Vedic exege-
sis among the six orthodox systems of Hindu philosophy, maintain that the Vedic texts are
eternal (nitya), infinite, and apauru‚eya, not derived from any personal—human or divine—
agent, while the Nyåya, Vaiçe‚ika, and Yoga schools of Hindu philosophy view the Vedic
texts as the work of god. All other sacred texts are relegated to a secondary status as sm®ti, for
they are held to have been composed by personal authors and are therefore designated as “that
which was remembered” rather than “that which was heard.”
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In this chapter we will examine the complex array of meanings that are interwoven in
Hindu constructions of dharma in both çruti and sm®ti texts. We will begin with an analysis
of çruti texts, with particular emphasis on the Vedic antecedents of post-Vedic formulations
of dharma found in the Saµhitås and Bråhma~as, in which dharma functions primarily as a
ritual category. We will then examine the hermeneutical strategies utilized in the P¨rva
M⁄måµså philosophical school to legitimate the expansion of the domain of dharma beyond
the ritual realm to encompass sociocultural practices. The major portion of the analysis will
focus on the system of var~åçramadharma that is elaborated in sm®ti texts that are concerned
with the science of dharma: the Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras. We will then turn to a dis-
cussion of contending perspectives concerning the relationship between dharma and mok‚a
(liberation), as represented in the Dharmaçåstras, renunciant traditions, and the Bhagavad
G⁄tå. We will conclude our analysis with a brief discussion of the ways in which the cate-
gory of dharma has been reformulated by modern Hindu thinkers.

VEDIC COSMOLOGY: ¸TA, DHARMA, AND YAJÑA

In Vedic cosmology, as represented in the Saµhitås and the Bråhma~as, the cosmic order
is a complex system that encompasses four distinct yet interconnected orders of reality: the
natural order (adhibh¨ta), divine order (adhidaiva), human order (adhyåtma), and sacrifi-
cial order (adhiyajña). In the early Vedic period the cosmic ordering principle that regu-
lates and coordinates the various orders of reality is termed ®ta, with the term “dharma”
or “dharman” used primarily in the plural to refer to the ordinances and sacrificial rituals
that uphold the cosmic order. Dharma is thus closely connected in early Vedic texts with
the yajña, the Vedic fire sacrifice. In order to understand the Vedic antecedents of post-
Vedic constructions of dharma, we will briefly consider the roles and interrelations of
these three categories: ®ta, dharma, and yajña. 

¸ta and dharma

In the ¸g Veda Saµhitå (c.1500–1200 BCE), the earliest and most authoritative of the Vedic
texts, ®ta is the principle of cosmic order that ensures the integrated functioning of the natu-
ral order, divine order, human order, and sacrificial order. As the regulative principle of the
natural order, ®ta governs the movements of the sun, moon, and stars, the rhythms of the sea-
sons, and the cycles of day and night. ¸ta is the power of natural law that causes the rains to
fall, the rivers to flow, and the sun to send forth its light. ¸ta also operates in the divine
order as that power which the gods harness in order to perform their respective functions in
administering and maintaining the cosmic order. ¸ta is also the governing principle of the
human order—and more specifically the moral order—regulating the moral conduct of
human beings. Finally, ®ta finds expression in the sacrificial order, determining the ordered
course of the sacrificial rituals that is essential for the maintenance of the cosmos.2 William
Mahony remarks concerning the integrative power of this cosmic ordering principle: 

Vedic sages . . . understood ¸ta to be the inherent universal principle of balance and
concord, a dynamic rule or order in which all things contribute in their own unique
way to the smooth running of the cosmos as a whole. If they were aligned with ¸ta,

Dharma

215



therefore, all things would be true to their own given nature and, in so doing, would
properly express their particular function in that intricate and delicately aligned sys-
tem of order. As the source of the inner integrity of all things and as the foundation
of cosmic order, ¸ta was seen by Vedic poets to be inherent in or expressed by all
things in the structured universe.

(1998: 48)

In the ¸g Veda, dharma is explicitly connected with ®ta in a number of contexts (5.15.2,
5.51.2, 5.63.1, 5.63.7, 9.7.1, 9.110.4). While ®ta is used as the overarching term for the
cosmic order, dharma is used to refer to the “upholding of ®ta” (®tasya dharman) (¸g Veda
9.7.1, 9.110.4) and in its plural form designates more specifically the ordinances and sacri-
ficial rituals that maintain the cosmic order. Dharma is “the continuous maintaining of the
social and cosmic order and norm which is achieved by the Aryan through the performance
of his Vedic rites and traditional duties” (Halbfass 1988: 315–16; emphasis in original). In
its role in upholding the cosmic order, dharma is closely associated in the ¸g Veda with
satya, truth, and the expression satyadharman is used as an epithet to praise a number of
different gods “whose ordinances are true” (1.12.7, 5.51.2, 5.63.1, 10.34.8). Dharma is con-
nected in particular with the special guardians of ®ta, the god Varu~a and his divine coun-
terpart Mitra, who govern the course of nature and oversee the moral order of human beings
by means of ®ta (¸g Veda 5.63.1, 5.63.7, 6.70.1, 7.89.5, 10.65.5). In ¸g Veda 5.63, Mitra
and Varu~a are celebrated as ruling over the entire cosmos by means of ®ta in conjunction
with dharma: “O guardians of ®ta, you whose ordinances are true (satyadharman), you
ascend your chariot in the highest heavens. . . . Wise Mitra and Varu~a, by means of dhar-
man and your divine power (måyå) you guard the ordinances (vrata). You govern the entire
world by means of ®ta. You placed the sun in the heavens as an effulgent chariot” (vv. 1, 7).

In the Yajur Veda Saµhitås (c.900 BCE) and the Bråhma~as (c.900–650 BCE), the sacri-
ficial manuals attached to the Saµhitås, the term “dharma” continues to be closely asso-
ciated with Mitra and Varu~a and is increasingly connected in this context with the king,
who represents the human counterpart of the divine ruler Varu~a.3

Dharma and yajña

In the early Vedic period the term “dharma” often occurs in connection with the yajña, the
Vedic fire sacrifice, and the plural form dharmas is used in this context to designate the
sacrificial ordinances and rituals. Dharma is thus associated not only with Mitra and Varu~a
but also with two gods who assume a central role in the yajña: Agni, who is embodied in the
fire that conveys the sacrificial oblations to the gods, and Soma, who is embodied in the soma
plant whose juice is extracted and used as the principal oblation in the Soma sacrifice. Agni is
celebrated as satyadharman, “he whose ordinances are true,” and as the guardian (adhyak‚a)
of dharmas, who, when kindled, ensures the efficacy of the sacrificial rituals (dharma)
(¸g Veda 1.12.7, 8.43.24, 5.26.6, 3.17.1, 5.15.2). Soma is associated in particular with
dharma’s role in upholding the cosmic order, ®ta (®tasya dharman) (¸g Veda 9.7.1, 9.110.4).

In Vedic cosmology, the yajña is ascribed the status of a separate order of reality
(adhiyajña), which is correlated with the other orders of reality—the natural order
(adhibh¨ta), divine order (adhidaiva), and human order (adhyåtma)—and is considered
essential to the harmonious functioning of all levels of the cosmos. Dharma, as an aspect
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of yajña, assumes an important role in generating and maintaining the orders of reality.4

In order to understand the complex network of significations in which the categories of
dharma and yajña are embedded, we need to examine more closely the theurgic role
ascribed to the sacrificial order within the taxonomic framework of Vedic cosmology. 

One of the earliest formulations of the Vedic model of reality is found in ¸g Veda 10.90,
the Puru‚as¨kta, which is the locus classicus that connects dharma to the cosmos-generating
activities of yajña. The body of puru‚a, the cosmic man who is the unitary source and basis
of all existence, is represented as the primordial totality that encompasses and interconnects
the orders of reality. The hymn depicts the primordial sacrifice, or yajña, by means of which
the wholeness of puru‚a’s body is differentiated, the different parts of the divine anthropos
giving rise to the different parts of the universe. Verses 6 to 10 establish a reciprocal rela-
tionship between the sacrificial and natural orders. On the one hand, certain elements of the
natural order—the seasons—are used as ritual materials in the primordial sacrifice. On the
other hand, the sacrifice gives rise to various aspects of the natural order and more specifi-
cally certain animals—horses, cattle, goats, and sheep—which are the principal offerings
used in animal sacrifices. This reciprocity is also reflected within the elements of the sacri-
fice itself. The Vedic mantras and meters are described as emerging from the sacrifice of
puru‚a, and they in turn provide the sound offerings that are essential to the sacrificial ritual.
Verses 11 to 14 go on to establish a series of correlations between the different parts of the
body of puru‚a and the different aspects of the natural, divine, and human orders:

When they divided puru‚a, into how many parts did they apportion him? What was
his mouth? What were his arms? What were his thighs and feet declared to be? His
mouth became the Bråhma~; [from] his arms the K‚atriya was made; his thighs
became the Vaiçya; from his feet the Ç¨dra was born. The moon was born from his
mind; from his eye S¨rya, the sun, was born; from his mouth came Indra and Agni,
fire; from his breath Våyu, wind, was born. From his navel arose the midregions;
from his head heaven originated; from his feet came the earth; from his ear, the car-
dinal directions. Thus they fashioned the worlds. 

The sacrifice, as the means by which the primordial wholeness of the divine body is dif-
ferentiated, is represented in the Puru‚as¨kta as the cosmogonic instrument that distin-
guishes and at the same time interconnects the components of the natural, divine, and
human orders. The three principal sections of puru‚a’s body—head, navel, and feet—are
correlated with the three worlds that constitute the cosmos—heaven, midregions, and
earth. Specific parts of puru‚a’s psychophysiology—mouth, breath, eye, ear, and mind—
are correlated with specific components of the natural order—fire, wind, sun, cardinal
directions, and moon—as well as with specific deities that form a part of the divine
order—Indra, Agni, Våyu, and S¨rya. 

The body of puru‚a also encompasses the human order, including not only the human
body—which is the microcosmic counterpart of the divine anthropos—but also the social
order. The Puru‚as¨kta establishes homologies between particular parts of puru‚a’s corporeal
form—mouth, arms, thighs, and feet—and particular social classes (var~a)—Bråhma~s
(priests), K‚atriyas (kings and warriors), Vaiçyas (merchants, agriculturists, and artisans), and
Ç¨dras (servants). The social order is thus re-presented as a primordial manifestation of the
divine body that is part of the natural order of things. In this organic model the social body,
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like the body of the divine anthropos, is organized according to a hierarchical division of
functions in which each part has its own separate function to perform that is vital to the
efficient operation of the whole, and yet some parts inevitably perform more “exalted”
tasks than others. Although the duties of the four social classes are not explicitly men-
tioned in the hymn, the imagery of the Puru‚as¨kta, which correlates each var~a with a
specific body part, is invoked in later Vedic and post-Vedic texts to provide cosmic legit-
imation for the separation of functions among the var~as. The Bråhma~s, as the “head” of
the social body, take the lead, supplying the organizing principles of intelligence and
speech that direct the activities of the other members of the body. The Bråhma~s are the
priestly class of scholar-teachers whose duty is to recite and teach the Vedas and to
perform sacrifices. The K‚atriyas, as the “arms” of society, exercise their physical prowess
and the force of arms in order to rule and protect the people and to guard the safety of the
country from internal dissension and foreign invasion. The Vaiçyas are the “legs” that are
the sustaining power of society, securing the economic well being of the community
through their activities in commerce, agriculture, and cattle-breeding. The Ç¨dras are the
“feet” of the social body whose duty is to serve the three higher var~as.

The Puru‚as¨kta thus celebrates the sacrifice, yajña, as the cosmogonic instrument that
generates and structures the cosmic order, establishing the distinctions among the orders of
reality and interconnecting them as correlated parts of the cosmic whole. The final verse of
the Puru‚as¨kta identifies this cosmos-producing yajña with “the first dharmas,” the first
sacrificial rituals, which provide the prototype for all future rituals. “With the sacrifice
(yajña) the gods sacrificed (root yaj) the sacrifice (yajña). These were the first dharmas”
(¸g Veda 10.90.16, cf. 10.90.6–7). The connection of “the first dharmas” with the sacri-
fice is emphasized elsewhere in the ¸g Veda (1.164.50, 1.164.43, 3.17.1). ¸g Veda 1.164,
for example, interweaves through its enigmatic riddles “the first dharmas,” yajña, and ®ta
(vv. 50, 43, 35, 8, 11, 37, 47). Atharva Veda 7.5.1 similarly identifies the primordial
sacrifice with “the first dharmas,” invoking the language of the Puru‚as¨kta. 

The sacrificial discourse of the Bråhma~as, building upon the speculations of the
Puru‚as¨kta, provides elaborate taxonomies to demonstrate the theurgic power of the sac-
rificial order—and the dharmas that constitute it—as the instrument that structures and
maintains the cosmos through enlivening the inherent connections (bandhu) among the
natural order, divine order, and human order. As Brian K. Smith has emphasized, this sys-
tem of bandhus is founded on the Vedic principle of “hierarchical resemblance,” which as
a “central principle of Vedism” (1989: 78) encapsulates the “ancient Indian notion that the
universe was composed of mutually resembling and interconnected, but also hierarchically
distinguished and ranked, components” (1994: vii). The connections among the various
components of the cosmic order operate on two axes: vertical and horizontal. 

Vedic connections are of two sorts: what we might call vertical and horizontal
correspondences. The former connects an immanent form and its transcendent
correlative. . . . This type of connection operates between the elements of the same
species located on different and hierarchically ranked cosmological levels. Horizontal
connections link resembling components of . . . different species located within the
same cosmological plane which share a similar hierarchical position within their
respective classes.

(B. Smith 1989: 73)
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This system of bandhus is elaborated in the Bråhma~as in complex, multileveled 
taxonomies that, building on the classificatory schemas of the Saµhitås, establish homolo-
gies among the various categories of existence—gods, worlds, time and space, natural 
elements and forces, animals, plants, psychophysical components, social classes, ritual
elements, and so on (see Holdrege 1996: 43–62; B. Smith 1994). The sacrifice is repre-
sented in the Bråhma~as not only as the means of mediating the connections among the
orders of reality but also as the means of constituting these orders. The sacrificial order
serves as the cosmogonic instrument by means of which the creator Prajåpati—who is
identified with puru‚a—structures an ordered cosmos in which the natural world, the
divine order of the gods, and the human realm function as interconnected planes of 
existence. On the divine plane, the sacrifice serves more specifically as the theogonic
instrument through which Prajåpati himself, who is disintegrated and dissipated by his 
creative efforts, is reconstituted and restored to a state of wholeness. On the human plane,
the sacrifice functions as the anthropogonic instrument through which the defective human
being produced through biological reproduction is born anew out of the ritual womb and
reconstituted through ritual labor. The sacrifice also serves as the sociogonic instrument
that constructs and maintains the social order as a hierarchy differentiated according to
social class (var~a) and gender (see Holdrege 1998: 349–57; B. Smith 1989: 50–119). 

In the taxonomic schemas of the Bråhma~as, the various aspects of the natural, divine,
and human orders—the flora and fauna of the natural world, the hierarchy of gods, and
the components of the human psychophysiology—are correlated with categories that are
integral to the distinctive ethnocultural identity of the Åryan people—the var~as, the
Vedic mantras and meters, and the components of the Vedic sacrifice (see Holdrege 1996:
43–62; B. Smith 1994). The Åryan socioreligious system—including the var~a system,
the Vedic recitative tradition, and the Vedic sacrificial tradition—is thus presented as
replicating the structure of the cosmic order in the social sphere. The Bråhma~ priests, in
their preeminent position at the top of the social hierarchy, are represented in this context
as the custodians of the cosmic order, who ensure the harmonious functioning of the
cosmos through their periodic recitation of the Vedic mantras and performance of the
sacrificial rituals. They are portrayed as the earthly counterparts of the creator Prajåpati,
who periodically reenact the primordial sacrifice and the cosmos-producing activities of
“the first dharmas” as a means of regenerating and maintaining the cosmic order.
“Prajåpati indeed is that sacrifice (yajña) which is being performed here and from which
these beings were produced, and in the same manner are they produced thereafter even to
the present day.”5 

PÁRVA MÛMÅœSÅ HERMENEUTICS: 
FROM SACRIFICIAL RITUAL TO 

SOCIOCULTURAL PRACTICE

From the third century BCE onward, the category of dharma underwent several important
transformations. First, the term “dharma” was invested with ontological significance and
superseded ®ta as the encompassing term for the cosmic ordering principle. Second, as a
normative principle comprising those specific modes of activity that uphold the
cosmic order, the term “dharma” was extended beyond the ritual realm to include not only
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sacrificial rituals but also sociocultural practices. Third, the term was used more
specifically to designate the totality of ritual and social duties that constitutes the
Bråhma~ical system of var~åçramadharma, which is represented as the paradigmatic
social order that instantiates the cosmic order on the social plane. This extension of the
domain of dharma appears to have served as one of the mechanisms adopted by orthodox
exponents of the Bråhma~ical tradition to respond to the challenge posed by the expansion
of Buddhist traditions under the emperor Açoka in the third century BCE. Patrick Olivelle
(2000) has suggested that Bråhma~ical authorities sought to accommodate and domesti-
cate Buddhist reformulations of dharma by generating a new genre of literature—the
Dharmas¨tras—that reflected an expanded understanding of the term.6

As part of the Bråhma~ical response to the Buddhist critique, the P¨rva M⁄måµså philo-
sophical school developed a number of discursive strategies to legitimate the extension of
the domain of dharma from the ritual to the sociocultural realm. The central focus of P¨rva
M⁄måµså, as a school of Vedic exegesis, is the investigation of dharma as enjoined in
the Vedas. The foundations of the M⁄måµså philosophy of dharma are established in the
P¨rva M⁄måµsås¨tra (c.300–200 BCE), attributed to the sage Jaimini. M⁄måµsaka
perspectives on dharma are further explained and elaborated in the earliest known
commentary on the P¨rva M⁄måµsås¨tra by Çabara, the Çåbarabhå‚ya (c.200 CE).
Çabara’s Bhå‚ya was in turn commented on by Kumårila Bha††a (seventh century CE) and
Prabhåkara (seventh century CE), from whom two divergent subschools of M⁄måµså
philosophy developed. 

Veda and dharma

In their investigations of dharma, the M⁄måµsakas focus on the karmakå~∂a, the section
of the Vedas pertaining to action, and they are thus primarily concerned with the injunc-
tive (vidhåyaka) statements regarding dharma contained in the Bråhma~as. In early
M⁄måµså the term “dharma” is confined to the ritual sphere and refers more specifically
to the sacrificial rituals that are enjoined in the Vedas. Dharma is defined in the P¨rva
M⁄måµsås¨tra as “that human good (artha) which is defined by Vedic injunction
(codanå)” (1.1.2). In his commentary on this verse, Çabara remarks that those persons may
be considered dhårmika who perform sacrificial rituals (yåga), and he invokes as a proof
text the final verse of the Puru‚as¨kta, ¸g Veda 10.90.16, which identifies the primordial
sacrifice with the “first dharmas” (Çåbarabhå‚ya 1.1.2, pp. 17.11–18.5). Elsewhere
Çabara identifies dharma with Vedic rites such as the agnihotra, the daily fire sacrifice
(Çåbarabhå‚ya 1.1.5, p.23.5). 

One of the fundamental axioms of the M⁄måµså philosophical project is that dharma is
transcendent in that the sacrificial rituals that are designated as dharma are not instru-
mental, utilitarian actions whose purpose is self-evident (d®‚†årtha), but rather they are
actions whose purpose is not evident (ad®‚†årtha) and that produce invisible effects.
Because dharma is transcendent in nature, it can only be known through an authoritative
source of knowledge (pramå~a) that is itself transcendent. In their expositions of dharma
the M⁄måµsakas are thus concerned to demonstrate the intrinsic authority and infallibility
of the Vedas as the only transcendent source of knowledge of dharma. In this context they
developed three major doctrines concerning the nature and status of Veda: the Vedas are
not derived from any personal agent, human or divine (vedåpauru‚eyatva); the Vedas are
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eternal and without beginning (vedånådinityatva); and the Vedas are a valid means of
correct knowledge concerning dharma (vedapråmå~ya). In order to prove that the Vedic
statements are eternal, uncreated, and authoritative sources of dharma-knowledge, the
M⁄måµsakas developed an elaborate philosophy of language regarding the nature of
çabda, word. They are concerned in particular to prove the eternality of çabda and to
establish that in the case of Vedic words there is an inherent, eternal connection between
the word (çabda) and its meaning (artha), between the name and the form that it signifies.
P¨rva M⁄måµsås¨tra 1.1.5 provides the cornerstone of the M⁄måµsakas’ arguments
regarding the uncreated status, infallibility, and transcendent authority of the Vedas as
a source of knowledge about dharma: “The connection (sambandha) of the word (çabda)
with its meaning (artha) is inherent (autpattika). Instruction is the means of knowing it
[dharma], and it is infallible with regard to imperceptible things. It is a valid means of
knowledge (pramå~a) . . . as it is independent.”7

The M⁄måµsakas, in their concern to ground the transcendent dharma in the transcen-
dent authority of the eternal, uncreated Vedas, would appear to present a claim to universal
knowledge. However, they use a variety of strategies to circumscribe dharma and bind it
linguistically, ethnically, and culturally to a specific people: the Åryans, the inhabitants of
Åryåvarta,8 who are the custodians of the Vedas. In their speculations concerning the nature
of language, the M⁄måµsakas distinguish between Vedic language (vedavacana) and ordi-
nary human language (laukikavacana). They are first and foremost concerned with Vedic
Sanskrit, the language of the Vedas and the language of dharma. They are not concerned
with languages and usages different from the Vedic language, for such languages are not
considered to have the eternal, uncreated status of vedavacana and therefore cannot serve
as valid sources of knowledge about dharma. The Åryans alone are designated as the
authoritative exponents of dharma, for they alone are the custodians of the eternal Veda and
of the eternal language, Sanskrit, in which the injunctions concerning dharma are recorded.
Kumårila declares: “The knowledge of the inhabitants of Åryåvarta is considered authori-
tative with respect to words and their meanings concerning dharma and its branches, since
they are grounded in the [Vedic] scriptures” (Tantravårttika, p. 220.3–4).

In the M⁄måµså philosophical project dharma is thus upheld as the emblem of Åryan
ethnocultural identity that distinguishes the Åryans from the non-Åryans, who are deemed
mlecchas, “barbarians.” The transcendent dharma becomes embodied in the particularities
of ethnocultural categories defined in relation to a particular people (Åryans), a particular
land (Åryåvarta), a particular language (Vedic Sanskrit), a particular corpus of sacred texts
(Vedas), and a particular set of ritual practices (Vedic sacrificial rituals).9

Expansion of  the domain of  dharma

In early M⁄måµså the categories of Veda and dharma were both confined to the ritual
sphere, and the vaidika ritual realm was clearly distinguished from the laukika nonritual
realm. Sheldon Pollock (1990) has highlighted a number of interrelated hermeneutical
strategies that the M⁄måµsakas utilized in order to extend Vedic legitimation beyond the
ritual realm into the sociocultural domain and thereby transform the ideological frame-
work of Bråhma~ical culture from a discourse of ritual to a discourse of social power. 

First, Vedic legitimation, which originally applied only to ritual injunctions, was
extended to sociocultural norms and traditions. In later M⁄måµså the boundaries between
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noninstrumental (ad®‚†årtha) ritual rules and utilitarian (d®‚†årtha) sociocultural norms
became permeable, allowing for the extension of Vedic legitimation to an ever-expanding
corpus of çåstric injunctions in every sphere of Bråhma~ical culture (Pollock 1990:
318–22). 

Second, Vedic legitimation was extended to reformulations of dharma that expanded
the term beyond the realm of ritual action to encompass sociocultural practices. This
expansion of the term serves to resolve the “paradox of the dharma’s foundation in the
Vedas” posed by J. C. Heesterman (1978: 92), who asserts that there is an insurmountable
gap between Veda and dharma, between the transcendent order of çruti and the actualities
of the mundane social world that are the domain of dharma (1985: 11, 82–83). Contrary
to Heesterman’s assertion, dharma does indeed have its foundation in the Vedas, but, as
discussed earlier, the term was generally restricted to the ritual realm in the Vedic period.
The gap was thus not between Veda and dharma but between dharma and the social world,
and it was only by expanding the purview of dharma to include sociocultural practices that
this gap was bridged. 

Third, the domain of Veda was expanded to include not only çruti texts but also sm®ti
texts such as the Dharmaçåstras in which the regulations of the var~åçramadharma system
are elaborated. Pollock locates the mechanism through which this expansion occurred in the
definitions of the terms “çruti” and “sm®ti” themselves, which he argues have been incor-
rectly construed as representing a dichotomy between “revelation” and “tradition.” He
maintains rather that, according to the etymology derived from M⁄måµså that is still preva-
lent among certain traditional Bråhma~ical teachers, çruti refers to the extant Vedic texts
that can be “heard” in recitation, whereas sm®ti is an open-ended category that encompasses
any teachings or practices pertaining to dharma that have been “remembered” from Vedic
texts that are lost, forgotten, or otherwise inaccessible. The meaning of the term “Veda” is
thus extended beyond the circumscribed boundaries of the çruti texts—Saµhitås,
Bråhma~as, Åra~yakas, and Upani‚ads—and through a process of “Vedacization” comes to
include within its purview not only the Vedåπgas, Dharmaçåstras, epics, and Purå~as but
potentially all çåstric teachings—enshrined in practices as well as texts—that are promul-
gated by Bråhma~ical authorities (Pollock 1990: 322–28).

DHARMAÇÅSTRA: VAR¡ÅÇRAMADHARMA AND 
ÅRYAN ETHNOCULTURAL IDENTITY

While the M⁄måµsakas developed hermeneutical strategies to legitimate the extension of
the domains of dharma and Veda from the ritual to the sociocultural realm, it is the
Bråhma~ical exponents of Dharmaçåstra, the science of dharma, who were responsible for
the articulation of a formalized system of ritual and sociocultural norms. The science of
dharma is founded on two parallel systems: the system of var~as—Bråhma~s, K‚atriyas,
Vaiçyas, and Ç¨dras—and the system of åçramas—student, householder, forest-dweller,
and renunciant. These two systems are interwoven in var~åçramadharma, which serves as
the encompassing term for the ritual and social duties that are incumbent on male members
of the social classes (var~a) at different stages of their lives (åçrama). 

The importance of var~åçramadharma as a pivotal category of Hindu identity has been
emphasized by both Western and Indian scholars. G. S. Ghurye remarks that “even now
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Var~åçramadharma, duties of castes and åçramas, is almost another name for Hinduism”
(1964: 2). The pervasive and enduring power of the var~åçramadharma system operates
primarily at the level of discourse, and therefore the ideological representations of this
sociocultural system in the Dharmaçåstra literature do not necessarily correspond to the
historical actualities of the social institutions that the system purports to encompass. The
idealized var~a system of four social classes is not sufficient to account for the messy
actualities of the innumerable castes ( jåti), just as the idealized åçrama system is not coex-
tensive with the social institutions that it seeks to classify and regulate (see Olivelle 1993:
24–30). Nevertheless, the discourse of var~åçramadharma has functioned historically as
a powerful tool of ideological persuasion that has served to legitimate and perpetuate
asymmetrical relations of power in traditional Hindu society. 

Dharmaçåstra l i terature

The discourse of dharma is elaborated in four principal genres of Dharmaçåstra literature:
the Dharmas¨tras, Dharmaçåstras, commentaries (bhå‚ya, v®tti, vyåkhyå, vivara~a), and
Nibandhas (digests).10 

The Dharmas¨tras (third to first centuries BCE) form the last section of the Kalpas¨tras,
one of the six Vedåπgas, or subsidiary “limbs of the Vedas.” The other two sections of the
Kalpas¨tras are concerned with ritual practices: the Çrautas¨tras give detailed instructions
for the performance of public Vedic (çrauta) sacrifices, while the G®hyas¨tras are con-
cerned with the domestic (g®hya) rituals that regulate various aspects of householder life.
In the Dharmas¨tras the focus shifts from an exclusive focus on ritual matters to a broader
concern with dharma, which is reformulated in this new genre of literature as an encom-
passing term for ritual, social, and moral norms. These short treatises, written in aphoris-
tic prose or in prose interspersed with verse, are primarily concerned with the rules of
conduct (åcåra) that regulate the var~as and åçramas.11 In addition, they lay out a system
of penances (pråyaçcitta) for infractions of dharma. The primary focus of the Dharmas¨tras
is on religious law, with less emphasis on matters of civil and criminal law. The four extant
Dharmas¨tras are the Åpastamba, Gautama, Baudhåyana, and Vasi‚†ha.12

In the early centuries of the Common Era the ritual and social obligations of var~åçra-
madharma were further crystallized and expanded in the form of elaborate law codes, the
Dharmaçåstras, which differ from the Dharmas¨tras in origin, form, and content. While the
Dharmas¨tras originated as part of the Kalpas¨tras belonging to the various Vedic schools
(çåkhå), the Dharmaçåstras derive from special schools of dharma that were not attached to
particular Vedic schools but rather were concerned with expounding a science of dharma that
was authoritative for all Åryans. With respect to form, in contrast to the elliptical prose of
the Dharmas¨tras, the Dharmaçåstras are much more extensive treatises written entirely in
verse. With respect to content, the Dharmaçåstras cover the same topics as the Dharmas¨tras,
but they expand the scope of dharma to include more emphasis on civil and criminal law.
In the Dharmaçåstras, the science of dharma is elaborated in three main branches: åcåra,
the rules of conduct that constitute var~åçramadharma; pråyaçcitta, the system of
penances prescribed for violations of dharma; and vyavahåra, regulations concerning the
administration of justice that form part of råjadharma, the duties of the king. While åcåra
and pråyaçcitta are also treated in the Dharmas¨tras, the Dharmaçåstras go beyond the
s¨tras in their emphasis on regulations of a juridical nature, vyavahåra. By far the most
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celebrated of the Dharmaçåstras is the Månava Dharmaçåstra, or Manusm®ti (first to
second centuries CE). The Yåjñavalkyasm®ti (third to fourth centuries CE) has also attained
prominence for its systematic presentation of the discourse of dharma. 

At the end of the period of the Dharmaçåstras, in the ninth century CE, two new types of
Dharmaçåstra literature arose: commentaries and Nibandhas (digests). The commentaries
are concerned with one particular Dharmaçåstra or Dharmas¨tra, which they attempt to
elucidate through explaining terms and construing difficult passages. There are at least
seven extant commentaries on the Manusm®ti, among the most important of which are
those of Medhåtithi (ninth century CE) and Kull¨ka (thirteenth century CE). Of the five
commentaries on the Yåjñavalkyasm®ti, the most celebrated is the Mitåk‚arå of
Vijñåneçvara (eleventh century CE). Although commentaries continued to be written as
late as the nineteenth century, digests became the preferred form from the twelfth century
onward. These digests, or Nibandhas, gather together extracts from a vast number of
dharma sources—including not only the Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras but also the
epics and Purå~as—and classify them systematically according to topic. The authors of the
Nibandhas also comment on their citations, clarifying obscure terms and passages and
attempting to resolve apparent conflicts in order to establish definitive rules for proper
conduct in every sphere of life. The K®tyakalpataru of Lak‚m⁄dhara (twelfth century CE)
and the Sm®ticandrikå of Deva~~abha††a (c.1200 CE) are among the most important of the
Nibandhas. A number of the Nibandhas and commentaries assumed a legal status in
British India and were frequently referred to in Anglo-Indian courts and subsequently by
the jurists of independent India. 

Epics and Purå~as

Beyond the formal genres of Dharmaçåstra literature, the two great Sanskrit epics—the
Mahåbhårata and the Råmåya~a of Vålm⁄ki—and the Purå~as are included among the
sm®ti texts that constitute sources of dharma. The epics and Purå~as, which have been
rightfully deemed the “encyclopedias of Hinduism” because of their all-encompassing
character, contain a diverse array of didactic material, ranging from exemplary narratives
to myths and legends to formal discourses on the topics of Dharmaçåstra.

The core narrative of the Mahåbhårata (c.400 BCE–400 CE) recounts the great war
between the På~∂avas and the Kauravas on the battlefield of Kuruk‚etra, “the field of
dharma.” The central narrative presents a series of moral dilemmas to which three
responses are generally given: that of Yudhi‚†hira, who embodies absolute adherence to
dharma; that of Bh⁄ma, who embodies brute force; and that of Arjuna, who assumes an
intermediate position, embodying courage, strength, and discipline. The central narrative
is embedded in a densely textured, multilayered textual repository that is rich in gnomic
and didactic material, including ancient bardic poetry, myths and legends, fables and para-
bles, and formal discourses on the ritual and social duties of var~åçramadharma. The
Bhagavad G⁄tå, which forms the third episode of the Bh⁄‚maparvan in the Mahåbhårata,
presents the classic statement of the central importance of dharma on the path to salvation,
as will be discussed in a later section. 

The Råmåya~a of Vålm⁄ki (c.200 BCE–200 CE) recounts the story of Råma, the paradig-
matic divine-human king, who rescues his wife, S⁄tå, from the demon Råva~a and estab-
lishes Råmaråjya, the “rule of Råma,” as the reign of dharma. Traditional Dharmaçåstra
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material, ranging from the duties of kings to the dharma of women, is interspersed
throughout the central narrative. However, the significance of the Råmåya~a as a source
of dharma is primarily in its role as an exemplary narrative, in which the central protago-
nists are depicted as paragons of virtue who continually grapple with the conflicting
demands of dharma. Råma is represented as the perfect embodiment of dharma, who is
willing to sacrifice everything in order to uphold the norms of correct sociopolitical behav-
ior. S⁄tå is portrayed as the paradigm of the devoted wife, whose inviolable purity and
unconditional devotion to her husband are celebrated as the quintessential expression of
str⁄dharma.

The Purå~as (c.300–1000 CE and after), according to the classical Hindu definition, are
distinguished by five characteristics (pañcalak‚ana): descriptions of creation (sarga) and
re-creation (pratisarga) of the universe after its periodic dissolutions; genealogies of gods,
sages, and kings (vaµça); accounts of the ages of Manu (manvantara); and histories of the
royal dynasties (vaµçånucarita). The Purå~as are considered to be “ancient (purå~a) his-
tories” that assume the role of exemplary narratives, in which not only the protagonists—
gods, kings, and sages—but also certain periods of history become paradigmatic. The
Purå~as are extolled among the sources of dharma and are frequently cited in the
Nibandhas, containing large sections on åcåra, the rules of conduct that constitute
var~åçramadharma, and on pråyaçcitta, penances for violations of dharma. Beyond this
traditional Dharmaçåstra material, the Purå~as emphasize certain popular devotional prac-
tices that are ascribed dharmic efficacy and that can be performed not only by male mem-
bers of the three higher var~as but also by Ç¨dras and women,13 such as p¨jå ceremonies
centered on ritual offerings to deities embodied in images, pilgrimages to sacred places
(t⁄rtha), giving of gifts (dåna), and vows (vrata).

Sources of  dharma

The exponents of Dharmaçåstra distinguish three principal sources (m¨la) of dharma: çruti,
the Vedas; sm®ti; and sadåcåra or çi‚†åcåra, the conduct of people who are virtuous (sat)
and learned (çi‚†a). While the Dharmas¨tras uphold this threefold model (Gautama 1.1–2;
Baudhåyana 1.1.1–6; Vasi‚†ha 1.4–6; cf. Åpastamba 1.1.1–3), the Manusm®ti and
Yåjñavalkyasm®ti add a fourth source: that which satisfies the self (åtmatu‚†i, priyam
åtmanaª). “The Veda, sm®ti, the conduct of good people (sadåcåra), and that which is
pleasing to oneself (svasya priyam åtmanaª)—they declare this explicitly to be the fourfold
means of defining dharma” (Manusm®ti 2.12, cf. 2.6; Yåjñavalkyasm®ti 1.7).

In the Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras the supreme source of dharma is çruti, the eter-
nal Vedas, and acceptance of the transcendent authority of the Vedas is the primary crite-
rion for distinguishing orthodox from heterodox traditions. The Manusm®ti (12.95–96, cf.
2.10–11) declares that any tradition or philosophy that is not based on the Vedas is worth-
less and untrue (an®ta) and produces no reward after death. While traditions that are not
based on the Vedas arise and pass away, the Vedas are eternal (sanåtana), beyond human
power (açakya) and beyond measure (aprameya) (Manusm®ti 12.94–96, 12.99, 1.23).
According to the Manusm®ti, the eternal Vedas, unaffected by the ebb and flow of time,
are drawn forth by the creator at the beginning of each new cycle of creation and serve as
the archetypal blueprint that he employs in order to assign each class of beings its respec-
tive name, nature, and function. “In the beginning he [the creator] formed from the words
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of the Vedas alone the particular names, activities, and conditions of all [beings]”
(Manusm®ti 1.21, cf. 1.28–30). The Vedas are thus represented as participating in the onto-
logical function of dharma as the cosmic ordering principle that allots specific functions
to the various class of beings in accordance with their respective natures. The Vedas are
also represented as the source of the normative manifestation of dharma in the social
order—the var~åçramadharma system—which is described as emerging from the cosmic
blueprint along with the three worlds and all beings. “The four social classes (var~a), the
three worlds, the four stages of life (åçrama), the past, the present, and the future are all
severally brought about through the Veda. Sound, touch, form, taste, and, fifth, smell
are produced from the Veda alone, together with their products, qualities, and activities.
The eternal Vedaçåstra sustains all beings. Therefore, I regard it as the supreme means of
fulfillment for these beings” (Manusm®ti 12.97–99).14

The Vedas are thus represented as the source of dharma both in its ontological function
as the cosmic ordering principle and in its normative function as the social order. The
Vedas are also considered the ultimate source of all the specific rules of dharma delineated
in the Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras. In this latter claim, however, the exponents of the
Bråhma~ical discourse of dharma were confronted with the problem of discontinuity
between the content of the çruti texts, which are primarily concerned with sacrificial ritu-
als, and the content of the sm®ti texts, which are concerned with sociocultural practices.
The Åpastamba Dharmas¨tra, one of the earliest of the Dharmas¨tras, proposes a
hermeneutical principle that seeks to resolve this problem: since all rules of dharma have
their source in the Vedas, if the basis for a particular practice cannot be located in an extant
Vedic text, then it must be inferred that the practice derives from a lost Vedic text. A dis-
tinction is thus made between “explicit çruti texts” (pratyak‚açruti), which are the extant
Vedic texts preserved by the Bråhma~ical recitative tradition, and “inferred Vedic texts”
(anumitaçruti), which are Vedic texts that are inferred to have once existed but have
subsequently been lost (see Åpastamba 1.4.8, 1.12.10–11; Olivelle 1999: xli). 

This theory of the lost Vedas, which was promulgated by both the exponents of
Dharmaçåstra and the M⁄måµsakas, served as a pivotal hermeneutical strategy for bridg-
ing the gap between çruti, as the supreme source of dharma teachings, and sm®ti, as a sec-
ondary source for ascertaining dharma. The term “sm®ti” can be understood in
three distinct senses in this context. First, as discussed earlier, sm®ti is used as an encom-
passing term for those authoritative Bråhma~ical texts that are held to have been composed
by personal authors and are “that which was remembered” (sm®ti) as distinct from “that
which was heard” (çruti): the Vedåπgas (including the Dharmas¨tras), Dharmaçåstras,
epics, and Purå~as. Second, the term “sm®ti” is used more specifically to refer to those
texts that are concerned with the science of dharma: the Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras.
Third, in the M⁄måµsaka rendering of the theory of the lost Vedas, as we have seen, sm®ti
functions as an open-ended category that includes any teachings or practices pertaining
to dharma that have been “remembered” from Vedic texts that are lost or otherwise inac-
cessible. This third sense of the term provided an effective hermeneutical device through
which commentators on the Dharmas¨tras and the Dharmaçåstras sought to resolve con-
flicts between the rules of dharma found in çruti and sm®ti texts. Certain commentators,
following the M⁄måµsaka interpretations of Kumårila, maintained that all sm®ti teachings
ultimately derive from the Vedas—whether from extant Vedic texts or from Vedic
texts that are not accessible. Therefore, if there is a conflict between the injunctions of
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çruti and sm®ti and no reconciliation is possible, it is permissible to choose between
the injunctions, since both are ultimately Vedic in origin (see Kane 1968–77, 3: 833–35).
All sm®ti teachings are thus ascribed Vedic authority, and the gap between çruti and sm®ti
is overcome. 

In addition to the theory of the lost Vedas, the Dharmaçåstras use various mechanisms
to invest sm®ti teachings concerning dharma with the transcendent authority of the Vedas.
The Manusm®ti attempts to elevate its teachings to the status of çruti in three ways. First,
the text claims that “whatever duty (dharma) has been proclaimed for anyone by Manu has
been fully declared in the Veda,” for the sage Manu was omniscient (sarvajñånamaya) and
thus by implication had direct access to the eternal knowledge of the Vedas (Manusm®ti
2.7). Second, the text elevates Manu to the status of the supreme ®‚i, or seer, who emerged
from the self-existent (svayambh¨) in the beginning of creation as the progenitor of the
human race and himself brought forth the ten great ®‚is who served as the lords of created
beings (Manusm®ti 1.102, 1.33–35). Third, the text grants Manu’s teachings the status of
divine revelation: just as the Vedic ®‚is obtained their cognitions of the Vedas through the
practice of tapas,15 so the creator brought forth the sm®ti teachings through tapas and
taught them directly to Manu, who in turn taught them to the ®‚is (Manusm®ti 11.244, 1.58,
cf. 9.46).

According to the hierarchy of sources of dharma delineated in the Dharmas¨tras and
Dharmaçåstras, if a problem pertaining to dharma arises that is not explicitly addressed in
either çruti or sm®ti texts, then one may have recourse to the third source of dharma teach-
ings: the conduct of people who are virtuous and learned (sadåcåra, çi‚†åcåra). The
Dharmas¨tras specify four principal criteria that distinguish those people who are para-
digmatic exemplars and authoritative exponents of dharma: such people are Åryans (Åpas-
tamba 1.20.7–8, 2.29.14) who are inhabitants of Åryåvarta (Baudhåyana 1.2.9–12;
Vasi‚†ha 1.8–15), who have a profound knowledge of the Vedas (Gautama 1.2, 6.21–22,
9.62, 28.48–51; Baudhåyana 1.1.6–8, 1.1.13; Vasi‚†ha 1.16, 6.43, cf. 3.20), and who are
virtuous and free from vices such as desire, anger, pride, greed, and envy (Gautama 9.62;
Baudhåyana 1.1.5; Vasi‚†ha 1.6). The Åpastamba Dharmas¨tra declares: “That activity
which the Åryans praise is dharma; that which they censure is adharma. One should
model his conduct in accordance with that conduct which is unanimously approved in all
regions by Åryans who are well-trained, elderly, self-possessed, and free of greed and
deceit” (1.20.7–8, 2.29.14). 

The Manusm®ti builds on the Dharmas¨tras’ characterizations of those virtuous (sat)
and learned (çi‚†a) people whose conduct and teachings may serve as exemplary sources
of dharma. The text defines the conduct of the good (sadåcåra) as that code of conduct
which has been passed down by Åryan upholders of the var~a system who dwell in Åryå-
varta and more specifically in Brahmåvarta, an especially sacred region within Åryåvarta
that is held to have been created by the gods (Manusm®ti 2.17–24).16 The concluding
section of the Manusm®ti indicates that in the case of issues of dharma that it has not
explicitly addressed, such issues shall be determined by learned men, çi‚†as. Çi‚†as are
defined as Bråhma~ priests who, in accordance with dharma, have mastered the Vedas
together with their supplements and who faithfully perform their allotted duties
(Manusm®ti 12.108–14). “That which even a single Bråhma~ who knows the Veda
(vedavid) declares to be dharma must be recognized as the highest dharma, but not that
which is proclaimed by myriads of ignorant men” (Manusm®ti 12.113, cf. 2.20).
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The authors of the Dharmas¨tras and the Dharmaçåstras, like the M⁄måµsakas, thus use
a variety of strategies to circumscribe the universal applicability of dharma and tie it to
the ethnic, geographic, linguistic, and religiocultural identity of the Åryans—and more
specifically to the Bråhma~ical custodians of dharma at the top of the Åryan social hierarchy.
Wilhelm Halbfass remarks: “Dharma is the differentiated ‘custom’ and ‘propriety’ which
constitutes the Aryan form of life, which upholds the identity of the årya and distinguishes
him from the mleccha, and which also legitimizes the privileged position of the Brahmins
as the teachers and guardians of the dharma” (1988: 320). In the Bråhma~ical discourse
of dharma, the Åryans are distinguished from the non-Åryans, the mlecchas, as that
special people who most perfectly embody the eternal truths of dharma in their blood
lineages, their sacred land, their sacred language, and their sacred texts and practices. With
respect to ethnic identity, the Åryans alone—as represented by the four var~as—are por-
trayed as emerging from the body of the creator at the beginning of creation, with all other
peoples excluded from this claim to divine origins (Manusm®ti 1.31, 1.87, 10.44–45).
Moreover, the Åryans alone claim to be the descendants of the ®‚is who cognized the
Vedas, and thus it is the special prerogative of the Åryans—and more specifically of the
Bråhma~ical lineages—to preserve the ®‚is’ cognitions in the form of the Vedic mantras.
With respect to linguistic identity, as the custodians of the Vedas, the cosmic blueprint that
is the eternal source of dharma, the Åryans are also the custodians of the perfected
(saµsk®ta) language, Sanskrit, the language of the gods and the language of dharma in
which the çruti and sm®ti texts are recorded. The sacred language of the Åryans is distin-
guished from the language of the mlecchas, and Åryans are forbidden from conversing
with mlecchas and learning their language (Gautama 9.16; Vasi‚†ha 6.41; Manusm®ti
10.45). With respect to geographic identity, the sacred land of the Åryans, Åryåvarta, is
distinguished from the land of the mlecchas as the land of the Vedas and the land of
dharma, which alone is fit for the performance of the Vedic sacrifices (Baudhåyana
1.2.9–12; Vasi‚†ha 1.8–15; Manusm®ti 2.17–24). 

The Åryans—born of the divine body, residents of the most sacred of lands, guardians of
the sacred language of the gods, and preservers of the eternal Vedas and the cosmos-
generating sacrificial rituals—are thus set apart from the non-Åryans as that special people
whose destiny is to serve as arbiters of dharma and maintain the cosmic order through
their religiocultural practices. The Bråhma~ priests in particular—in their privileged sta-
tus as the direct descendants of the ®‚is who are responsible for preserving the Vedic
recitative and sacrificial traditions—are celebrated as the quintessential embodiments of
Veda and of dharma and are invested with the authority to define, redefine, and expand
the domain of dharma beyond the circumscribed corpus of çruti and sm®ti texts to include
additional teachings and practices that they deem to be dhårmika.

Var~adharma

According to the Bråhma~ical discourse of dharma, as we have seen, in its ontological
dimension, dharma is the cosmic ordering principle that is transhistorical, eternal, and
universal, structuring the separation of functions among the various classes of beings on
each plane of existence and interconnecting them in the complex network of symbiotic
relations that constitutes the cosmic ecosystem. In its normative dimension, this cosmic
ordering principle is represented as becoming embodied in a particular people and land,
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the Åryans of Åryåvarta, whose social order—the var~åçramadharma system—consti-
tutes the paradigmatic expression of the cosmic order on the human plane of existence.
In this cosmic model of the social order, at the beginning of each cycle of creation the prin-
ciple of dharma, in accordance with the cosmic blueprint of the eternal Vedas, establishes
the separation of functions among the various classes of gods, plants, animals, and
other beings in the divine and natural orders and also establishes the separation of func-
tions among the various classes of human beings that constitute the social order (see
Manusm®ti 1.21, 1.28–30, 12.97–99). 

The Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras elaborate on the cosmic origins of the var~a system
presented in the classificatory schemas of the Vedic Saµhitås and Bråhma~as, explicitly
invoking at times the imagery of the Puru‚as¨kta in order to provide cosmic legitimation for
the separation of functions among the four var~as (Vasi‚†ha 4.1–3; Manusm®ti 1.31, 1.87).
The Manusm®ti establishes a cosmogonic foundation for the discourse of dharma by open-
ing with an extensive creation narrative into which it interjects the imagery of the
Puru‚as¨kta: “For the sake of the welfare of the worlds, he [the creator] brought forth from
his mouth, arms, thighs, and feet the Bråhma~, the K‚atriya, the Vaiçya, and the Ç¨dra”
(1.31). The text invokes the same image again at the conclusion of its creation narrative in
order to provide a transition to the discourse of dharma that is its primary concern. “In
order to preserve this entire creation he, the effulgent one, assigned separate functions to
those who sprang forth from his mouth, arms, thighs, and feet” (Manusm®ti 1.87). The text
goes on to describe var~adharma, the duties of the four var~as, and concludes with
extended praise of the Bråhma~ class, which is born from the purest part of the divine
body—the mouth—and hence is deemed to be preeminent among the social classes
(Manusm®ti 1.88–101).

Man is declared to be purer above the navel. Therefore, the purest [part] of him is
stated by the self-existent (svayambh¨) to be the mouth. As the Bråhma~ sprang 
from the highest part of the [divine] body, as he was the first-born, and as he pre-
serves the Vedas, he is according to dharma the lord of this entire creation. For the
self-existent, having performed tapas, brought him forth first from his own mouth
in order to convey oblations to the gods and ancestors and to preserve this uni-
verse. . . . The very birth of a Bråhma~ is an eternal embodiment of dharma, for he
is born for the sake of dharma and attains realization of brahman.

(Manusm®ti 1.92–94, 1.98)

The image of the four var~as emerging from the divine body is also invoked elsewhere in
the Manusm®ti, where it is used to define the non-Åryans as “all those peoples in the world
who are outside [the community of] those born from the mouth, arms, thighs, and feet [of
the divine body]” (10.44–45).

The imagery of the Puru‚as¨kta is thus used in the Manusm®ti to legitimate the Åryan
social order and establish a system of hierarchically ranked classes of human beings based
on a series of successive dichotomies. First, the Åryans, as the four var~as born from the
divine body, are distinguished from the non-Åryans, who are excluded from the claim to
divine origins. Second, among Åryans, the “twice-born” (dvija)17 Bråhma~s, K‚atriyas,
and Vaiçyas are distinguished from the “once-born” Ç¨dras, who are born from the most
impure part of the divine body, the feet. Third, among the twice-born classes, the
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Bråhma~s, as the first-born who emerge from the purest part of the divine body, the mouth,
are distinguished from the K‚atriyas and the Vaiçyas, who are born from less pure
portions, the arms and thighs, respectively. The Bråhma~s, as the purest in the hierarchy
of human beings, are celebrated as the “eternal embodiments of dharma” and the lords of
creation (Manusm®ti 1.92–98, cited earlier).

Building on the taxonomies of the Bråhma~as, the Bråhma~ical exponents of the dis-
course of dharma are concerned to establish not only that the var~as are inherent in the
structure of the cosmos but also that the specific social function associated with each var~a
is the natural expression of its intrinsic nature. According to the Baudhåyana
Dharmas¨tra, the creator invests in each of the three twice-born var~as a special primor-
dial force that constitutes its essential nature and that manifests in the propensity to
perform duties that are consonant with that nature. The Bråhma~s are invested with the
force of brahman and exercise religious power as priestly scholar-teachers whose duty is
to uphold the cosmic order through preserving the eternal knowledge of the Vedas and per-
forming the Vedic sacrificial rituals. The K‚atriyas are invested with the force of k‚atra
and exercise political and military power as kings and warriors whose duty is to protect
the people and oversee the smooth functioning of the government. The Vaiçyas are
invested with the force of viç and exercise economic power as merchants, agriculturists,
and artisans whose duty is to promote economic productivity. The Ç¨dras, as the “feet”
of the social body, are not associated with any special force or sphere of power but rather
their duty is to serve the three higher var~as (Baudhåyana 1.18.2–5; cf. Manusm®ti
1.88–91, 11.236).

The Bråhma~ical social system includes not only the four var~as but also the numerous
jåtis, or castes, which the Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras claim were generated through
the intermixing of the var~as (var~asaµkara). The social hierarchy, in addition to ranking
the four var~as according to their relative purity, is extended to include the mixed castes
(jåti) that have been produced either through permissible anuloma (literally, “with the
hair”) unions between a man of a higher var~a and a woman of a lower var~a (hypergamy)
or through unsanctioned pratiloma (literally, “against the hair”) unions between a woman
of a higher var~a and a man of a lower var~a (hypogamy). In this extended pyramidal
hierarchy the Bråhma~s maintain their place at the apex as the paradigms of purity and the
embodiments of dharma, while the large number of “debased” castes generated through
adharmic pratiloma unions are deemed to be of impure origin and relegated to the bottom
of the hierarchy. Moreover, the debased castes are generally assigned polluting occupa-
tions that involve constant association with impure substances—such as working with
leather, handling corpses, or slaying animals—and that serve to reinforce their purported
condition of congenital impurity.18

The status of a caste in the social hierarchy is not fixed but may be modified through
interactions with other castes—more specifically through a complex network of transac-
tions involving the exchange of women in marriage, food, and services. The norms of
var~adharma prescribed in the Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras thus include laws of con-
nubiality to regulate marriage transactions and laws of commensality to regulate food
transactions among castes. The laws of connubiality delineate the effects of various types
of marriage transactions—in particular, endogamous, anuloma (hypergamous), and
pratiloma (hypogamous) unions—on a caste’s status.19 The laws of commensality cir-
cumscribe food transactions among castes, determining who may receive food and water
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from whom, and thereby serve to strengthen the hierarchical gradations of purity that both
separate and connect castes.20

Åçramadharma

The Bråhma~ical ideology of var~åçramadharma interweaves var~adharma, the duties of
the four var~as—Bråhma~s, K‚atriyas, Vaiçyas, and Ç¨dras—with åçramadharma, the
duties of the four åçramas—student (brahmacårin), householder (g®hastha), forest-
dweller (vånaprastha), and renunciant (variously termed saµnyåsin, pravrajita, parivrå-
jaka, yati, bhik‚u, and muni).21 The earliest formulations of the åçrama system are found
in the expositions of dharma in the Dharmas¨tras. The Baudhåyana Dharmas¨tra, for
example, refers to the åçramas as “a fourfold division of dharma” (2.11.9, 2.11.12).
However, the Dharmas¨tras’ representations of the åçramas differ in significant ways
from the formulations of the classical åçrama system found in the Dharmaçåstras, in which
the åçramas are depicted as four stages of life that are to be completed by male members
of the three twice-born var~as—Bråhma~s, K‚atriyas, and Vaiçyas—in the course of the
life cycle.22

As Olivelle (1993) has emphasized, the Dharmas¨tras present the åçramas not as a
sequence of four stages but rather as four alternative ways of life that may be undertaken
by male members of the three higher var~as who have undergone the upanayana, the Vedic
rite of initiation, and have completed a period of Vedic study under the guidance of a
teacher. The Åpastamba Dharmas¨tra maintains that after completing the requisite period
of Vedic study, a man may choose to undertake any of the åçramas, which constitute four
equally legitimate paths, or lifelong vocations, that all lead to the supreme goal of peace. 

There are four åçramas: the order of a householder (gårhasthya), residing at the teacher’s
home (åcåryakula), the order of a renunciant (mauna), and the order of a forest-dweller
(vånaprasthya). If one remains steadfast in any of these [åçramas], in accordance with
the prescribed rules, he attains peace (k‚ema). [A prerequisite] common to all [åçramas]
is to live at the teacher’s home following the upanayana. [A duty common] to all
[åçramas] is not to abandon Vedic learning. Having learned the rites, he may undertake
that [åçrama] which he prefers.23

(Åpastamba 2.21.1–5; cf. Vasi‚†ha 7.1–3) 

While the Åpastamba and Vasi‚†ha Dharmas¨tras accept the validity of the four åçramas
as alternative ways of life, the Gautama and Baudhåyana Dharmas¨tras reject the four-
fold system and assert instead that householder life is the only legitimate åçrama
(Gautama 3.1–3, 3.36; Baudhåyana 2.11.9–12, 2.11.27).24

The earliest formulations of the classical åçrama system are found in the Manusm®ti,
which, in contrast to the Dharmas¨tras, presents the åçramas not as four distinct paths but as
four stages of life that are to be completed in succession over the course of a man’s lifetime.
In the Manusm®ti the åçramas are represented as the ideal pattern of life to be followed in
progression by male members of the three twice-born var~as, the four stages corresponding
to the four quarters (bhåga) of the life cycle: brahmacarya, the student stage, corresponds to
the first quarter of a man’s life (4.1); gårhasthya, the householder stage, to the second quar-
ter (4.1, 5.169); vånaprastha, the forest-dweller stage, to the third quarter (6.33); and
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saµnyåsa, the final stage of renunciation, to the fourth quarter (6.33). The åçramas, as “the
fourfold dharma,” form an integral part of the social and cosmic orders and are described as
emerging in the beginning of creation from the Vedas, the cosmic blueprint, along with the
var~as, the three worlds, and all beings (Manusm®ti 6.97, 12.97–99, cited earlier). 

The Manusm®ti provides an extensive treatment of the fourfold dharma of the åçramas,
devoting chapter 2 to the duties of the student, chapters 3 to 5 to the regulations of house-
holder life, and chapter 6 to the conduct of the forest-dweller and the renunciant. The dis-
cussion of the student åçrama in chapter 2 (vv. 36–242) commences with the upanayana,
the rite of initiation into Vedic study, in which the defective human being born from a
woman’s womb is born anew from the Veda in a “true” (satya) birth that is everlasting
(çåçvata), free from old age and death (Manusm®ti 2.68, 2.146–48, 2.169–72). The twice-
born student then goes to live in the home of his teacher, his second father, with whom he
studies the Vedas and cultivates the proper habits of living. His regimen of duties com-
bines ritual observances—daily recitation of the Vedas and ritual oblations to the gods,
®‚is, and ancestors—with ascetic practices—observance of celibacy, begging for alms, and
performance of tapas and various vows (vrata). 

In the second quarter of his life, the twice-born man undergoes the rite of marriage and
enters into the householder åçrama. The Manusm®ti devotes three chapters (3.1–5.169) to
the duties of householder life. In emphasizing the importance of householder dharma, the
text invokes the Vedic notion of the three debts (®~a)—to the ®‚is, ancestors, and gods—
that are intrinsic to human existence. The central obligations of householder life are
framed as means of paying these three primordial debts: the debt to the ®‚is is paid by
studying the Vedas; the debt to the ancestors is paid by begetting sons who will perform
the çråddha rites to maintain the well being of the ancestors; and the debt to the gods is
paid by performing yajñas, sacrifices (Manusm®ti 4.257, 6.35–37, 6.94, 9.106–7, 11.66).
These three debts correspond to three of the five great sacrifices, or mahåyajñas, that are
to be performed every day by the twice-born householder: recitation of the Vedas as a sac-
rifice to brahman, the ultimate reality; oblations of food and water (tarpa~a) as a sacrifice
to the ancestors; oblations in the sacrificial fire (homa) as a sacrifice to the gods; hospital-
ity to guests as a sacrifice to human beings; and bali offerings of food as a sacrifice to
semidivine beings, spirits, animals, and other beings (bh¨ta) (Manusm®ti 3.67–121, espe-
cially 3.67–74).25 Through his daily performance of the mahåyajñas, which harness the
theurgic power of the yajña within the domestic sphere, the householder upholds all of
the orders of reality. “For he who is diligent in performing sacrifices maintains this [entire
universe], animate and inanimate” (Manusm®ti 3.75). The Manusm®ti emphasizes the
preeminent status of the householder åçrama as the foundation of both the social and cosmic
orders, for it is the householder who supports the members of the three other åçramas.

Student (brahmacårin), householder (g®hastha), forest-dweller (vånaprastha), and
renunciant (yati): these four distinct åçramas spring from the householder. Each and
every one of these [åçramas], undertaken in succession in accordance with the çås-
tras, leads the Bråhma~ who acts as prescribed to the highest state ( paramå gati).
In accordance with the injunctions of Vedic cognition, the householder is declared to
be the best of all these, for he supports the other three. As all rivers and streams
converge in the ocean, so people of all åçramas converge in the householder. 

(6.87–90, cf. 3.77–78; Vasi‚†ha 8.14–16) 
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The Manusm®ti’s privileging of the householder åçrama is evident in its cursory
treatment of the two ascetic åçramas that involve abandonment of householder life: the
åçramas of the forest-dweller (6.1–32) and the renunciant (6.33–85). Chapter 6 opens with
a discussion of the proper time when a twice-born man may shift from the householder to
the forest-dweller stage. When a man has fulfilled the obligations of the householder
åçrama in accordance with dharma and when his skin has become wrinkled, his hair has
turned gray, and his children have had children, then he may retire to the forest, either with
or without his wife (Manusm®ti 6.1–3). The forest-dweller åçrama is represented as a
transitional stage between the householder and the renunciant åçramas, in which the
twice-born man continues to uphold dharma through maintenance of the ritual fires and
performance of the five mahåyajñas and other sacrifices, while at the same time he pre-
pares himself for attainment of the ultimate goal of life—mok‚a, liberation from saµsåra,
the cycle of birth and death—through study of the Upani‚ads, meditation, and increasingly
rigorous austerities.

In discussing the transition from the forest-dweller åçrama to the final åçrama of the
renunciant, the Manusm®ti emphasizes that a man should not become a renunciant
and devote himself to the pursuit of mok‚a, liberation, until after he has paid the three
debts to the ®‚is, ancestors, and gods by fulfilling the obligations of householder life
(6.35–37). Having discharged the three debts in the householder åçrama and retired to
a hut in the forest for a period, the twice-born man may undertake the rite of renuncia-
tion (Manusm®ti 6.38) and enter into the final stage of life in which he abandons the
last vestiges of worldly dharma that he had maintained in the forest—hut, spouse,
food gathering, ritual fires, and sacrificial performances. A wandering mendicant,
never settling in one place and living on alms, the renunciant devotes himself entirely
to the pursuit of mok‚a, liberation from the bondage and suffering of saµsåra. He adopts
a regimen of yogic practices termed dhyånayoga, the yoga of meditation, which
includes breathing exercises (prå~åyåma), withdrawal of the senses (pratyåhåra), cultiva-
tion of one-pointed attention (dhåra~å), meditation techniques (dhyåna), and
various forms of tapas (Manusm®ti 6.49, 6.65, 6.69–82).26 Through these practices,
which are designed to discipline and purify the mind, senses, and bodily appetites, the
renunciant overcomes the fetters of the mind-body complex and attains realization of the
true nature of the Self, åtman, and its identity with brahman, the ultimate
reality (Manusm®ti 6.49, 6.65, 6.79, 6.81–82, 6.85). “He should live in this world seated
[in meditation], delighting in the experience of the Self (åtman), independent, free from
sensual desires, with the Self (åtman) alone as his companion and bliss as his goal. . . .
Having cast [the fruits of] his good deeds onto those he likes and [the fruits of] his bad
deeds onto those he dislikes, he attains the eternal brahman through dhyånayoga”
(Manusm®ti 6.49, 6.79).

Str⁄dharma

In the Bråhma~ical discourse of dharma, an individual’s svadharma, or allotted duty, is
determined by three principal factors: gender, var~a, and åçrama (in the case of men) or
phase of life (in the case of women). In accordance with these three factors, the differen-
tial norms of var~åçramadharma distinguish five separate groups with respect to their
degree of participation in the var~a and åçrama systems: male members of the twice-born
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var~as—Bråhma~s, K‚atriyas, and Vaiçyas—who are participants in both var~adharma
and åçramadharma; male Ç¨dras, who participate in var~adharma but are excluded from
the åçramas; women, who are similarly excluded from the åçramas but participate in
certain aspects of var~adharma and also have their own distinct set of duties; outcastes,
who are beyond the pale of both the var~a system and the åçrama system but whose status
is nevertheless defined in relation to the broader social hierarchy; and non-Åryans, to
whom the regulations of dharma do not apply. 

Among these five groups, Ç¨dras and women are often linked in the Dharmaçåstras,
with their connection framed in terms of a series of exclusions. Ç¨dras and women are
excluded from undergoing the upanayana ritual that confers twice-born status, from study
of the Vedas, and from offering sacrifices, and, as a consequence, they are excluded from
the student åçrama as well as from the three subsequent stages of the classical åçrama sys-
tem that presuppose completion of the first stage.27 Moreover, Ç¨dras and women are in
principle barred from becoming ascetics and are therefore excluded from initiation into the
renunciant åçrama. Ç¨dras and women are, however, allowed to participate in the social
institution of marriage, but their engagement in householder life is not ascribed the status
of an åçrama.28 While women, like Ç¨dras, are thus excluded from all aspects of the
åçrama system, they nevertheless are ascribed an indispensable role within the house-
holder domain. We will examine briefly the special sphere of dharma that is concerned
with women—str⁄dharma—with particular attention to the Manusm®ti’s teachings
pertaining to the status and role of women.29

While its principal concern is to delineate the obligations of var~adharma and åçra-
madharma for male Bråhma~s, K‚atriyas, and Vaiçyas, the Manusm®ti includes two sec-
tions that are devoted to the duties and rights of women: a short section on str⁄dharma
(5.146–66) and a longer section on the dharma of husbands and wives (9.1–103). Both of
these sections begin with a variant of the famous dictum that encapsulates the governing
principle of str⁄dharma in Dharmaçåstra literature: women should never be independent.
“Her father guards (root rak‚) her in her childhood, her husband guards her in her youth,
and her sons guard her in her old age. A woman is not fit for independence” (Manusm®ti
9.3, cf. 5.148; Baudhåyana 2.3.45; Vasi‚†ha 5.3; Gautama 18.1; Yåjñavalkyasm®ti 1.85).
Although a woman is excluded from participation in the åçrama system, her life is divided
into stages corresponding to the life cycle—daughter, wife/daughter-in-law, mother/
mother-in-law, and widow—and in each of these stages her dharma is defined in relation
to men. As a daughter she is under the care and authority of her father; as a wife and
mother, of her husband; and as a widow, of her sons. In every phase of a woman’s life it
is the duty of her male guardians to both “protect” and “guard” her, as the Sanskrit
root rak‚ connotes: to protect her from external sources of harm and to guard against the
expression of certain negative tendencies that are considered part of a woman’s inherent
nature. 

The Manusm®ti expresses an ambivalent attitude towards women that is characteristic of
Bråhma~ical sources. The text at times praises women, celebrating them as gifts from the
gods and embodiments of Çr⁄, or Lak‚m⁄, the goddess of good fortune, who are sources of
blessings and auspiciousness for their families (Manusm®ti 9.95, 9.26). Fathers, brothers,
husbands, and brothers-in-law are exhorted to revere women in order to please the gods
and ensure the well being and prosperity of their families (Manusm®ti 3.55–62, 9.26).
A woman is particularly celebrated for her roles in procreation and religious rites, for it is
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through these means that she helps her husband to discharge two of the three debts: the
debt to the ancestors by bearing sons, and the debt to the gods by accompanying her hus-
band in the performance of sacrifices and other rituals. “There is no difference whatsoever
between wives (striyaª)—whose purpose is procreation, who embody good fortune, and
who are worthy of worship and the splendor of their houses—and the goddesses of good
fortune (çriyaª) who are [worshiped] in houses. . . . Offspring, religious rites, service, the
highest conjugal happiness, and heaven for oneself and one’s ancestors depend on one’s
wife” (Manusm®ti 9.26, 9.28, cf. 9.96). In discussing the relative importance of teachers,
fathers, and mothers, the Manusm®ti maintains that the father is a hundred times more
venerable than the teacher and the mother is a thousand times more venerable than the
father (2.145; cf. Vasi‚†ha 13.48). 

While the Manusm®ti thus glorifies women as embodiments of the fertile, life-
sustaining, and auspicious powers of the goddess, it at the same time emphasizes the impor-
tance of safeguarding a woman’s inherent power from possible misuse or abuse.
The dictum regarding the need for women to be guarded by men is linked in particular to
the concern to control female sexuality. The text maintains that if a married woman
remains chaste and faithful to her husband, she will be a source of procreative power
and blessings for her husband and family. However, if she violates her wifely dharma by
being unfaithful to her husband, she will endanger the purity of her offspring and of the
entire family (Manusm®ti 9.2–9). “By diligently guarding (root rak‚) his wife, he guards
his own offspring, conduct, family, and himself as well as his own dharma. . . . A woman
brings forth a son who is just like the man with whom she has sexual union. Therefore, in
order to preserve the purity of his offspring, a man should diligently guard his wife”
(Manusm®ti 9.7, 9.9). In the Manusm®ti’s theory of reproduction, the male “seed” is more
important than the female “field” into which it is sown, for it is the seed that determines
the status and characteristics of the offspring. Therefore, in order to ensure the purity of
the offspring and maintain the family’s status in the social hierarchy, it is vital to safeguard
the female field from being polluted by the seed of men other than her husband
(Manusm®ti 9.31–55). 

The highest dharma of a woman, according to the Manusm®ti, is to serve her husband
as a god and remain faithful to him throughout his lifetime and even after his death
(5.151–66). A woman’s selfless devotion to her husband is represented as a path to
salvation in its own right. The marriage ceremony is upheld as the only Vedic sacrament
(saµskåra) for women and is ascribed the transformative power of an initiation ritual
in the female life cycle that is equivalent to the upanayana ritual that inaugurates the
student åçrama in the male life cycle. A woman’s devoted service to her husband is
equivalent to the student’s service to his teacher, while a woman’s performance of
her domestic duties is equivalent to the student’s daily offerings into the ritual fire
(Manusm®ti 2.67). A woman’s path to salvation is not through performing sacrifices or
undertaking vows but rather through faithful devotion to her husband she secures a place
for herself in heaven alongside her husband. “There is no separate sacrifice (yajña) nor
vow (vrata) nor fast for women [apart from their husbands]. If a wife serves her husband,
by that means [alone] she will be exalted in heaven. . . . She who, self-controlled in mind,
speech, and body, is not unfaithful to her husband attains the [heavenly] world with her
husband and is called by virtuous people a sådhv⁄ (virtuous woman)” (Manusm®ti 5.155,
5.165, cf. 9.29). 
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Karma and dharma

The Bråhma~ical exponents of the discourse of dharma use two mechanisms to link the
ontological and normative dimensions of dharma and provide a cosmic rationale for the
var~åçramadharma system. First, as we have seen, they claim that the var~as are not
social constructions but rather are ontological realities that are integral to the cosmic order.
Second, they maintain that an individual’s svadharma—or allotted duty according to his
or her gender, var~a, and åçrama or phase of life—is ultimately determined by the cosmic
law of karma, which ensures that the external circumstances of an individual’s birth and
social status are properly correlated with his or her inherent nature. 

The Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras, in discussing the consequences of dharma and
adharma—and more specifically of observing or neglecting one’s svadharma—often
invoke the law of karma, the cosmic law of cause and effect that governs saµsåra, the cycle
of birth and death, and that dispenses justice to living beings in accordance with their deeds.
This inexorable law extends the principle of natural causality to the realm of human moral-
ity. The Manusm®ti, which draws on a number of earlier theories of karma, provides a basic
definition of this cosmic law: “Action (karma), which arises from the mind, speech, or
body, produces good or bad fruits. The highest, intermediate, and lowest conditions
of human beings are born of action (karma)” (12.3). The text cautions that a person should
consider the fruits that his or her actions will generate in future births and should engage
accordingly in meritorious actions with mind, speech, and body (Manusm®ti 11.232,
cf. 12.81).30

The law of karma is understood as functioning simultaneously on the subjective and
objective levels, establishing a link between the ontological and normative dimensions
of dharma. On the subjective level, the karmic residues that an individual soul, or j⁄va,
accumulates through actions in successive births shapes the soul’s essential character,
influencing inclinations, propensities, and aptitudes. On the objective level, the law of
karma determines the external circumstances of an individual’s birth in each lifetime,
including the species, gender, family, social class or caste, and community in which
the j⁄va is born and—in the case of human beings born in Åryåvarta—the corresponding
social function that the individual will assume in accordance with his or her birth into a
particular var~a or jåti. In this perspective it is the law of karma that ensures that the sub-
jective and objective dimensions of individual existence—inherent nature and external
function—do not contradict one another but, on the contrary, are properly correlated in
order to enable the individual to fulfill most efficiently his or her allotted destiny in each
lifetime. 

The Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras invoke the law of karma as a cosmic incentive to
inspire adherence to one’s svadharma, especially with reference to the duties of one’s
var~a. According to this law, an individual’s birth in a particular var~a, such as the Ç¨dra
class, is not arbitrary but is a result of the soul’s specific karmic heritage accumulated from
previous births. Fulfillment of var~adharma is held to be the most expedient path through
which an individual can develop his or her natural faculties while simultaneously con-
tributing the maximum to the social and cosmic orders. Although an individual is free—
at least hypothetically, notwithstanding social pressures and sanctions—to choose another
path and attempt to undertake the dharma of another social class or caste, the exponents
of Dharmaçåstra repeatedly emphasize that to do so would not be conducive to his or her
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personal welfare. Since the power of cosmic dharma, as expressed in the structure of the
var~a system and in the law of karma, has already determined each individual’s station
in life, it is not considered advantageous to contradict the cosmic order by attempting to
follow another path. An individual’s duty is allotted by the infallible authority of cosmic
law, and this svadharma ought to be performed. 

The Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras vividly describe the fruits of adherence to
dharma as well as the consequences of violating the injunctions of dharma. “Dharma,
when violated, destroys; dharma, when preserved, preserves. Therefore, dharma must not
be violated, lest violated dharma destroy us” (Manusm®ti 8.15). The fruits of dharma
and adharma are described in terms of both mundane and transmundane consequences.
With respect to those who abide by their respective dharmas, the karmic seeds of their
meritorious actions will bear fruit in happiness, wisdom, virtue, prosperity, fame, and
longevity. Moreover, the fruits of their actions will be enjoyed not only in the present life-
time but also after death and in the course of future births (Åpastamba 2.2.2–4; Gautama
11.29; Manusm®ti 2.5, 2.9, 4.156, 4.158). Through adherence to dharma, such people are
promised steady progress on the path of evolution and enhanced status in the social and
cosmic hierarchies through birth into progressively higher var~as in future lifetimes
(Åpastamba 2.2–4, 2.11.10; Gautama 11.29; Manusm®ti 9.334–35). For example, a Ç¨dra
who faithfully fulfills his or her dharma through serving the three higher var~as and who
is also pure, gentle in speech, and free from egotism can look forward to a higher birth in
the next lifetime (Manusm®ti 9.334–35). The Gautama Dharmas¨tra proclaims:
“[Members of] the var~as and åçramas who are devoted to their allotted duties enjoy the
fruits of their actions after death, and then with the residue [of those fruits] they are born
again in an excellent region, caste (jåti), and family, with a beautiful body, longevity, pro-
found Vedic learning, and virtuous conduct and with exceptional wealth, happiness, and
wisdom” (11.29).

The discourse of dharma also emphasizes the negative consequences that ensue from
transgression of the injunctions of dharma. Those who abandon their duties and follow the
path of adharma will experience the karmic fruits of their sins in suffering, misfortune,
disease, and shortened life spans and will be tormented after death in terrifying
hells (Åpastamba 1.5.2–3, 2.2.5–7; Gautama 11.30; Manusm®ti 4.157, 6.61–64,12.74–80).
As a consequence of their adharmic actions, such people will fall from their respective
var~as and, depending on the seriousness of their transgressions, will descend in their sub-
sequent births into the wombs of lower var~as, outcastes, animals, or malevolent beings
(Åpastamba 2.2.5–7, 2.11.11; Manusm®ti 12.52–78). The Manusm®ti warns that “those
var~as who have abandoned their allotted duties when they are not in distress become
the servants of dasyus (non-Åryans) after passing through wretched transmigratory
states” (12.70). 

CONTENDING PERSPECTIVES: THE DIALECTIC OF
DHARMA AND MOKÍA

Dharma, as a paradigmatic category in Hindu traditions, can only be fully understood
within the larger scheme of Hindu values, which recognizes four ends of human
life, termed puru‚årthas: kåma, artha, dharma, and mok‚a. Kåma is sensual pleasure,

Dharma

237



particularly as manifested in sexual and aesthetic experience; artha is economic and polit-
ical well being, encompassing notions of wealth and power; dharma is the cosmic order-
ing principle that regulates every aspect of individual, social, and cosmic life, finding
expression on the human plane in a comprehensive system of sociocultural norms and
duties; and mok‚a is liberation from saµsåra, the cycle of birth and death, which is the
supreme goal of human existence. 

Kåma, artha, and dharma together make up the trivarga, to which mok‚a is added as
a fourth element. Edgerton (1942) has termed the trivarga “ordinary norms,” in contrast
to the “extraordinary norm,” mok‚a. As Charles Malamoud (1981) has emphasized, the
trivarga constitutes a “revolving hierarchy” in that, depending on the perspective adopted,
each of these three values can be viewed in turn as the governing principle that encom-
passes the other values and provides a framework for understanding their interrelation-
ship.31 From the perspective of Dharmaçåstra literature, dharma is the governing principle
that encompasses all temporal values and serves as a regulatory principle for the pursuit of
kåma and artha. The fourfold structure of the puru‚årthas has thus at times been charac-
terized as a dichotomy between two spheres of value: dharma, the principle that regulates
the temporal realm of saµsåra, and mok‚a, the state of liberation from saµsåra. 

A number of eminent scholars of South Asia have sought to illumine the dialectic of
dharma and mok‚a (van Buitenen 1957; Ingalls 1957; Larson 1972), along with the
corresponding dialectic of householder and renunciant (Dumont 1960; Heesterman 1981;
Thapar 1981), in a variety of Indic religious traditions. Building on the Manusm®ti’s notion
that dharma regulates not only temporal values but also the sphere of mok‚a, Gerald Larson
recasts the dialectic as a dichotomy between “ordinary dharma,” which includes both the
specific norms of var~åçramadharma and the common norms of sådhåra~adharma,32 and
“extraordinary dharma,” which is mok‚adharma. 

Indian culture has produced various interpretations of the relationship between “ordi-
nary dharma” and “extraordinary dharma”—some of which indeed are contradictory
but others of which, in some important sense, are resolutions of the problem and all
of which are necessary to consider if the issue of a “regulative principle” in Indian
culture is to be seriously raised. In other words, the very tension or polarity between
“ordinary dharma” and “extraordinary dharma” brings one to the very heart of the
problem of dharma as a regulative principle in Indian culture and the Indian tradi-
tion’s own ambiguity or uncertainty regarding the issue.

(Larson 1972: 150)

The Bråhma~ical system of “ordinary dharma”—more specifically, var~åçramadharma—
has been challenged by a variety of competing traditions—including renunciant traditions,
devotional (bhakti) sects, and Tantric movements—which present a range of alternative
perspectives concerning the dialectic of dharma and mok‚a. I will limit my analysis to
three historically influential perspectives that present contending assessments of this
dialectic: the Dharmaçåstras, as exemplified by the Manusm®ti, which relegates mok‚a to
a subsidiary role within the framework of dharma; renunciant traditions, as exemplified by
Çaµkara’s Advaita Vedånta, which advocates abandoning dharma for the sake of mok‚a;
and the Bhagavad G⁄tå, the celebrated classic of Hindu bhakti, which emphasizes the
indispensable role of dharma on the path to mok‚a.33
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Dharmaçåstras

In the Dharmaçåstras mok‚a is subsumed within the framework of dharma as a special
category: mok‚adharma. The dichotomy between dharma and mok‚a is reformulated in
this context as a distinction between two spheres of dharma: prav®ttidharma, which
involves engagement in worldly activity in order to maintain the ever-revolving wheel of
saµsåra, and niv®ttidharma, which involves withdrawal from worldly activity in order to
attain liberation from saµsåra. The Manusm®ti emphasizes that both of these spheres of
dharma constitute valid forms of “Vedic activity”:

There are two kinds of Vedic activity (karma vaidika): that which causes the revolving
[of the world] (prav®tta) and leads to increased happiness, and that which causes the
dissolution [of the world] (niv®tta) and leads to supreme bliss. That action which is
motivated by desire in this world or the next world is called prav®tta, but that action
which is free of desire and founded on knowledge is referred to as niv®tta. He who is
devoted to prav®tta activity becomes equal to the gods, but he who is dedicated to
niv®tta passes beyond the five elements.

(12.88–90)

In the classical åçrama system presented in the Dharmaçåstras, prav®ttidharma and
niv®ttidharma are associated in particular with the householder and renunciant åçramas,
respectively. The twice-born male householder is the exemplar of prav®ttidharma, who
engages in the ritual and social activities of var~åçramadharma in order, on a personal
level, to attain certain worldly ends and, on a cosmic level, to maintain the smooth func-
tioning of all planes of relative existence. The renunciant is the exemplar of niv®ttidharma,
who withdraws from the network of worldly desires and social obligations and focuses on
gaining knowledge of ultimate reality as a means of achieving mok‚a, liberation from the
relative world of saµsåra. In the idealized scheme of the four stages of life, prav®ttidharma
and niv®ttidharma—or var~åçramadharma and mok‚adharma—are presented not as two
competing ways of life but as two spheres of dharma to be undertaken in different stages
of the life cycle. This scheme places niv®ttidharma, or mok‚adharma, at the end of life, to
be undertaken only after a man has fulfilled the worldly obligations of prav®ttidharma, or
var~åçramadharma. Thus the Manusm®ti stipulates, as we have seen, that a man may enter
into the renunciant åçrama and devote himself to the pursuit of mok‚a only after he has paid
the three debts to the ®‚is, ancestors, and gods in the householder åçrama. 

After he has paid the three debts, he may set his mind on mok‚a. But if he devotes
himself to mok‚a without having paid them, he will fall. After he has studied the
Vedas in accordance with the rules, begotten sons in accordance with dharma, and
offered sacrifices (yajña) according to his ability, he may set his mind on mok‚a. If
a twice-born man seeks mok‚a without having studied the Vedas, begotten sons, and
offered sacrifices, he will fall.

(Manusm®ti 6.35–37) 

The Manusm®ti is concerned not only to regulate at what period in life a man is entitled
to renounce the world, it is also concerned to define the “dharma of self-restrained
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renunciants (yati)” (6.86) after they have renounced. In its discussion of the renunciant
åçrama, the Manusm®ti prescribes rules of conduct to regulate the lifestyle and behavior
of the renunciant, including his appearance, begging practices, sexual abstinence, medita-
tion techniques, and other ascetic disciplines (6.38–85). Moreover, the Manusm®ti and
other Dharmaçåstras also include regulations that seek to define the social status of the
renunciant in relation to the broader society.34

While the exponents of the discourse of dharma thus seek to accommodate and domes-
ticate the renunciant ideal of mok‚a by incorporating it within the system of åçramas, the
niv®ttidharma of the renunciant is ultimately relegated to the periphery of a system
that centers first and foremost on the prav®ttidharma of the householder. As discussed ear-
lier, the Manusm®ti (6.87–90, 3.77–78) celebrates the preeminent status of the householder
åçrama as the foundation that supports the other three åçramas. At the conclusion of its
discussion of the renunciant åçrama, the text goes so far as to suggest an alternative path
that will allow the householder to attain mok‚a, the supreme goal of human existence,
without having to become a mendicant renunciant. As an alternative to the “dharma of
self-restrained renunciants (yati),” the text proposes the “karmayoga of renouncers of
Vedic ritual (vedasaµnyåsika)” (Manusm®ti 6.86), in which the householder, having paid
the three debts, abandons the performance of all rituals in his elder years and—rather than
retiring to the forest or undertaking the life of a wandering renunciant—continues to live
at home under the protection of his son. This retired householder, having cultivated the ten
virtues contained in the “tenfold dharma” and studied the Vedas, attains the highest state
( paramå gati) (Manusm®ti 6.86–96, cf. 4.257–58).35

Renunciant tradit ions

In contrast to the classical åçrama system delineated in the Dharmaçåstras, in which renun-
ciation is the last of four stages to be undertaken at the end of life, exponents of the renun-
ciant path, as initially formulated by the forest-dwelling Upanisa∂ic sages and elaborated
in later post-Vedic ascetic traditions, advocate undertaking renunciation as a lifelong voca-
tion. In ascetic traditions associated with the mendicant renunciant—variously termed
saµnyåsin, parivråjaka, pravrajita, bhik‚u, yati, and muni36—mok‚a is not a subsidiary
goal to be postponed until the final phase of life but is rather the central goal of human
existence to be pursued one-pointedly throughout the course of one’s life. The most
expedient path to mok‚a is to renounce the world of dharma associated with the 
householder way of life and retire as a youth to a life of solitude, unhampered by the
entanglements of social responsibilities.

Exponents of renunciant traditions, in attempting to establish the preeminence of the
renunciant path over the householder path, tend to emphasize the discontinuity between
dharma and mok‚a as two ontologically distinct categories. Dharma is the governing prin-
ciple of saµsåra, which is the manifest, active, ever-changing, bounded field of relative
existence. Mok‚a is liberation from the bondage of saµsåra in which the individual real-
izes the true nature of the Self as the absolute reality—variously designated in different tra-
ditions as åtman, brahman, or puru‚a—that in its essential nature is unmanifest, nonactive,
nonchanging, and unbounded. The distinction between dharma and mok‚a is thus repre-
sented as a dichotomy between two spheres of reality: relative and absolute, manifest and
unmanifest, active and nonactive, changing and nonchanging, bounded and unbounded. In
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this perspective dharma cannot lead to mok‚a, for dharma is associated with the bondage
of saµsåra. Every action, whether good or bad, produces karmic fruits that must be reaped
in present or future lifetimes, and thus even dharmic actions generate a binding influence
that serves to perpetuate the cycle of birth and death. If all actions bind the soul to
saµsåra, then the only effective means for an individual to escape rebirth is to minimize
his or her involvement in the realm of action, abandon the dharmic obligations of worldly
life, and become a lifelong renunciant dedicated to attaining knowledge ( jñåna, vidyå)—
in the sense of both intellectual understanding and direct experience—of ultimate reality. 

The renunciant goal of mok‚a is defined more specifically in opposition to the
Bråhma~ical norms of var~åçramadharma, which are viewed as inextricably linked to
saµsåric existence. The world-renouncing ideologies and practices of renunciant traditions
are antithetical to the world-maintaining ideologies and practices promulgated by the
Bråhma~ical exponents of the Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras. The renunciant path is
predicated on the abandonment of the prescribed rituals, including Vedic sacrifices and
domestic rituals, as well as the social duties of var~åçramadharma. Bråhma~ical house-
holder practices and norms that are concerned with regulating marriage and sexual transac-
tions are countered by ascetic practices that renounce householder life, marriage, and
procreation altogether and seek instead to restrain the sexual impulse through the observance
of celibacy. Bråhma~ical food practices and norms that involve a complex system of food
transactions and dietary laws are countered by ascetic disciplines that are aimed at minimiz-
ing food production and consumption through such practices as begging and fasting. Having
abandoned the accoutrements of worldly dharma—home, family, caste affiliation, sexuality,
food production, ritual practices, and social duties—the renunciant devotes himself to the
lifelong pursuit of mok‚a.37

One of the most sustained philosophical justifications for the renunciant path is found
in classical Advaita Vedånta as expounded by Çaµkara (eighth century CE). Çaµkara’s
philosophical system is based on a monistic ontology in which brahman, the universal
wholeness of existence, is alone declared to be real. In its essential nature as nirgu~a
(without attributes), brahman is pure being (sat), consciousness (cit), and bliss (ånanda)
and is completely formless, distinctionless, nonchanging, and unbounded. As sagu~a
(with attributes), brahman assumes the form of ⁄çvara, the lord, who manifests the phe-
nomenal world as an illusory appearance (måyå). Deluded by ignorance (avidyå), the
individual self ( j⁄va) becomes enchanted by the cosmic play and mistakenly identifies
with the mind-body complex, becoming bound in saµsåra. Through an analysis of the
nature of bondage and liberation (mok‚a, mukti), Çaµkara concludes that liberation
from saµsåra cannot be attained through any manner of activity or moral improvement.
Mok‚a is attained through knowledge ( jñåna, vidyå) alone, for when knowledge dawns the
individual self awakens to its true nature as åtman, the universal Self, which is identical
with brahman. 

He who, . . . before undertaking action, has realized his self as the nonactive inner
Self (åtman) that abides in all and that is brahman, . . . such a renunciant (yati),
engaging in action solely for the maintenance of the body, established in knowledge
(jñåna), is liberated (root muc). . . . Because all of his karma is burnt up in the fire of
knowledge (jñånågni), he is liberated (root muc) without any obstacle. 

(Çaµkarabhå‚ya on Bhagavad G⁄tå 4.21)
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Dharma, which involves activity in the illusory world of saµsåra, the realm of bondage,
can never lead to mok‚a. The only truly efficacious path to mok‚a, according to Çaµkara,
is to abandon the dharmic responsibilities of householder life, along with the desire for
sons, wealth, and worldly pleasures, and become a lifelong saµnyåsin whose sole focus is
the attainment of knowledge of brahman. However, Çaµkara, even though himself a
renunciant, did not completely reject the value of worldly duties on the path to mok‚a. He
championed Bråhma~ical orthodoxy against the attacks of Buddhist traditions, recognizing
the utility of sacrifices and other dharmic activities as preliminary means of purification in
preparation for the attainment of that supreme knowledge which results in liberation.38

The Bhagavad G⁄tå

The Bhagavad G⁄tå (c.200 BCE), which has inspired commentaries by Çaµkara and
hundreds of other traditional and modern commentators,39 presents the classic statement
that seeks to reconcile dharma and mok‚a by establishing the importance of dharma on the
path to liberation. The Bhagavad G⁄tå thus provides a mediating position between the per-
spective of the Dharmaçåstras, which give precedence to dharma, and the perspective of
renunciant traditions, which give priority to mok‚a. The Bhagavad G⁄tå’s discussion of
dharma and mok‚a takes place in the context of a practical dilemma posed by the warrior
Arjuna to Lord K®‚~a on the battlefield of Kuruk‚etra, the “field of dharma” (Bhagavad
G⁄tå 1.1). Should he fight and uphold his svadharma as a K‚atriya, a member of the war-
rior class, or should he decline from fighting in order to avoid the great sin of slaying his
own relatives and destroying the age-old dharmas of the family? Lord K®‚~a teaches
Arjuna that skill in action whereby he can fulfill his dharma as a warrior and at the same
time rise to a state of liberation, mok‚a, in which he will not incur sin. 

The Bhagavad G⁄tå uses a number of arguments to support its position. First, like the
exponents of the discourse of dharma, it seeks to establish the indispensability of dharma
in maintaining the social and cosmic orders. Second, like the exponents of renunciant tra-
ditions, it emphasizes the central importance of mok‚a as the supreme goal of human exis-
tence. Third, the Bhagavad G⁄tå maintains that the quest for mok‚a is not the exclusive
prerogative of those who have renounced the world but is open to householders and renun-
ciants alike. In this context the Bhagavad G⁄tå upholds the validity of two alternative paths
to liberation: jñånayoga, the path of knowledge, for those who want to renounce the world
and dedicate their lives to gaining knowledge of ultimate reality; and karmayoga, the path
of action, for the majority of people who are householders dedicated to a life of worldly
responsibilities. Instead of waiting until the end of life to seek liberation from saµsåra, the
householder—as represented by Arjuna—is encouraged to undertake the pursuit of mok‚a
while continuing to uphold the social and cosmic orders through performing his or her
svadharma. Finally, the Bhagavad G⁄tå emphasizes that the fulfillment of dharmic obli-
gations is not a source of bondage but rather constitutes an integral part of the house-
holder’s quest for mok‚a. Contrary to the exponents of renunciant traditions, the Bhagavad
G⁄tå maintains that it is not action itself that binds; it is the attachment of the doer to his or
her actions and their fruits that binds. This is the crucial teaching that reconciles dharma
and mok‚a: the path to mok‚a is not through abandonment of dharma, not through renun-
ciation of the world of action, but through abandonment of the attachment to action and its
fruits.
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The Bhagavad G⁄tå provides an ontological foundation for this state of nonattachment
by invoking the example of Lord K®‚~a himself. Lord K®‚~a is celebrated as Puru‚ottama,
the supreme puru‚a, who is identified with brahman and encompasses within himself the
fullness of both the absolute and the relative, the nonchanging Self and the ever-changing
field of prak®ti, material nature (Bhagavad G⁄tå 15.16–19). K®‚~a, as the lord of creation,
points to his own behavior as an example that is to be emulated by the wise. While remain-
ing completely nonattached to action in his absolute status as the unmanifest, nonactive
Self, he maintains the cosmic order through manifesting himself in the unceasing activity
of relative existence by means of prak®ti (Bhagavad G⁄tå 3.22–24, 4.13–14, 9.8–10).
“Resorting to my prak®ti, I send forth again and again this entire multitude of beings,
which is powerless, by the power of prak®ti. And these actions do not bind me, O Arjuna,
for I remain separate, not attached to these actions. With me as overseer, prak®ti brings
forth animate and inanimate beings. For this reason, O Arjuna, the world revolves”
(Bhagavad G⁄tå 9.8–10).

Lord K®‚~a exhorts Arjuna to emulate the divine example and perform his dharma for
the welfare of the world while remaining established in the nonactive Self, åtman, which
exists in a perpetual state of nonattachment from the ever-active relative field (Bhagavad
G⁄tå 4.14–15, 3.20). It is ignorance of the true nature of the Self as separate from the field
of activity that gives rise to bondage. Although prak®ti is in reality responsible for all activ-
ity in the world, the mind becomes deluded by the sense of “I” and claims that “I am the
doer” (Bhagavad G⁄tå 3.5, 3.27). The Bhagavad G⁄tå maintains that liberation from this
state of bondage cannot be gained by simply renouncing the world and attempting to aban-
don all actions, for “not by abstaining from actions does a man attain nonaction, and not by
mere renunciation (saµnyasana) does he achieve perfection” (3.4). The key to mok‚a lies
in developing a state of consciousness in which the sage realizes the true nature of the Self
as separate from the field of activity and thus ceases to claim authorship for actions. The
sage who becomes established in this inner state of nonattachment, in which the fruits of
action are spontaneously relinquished, is the true renunciant (saµnyåsin, tyågin)—not the
person who simply adopts the lifestyle of an ascetic and attempts to abandon the world of
action (Bhagavad G⁄tå 6.1–2, 5.3, 9.28, 18.11, 18.49). “He who performs action that is his
duty, without depending on the fruit of action, he is a saµnyåsin and a yogin, not he who is
without fire and who abstains from religious rites” (Bhagavad G⁄tå 6.1).

As a means of gaining direct experience of the Self, the Bhagavad G⁄tå (6.10–28) advo-
cates the practice of meditation, dhyånayoga, and suggests that such meditation practices
are not to be restricted to jñånayogins leading a renunciant way of life but are also to be
undertaken by karmayogins actively involved in the world. Having become established
in the Self, the silent witness of the realm of action, the yogin should engage in action
and perform his or her dharma free from attachment, in a state of equanimity (Bhagavad
G⁄tå 2.45, 2.48, 3.19). This state of nonattachment culminates in the surrender of all
actions and their fruits to their supreme source: the lord of creation himself (Bhagavad
G⁄tå 3.30, 9.27–28, 12.6–7, 18.57–58, 18.65–66). Jñånayoga, the yoga of knowledge;
karmayoga, the yoga of action; and dhyånayoga, the yoga of meditation, find their
fulfillment in the Bhagavad G⁄tå in bhaktiyoga, the yoga of devotion to the lord.
“Whatever you do, whatever you eat, whatever you offer in sacrifice, whatever you give,
whatever austerity you perform, O Arjuna, do that as an offering to me. Thus you shall be
liberated (root muc) from the bonds of karma that produce good and evil fruits. Your Self
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established in the yoga of renunciation (saµnyåsayoga), liberated, you shall come to me”
(Bhagavad G⁄tå 9.27–28).

MODERN REFORMULATIONS OF DHARMA:
SÅDHÅRA¡ADHARMA AND SANÅTANADHARMA

In addition to the dichotomy between “ordinary dharma” and the “extraordinary dharma” of
mok‚a, we can locate a second dichotomy within “ordinary dharma” itself: the distinction
between var~åçramadharma and sådhåra~adharma. The differential norms of var~åçra-
madharma, as we have seen, determine the svadharmas of specific groups according to
their degree of participation in the var~a and åçrama systems. The universal norms of så-
dhåra~a-dharma or såmånyadharma, in contrast, comprise “common” moral principles, such
as noninjury (ahiµså), nonstealing (asteya), and truthfulness (satya), that are applicable to
all human beings irrespective of their gender, social class or caste, and stage of life. The
Manusm®ti (6.91–92), after providing a five-chapter exposition of the four åçramas, con-
cludes its discussion with an enumeration of the “tenfold dharma” that is to be upheld by
members of all four åçramas: steadfastness, forbearance, self-control, nonstealing, purity,
mastery of the senses, wisdom, knowledge, truthfulness, and freedom from anger. Elsewhere
the Manusm®ti (10.63) provides a list of five virtues as an encapsulation of the dharma that
is common to all four var~as: nonviolence, truthfulness, nonstealing, purity, and mastery of
the senses. Although occasional mention is thus made of norms common to all human
beings, the primary focus of the Bråhma~ical exponents of the discourse of dharma is on
var~åçramadharma. In cases of conflict between the differential norms of var~åçramadharma
and the universal norms of sådhåra~adharma, the particular obligations of an individual’s
var~a and åçrama are given precedence. For example, as illustrated in the teachings of the
Bhagavad G⁄tå, in times of war a K‚atriya may violate the principle of ahiµså, nonviolence,
in order to fulfill his svadharma as a warrior. 

In the modern period, from the beginning of the nineteenth century onward, the category
of dharma underwent significant transformations as a result of the encounter between India
and Europe that occurred with the establishment of the European presence in India and the cor-
responding development of Christian missionary activities in different areas of the Indian sub-
continent. As a result of their encounter with Western categories and models, various modern
exponents of “Neo-Hinduism”40 in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—such as
Bankimchandra Chatterji (1838–94), Vivekånanda (1863–1902), M. K. Gandhi (1869–1948),
Aurobindo Ghose (1872–1950), and Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (1888–1975)—developed their
own distinctive interpretations of dharma in which they abandoned the traditional emphasis
on var~åçramadharma and attempted instead to “ethicize and universalize dharma” (Halbfass
1988: 333) by invoking the universal principles of sådhåra~adharma as well as the related
notion of sanåtanadharma as the “eternal religion” that is universal in scope. 

Many Neo-Hindu thinkers have grappled with the relationship between European con-
cepts of “religion” and Hindu notions of dharma, particularly in response to Christian mis-
sionaries’ attempts to appropriate the category of dharma and use it to proclaim the
superior status of the Christian religion as satyadharma, the “true dharma.” As Halbfass
has emphasized, both Neo-Hindu reformers and traditional Hindu pa~∂itas have invoked
the notion of sanåtanadharma in order to counter the Christian challenge and assert the
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preeminence of “Hinduism” as the eternal, universal, all-encompassing dharma within
which all specific religions—including Christianity—are subsumed.

At first, sanåtanadharma was a concept of self-assertion against Christianity, a religion
which had a temporal beginning and a historical founding figure; in this sense
sanåtanadharma was synonymous with vaidikadharma and had a restorative and apolo-
getic function. Later, the expression sanåtanadharma increasingly became associated
with such Western concepts as the philosophia perennis, the “universal religion” or “eternal
religion,” appearing as a program of deistic openness and a search for common denomi-
nators of all religions. Yet even in this context, sanåtanadharma still remained a concept
of self-assertion, for Hinduism alone was supposed to provide the framework for the
fulfillment of the universal potential inherent in the various religions. Accordingly, it
was not considered merely as one religion among many but as a comprehensive and
transcending context for these other religions. 

(Halbfass 1988: 345–46)

A second trend of analysis developed in response to European concepts of “ethics,” in
which a number of Neo-Hindu thinkers have attempted to construct a system of Hindu
ethics founded on dharma as a constitutive category. In their explorations of the ethical
dimensions of dharma from a variety of perspectives, these exponents of Neo-Hinduism
tend to emphasize the importance of dharma not as a system of laws but rather as a system
of values, with particular attention to the universal values of sådhåra~adharma. In their
reformulations of dharma, some Neo-Hindu exponents of Advaita Vedånta such as
Vivekånanda emphasize the principles of universal love and compassion—born out of the
realization that the Self is the same in all beings—as the basis for a practical program of
ethics and social reform. Others, such as Bankimchandra and Gandhi, focus on ahiµså as
the pivotal principle of dharma that provides the foundation for a Hindu system of ethics.41

Our investigation of Hindu constructions of dharma has involved excavating the complex
layers of meaning in which the category is embedded in the core strata of Vedic and post-
Vedic traditions. In the oldest strata—in the Vedic period, particularly as represented in the
Saµhitås and Bråhma~as—dharma is laden with ritual and cosmological significations and
is ascribed theurgic efficacy as the designation for the sacrificial rituals that maintain the cos-
mic order. In the next strata—in the classical period of Bråhma~ical synthesis, from the third
century BCE onward—the term “dharma” is invested with new layers of meaning and is
transformed from a ritual category into a sociocultural system. While the M⁄måµsakas
developed the hermeneutical strategies to legitimate this transformation, it is the
Bråhma~ical exponents of Dharmaçåstra—in particular, the authors of the Dharmas¨tras and
the Dharmaçåstras—who articulated the formalized system of sociocultural norms that came
to be known as var~åçramadharma. This Bråhma~ical discourse of dharma has been chal-
lenged since its inception by a variety of competing traditions, including renunciant tradi-
tions and bhakti movements, which have developed their own contending assessments of the
role of dharma within the larger scheme of Hindu values and more specifically in relation-
ship to mok‚a, the supreme goal of human existence. In the latest strata unearthed by our
excavations—in the modern period, from the beginning of the nineteenth century onward—
the Bråhma~ical discourse of dharma was presented with a new challenge. The exponents of
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Neo-Hindu reform movements, in response to their encounter with European categories
such as “religion” and “ethics,” sought to universalize and ethicize dharma by displacing the
differential norms of var~åçramadharma with the universal norms of sådhåra~adharma
and sanåtanadharma. Although the category of dharma has thus undergone significant
transformations in the course of its history—from ritual category to sociocultural system to
universal ideal—in each period dharma has retained its paradigmatic role as the defining
emblem of Åryan ethnocultural and religious identity, distinguishing the Åryans from the
non-Åryans and, in the modern period, “Hinduism” from all other religions.

NOTES

1 See Karve’s (1968: 91–92) distinction between the “naturalistic” and “normative” dimensions of
dharma.

2 For an extended discussion of ®ta, see Lüders (1959). See also Bloomfield (1908: 122–29); Kane
(1968–77, 4: 2–5); Mahony (1998: 46–58, 104–10).

3 In an unpublished paper, Olivelle (2000) has argued that in the middle Vedic period the seman-
tic range of the term “dharma” was increasingly restricted to issues pertaining to the king, his
governance, and his consecration. 

4 For an analysis of the relationship between the categories of dharma, yajña, and ®ta in the Vedic
period, see Koller (1972: 134–40).

5 This formula is frequently repeated in the Çatapatha Bråhma~a (see e.g. 4.2.4.16, 4.5.5.l, 4.5.6.1,
4.5.7.1). 

6 For an illuminating analysis of early Buddhist reformulations of dharma, see Tambiah (1976:
9–72).

7 For analyses of the M⁄måµså philosophy of language and of vedapråmå~ya as expounded by
Çabara, Prabhåkara, and Kumårila, see D’Sa (1980); Holdrege (1996: 115–23); G. Jha (1964:
97–135, 147–86). 

8 Within India, or Bhårata, which is the homeland of the Åryan people, the area north of the
Vindhya Mountains is ascribed a special role as Åryåvarta, the sacred land of the Åryans. The
Manusm®ti (2.22) defines Åryåvarta as the region of northern India between the Himålayas and
the Vindhya Mountains that extends from the eastern sea to the western sea.

9 For a discussion of the xenological implications of Bråhma~ical notions of dharma, see Halbfass
(1988: 172–96, 319–33). For an analysis of the distinctive nature of the Bråhma~ical tradition as
an “embodied community,” see Holdrege (1999). 

10 For discussions of the various genres of Dharmaçåstra literature, see Derrett (1973); Lingat
(1973: 3–132). 

11 As will be discussed later, the Dharmas¨tras’ representations of the åçrama system differ in
significant ways from the formulations found in the Dharmaçåstras.

12 For a discussion of the dates of the Dharmas¨tras, see Olivelle (1999: xxv–xxxiv).
13 The status of Ç¨dras and women will be discussed in a later section of this chapter.
14 The verb prasidhyati in verse 97 means “to result from” when used with the ablative. The verb

in verse 98 is pras¨yante, “to be born, produced,” although the commentators construe the verb
as prasidhyanti. The last part of verse 98, pras¨tir gu~akarmataª, has a number of variant read-
ings, and its meaning has been variously construed. 

15 The term “tapas” literally means “heat” and is often used in Vedic texts to refer to meditation
and ascetic practices by means of which the practitioner experiences the illuminating fire of pure
consciousness and accumulates spiritual and creative power. For an analysis of the category of
tapas in Vedic texts, see Kaelber (1989). 

16 As mentioned earlier in note 8, Manusm®ti 2.22 defines Åryåvarta as the area of northern India
between the Himålayas and the Vindhya Mountains that extends from the eastern sea to the
western sea. 
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17 Male members of the three higher var~as, Bråhma~s, K‚atriyas, and Vaiçyas, are referred to
as “twice-born” (dvija), for they have undergone the “second birth” of the upanayana, the Vedic
rite of initiation. Ç¨dras and women are “once-born” in that they are excluded from the
upanayana and are therefore permanently subject to the condition of natural deficiency associ-
ated with biological reproduction. 

18 The Manusm®ti, building on the earlier discussions of the Dharmas¨tras, delineates a complex
system of mixed castes that derive from anuloma and pratiloma marriages (see 10.5–72,
3.12–19). See also Tambiah’s (1973) incisive analysis of the generative rules that govern the
production and ranking of mixed castes in the Manusm®ti’s account. The importance of the
categories of purity and impurity in the Indian caste system has been emphasized by Tambiah as
well as by other eminent anthropologists and sociologists, such as Dumont (1970, 1980),
Orenstein (1965, 1968, 1970), M. Srinivas (1965), and Stevenson (1954). Dumont, in his classic
study of the caste system, Homo Hierarchicus (1970, 1980), maintains that the opposition
between the pure and the impure constitutes the fundamental ideological principle that under-
girds the Indian social hierarchy. Although, as Dumont’s critics have argued, the pure/impure
opposition alone is not sufficient to account for the historical actualities of the caste system,
issues of purity and pollution are nevertheless a central preoccupation in the Dharmas¨tras’ and
Dharmaçåstras’ ideological representations of the social hierarchy. For an analysis of the
Dharmaçåstras’ representations of the “purity body,” see Holdrege (1998: 363–69).

19 See Manusm®ti 10.5–72, 3.12–19 and Tambiah’s (1973) analysis of the Manusm®ti’s discussion
of marriage transactions. 

20 See, for example, Manusm®ti 4.205–23, 11.176, 10.181. My analysis here concurs with Tambiah’s
“transactional theory of purity and pollution” (1973: 217), which emphasizes not only the bound-
aries that separate (Douglas 1966) but also the interactions that connect castes. Such an approach
provides a mediating position between Dumont’s (1970, 1980) structural model of a fixed caste hier-
archy based on the pure/impure opposition and Marriott’s (1968, 1976) transactional model of
a dynamic system of caste interactions involving the exchange of food, women, and services.

21 For a discussion of the use of the term “saµnyåsin” and other terms for a renunciant in the
Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras, see Olivelle (1984: 81–82, 129–36, 1981: 268–71).

22 For an extensive study of the origins and history of the åçrama system, see Olivelle (1993).
23 My translation of Åpastamba 2.21.1–5 is indebted to Olivelle’s insightful translation (1999) and

analysis (1993: 73–81). 
24 For an analysis of the Dharmas¨tras’ perspectives on the åçramas, see Olivelle (1993: 73–103).
25 For analyses of Bråhma~ical constructions of the three debts and the five mahåyajñas, see

Biardeau (1976: 40–47); Malamoud (1983); Olivelle (1993: 46–55); B. Smith (1989: 196–99). 
26 Prå~åyåma, pratyåhåra, dhåra~å, and dhyåna are four limbs of the eight-limbed path of classi-

cal Yoga (a‚†åπgayoga) delineated in the Yogas¨tra of Patañjali. 
27 For the prohibitions against Ç¨dras learning, reciting, or even hearing the Vedas, see Åpastamba

1.9.9; Gautama 12.4, 16.19; Vasi‚†ha 18.11–15; Manusm®ti 3.156, 10.127, 4.99; Yåjñavalkyasm®ti
1.148. For the restrictions against women studying the Vedas or offering sacrifices, see Manusm®ti
9.18, 4.205–6, 11.36–37. Although women are not allowed to serve as the sacrificial patron, or
yajamåna, they are allotted an essential role in Vedic yajñas as the yajamåna’s wife, whose pres-
ence is required at çrauta sacrifices. For discussions of the ritual roles of women in the Vedic
period, see Jamison (1996); Schmidt (1987). There is substantial evidence that women were initi-
ated into Vedic study in the Vedic period, even though women were excluded from Vedic educa-
tion from the period of the Dharmaçåstras onward. See Kane 1968–77, 2.1: 293–96, 365–68. 

28 For a discussion of the status of Ç¨dras and women in relation to the åçrama system, see Olivelle
(1993: 183–95). As Olivelle points out, even though Bråhma~ical ideology generally prohibits
Ç¨dras and women from becoming ascetics, there is literary evidence that indicates that both
women and Ç¨dras did at times become ascetics, even during the period of the Dharmaçåstras. 

29 While many Dharmaçåstra texts include sections on the duties of women, the eighteenth-century
Str⁄dharmapaddhati of Trayambakayajvan constitutes the only extant Bråhma~ical Sanskritic
work that focuses exclusively on str⁄dharma. Among the numerous studies of the status, duties,
and rights of women in various Vedic and post-Vedic traditions, see Jamison (1996); Kane
(1968–77, 2.1: 556–82); Leslie (1991); Schmidt (1987).
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30 For an analysis of the various theories of karma that are interwoven in the Manusm®ti’s discourse
of dharma, see Glucklich (1988: 39–63). For a discussion of theories of karma and rebirth in a
range of classical and modern South Asian traditions, see Neufeldt (1986); O’Flaherty (1980d).
See also O’Flaherty’s (1976) analysis of Hindu mythological representations of the problem of
evil, which frequently invoke the categories of karma, dharma, and adharma.

31 In addition to Malamoud’s (1981) illuminating analysis of the puru‚årthas, see also Holdrege
(1991: 16–19); A. Sharma (1982). 

32 Sådhåra~adharma will be discussed in the final section of this chapter.
33 For an alternative treatment of various Indian perspectives concerning the relationship between

dharma and mok‚a, see Larson’s fivefold typology (1972: 150–53).
34 For an analysis of the status and role of the renunciant in the Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras,

including a discussion of the rules of renunciation, see Olivelle (1984). 
35 For an analysis of the Manusm®ti’s portrayal of the vedasaµnyåsika, see Olivelle (1984: 132–36,

1993: 140–42).
36 For a discussion of the history of the terms “saµnyåsa” (renunciation) and “saµnyåsin” (renun-

ciant) and their relation to other terms used to designate a renunciant, such as “parivråjaka”
(wanderer) and “bhik‚u” (mendicant), see Olivelle (1981).

37 Among studies of Hindu renunciant traditions, see Olivelle (1986–87, 1992, 1995); Sprockhoff
(1976). 

38 For analyses of Çaµkara’s perspectives on liberation and renunciation, see Fort (1998: 31–46);
Nelson (1993, 1996); Sawai (1986).

39 For a survey of the interpretive perspectives exemplified by representative English translations
of the Bhagavad G⁄tå, see Larson (1981). Among modern Indian interpretations of the Bhagavad
G⁄tå, see Gandhi (1946); Ghose (1959); Maharishi Mahesh Yogi (1969); Tilak (1935–36).

40 Hacker (1978b) uses the expressions “Neo-Hinduism” and “surviving traditional Hinduism” to
characterize the two principal modes of responding to the West in modern Hindu thought. See
also Halbfass 1988: 219–21.

41 For an analysis of modern Hindu reinterpretations of dharma, see Halbfass (1988: 334–48). For
discussions of modern Hindu reformulations of dharma as a central category of Hindu ethics, see
Creel (1977); Holdrege (1991: 50–56).
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C H A P T E R  E L E V E N

ARTHA

Hartmut Scharfe

ARTHA AS A GOAL OF LIFE

Artha, its meaning ranging from “goal” to “worldly objective” and “wealth,” has been
considered in India one of the driving forces in human life for more than two thousand

years. It did not always play such a role, though. The oldest text in the Hindu tradition is
the ¸g Veda, a collection of more than a thousand hymns, which may roughly be dated
between 1500 and 1000 BCE. In these hymns artha denotes a goal, especially the goal of a
journey (“going to the same artha”) but also of an enterprise (“the matter at hand”). It is
an old inherited word; for in the closely related language of Eastern Iran we find a corre-
sponding term “ar78am” surviving with the meaning “matter, object of a lawsuit.”
Grammatically speaking, the word “artha” originally was a neuter, but in the latter parts
of the ¸g Veda, as in all later Hindu texts, it has masculine gender. There were fleeting
hints in the ¸g Veda of the things to come: artha was linked, or rather contrasted, with
kåma (desire). The priests once are asked to deal with the matter at hand (artha) so as to
get a honorarium, and it is hoped that they will escape the desire (kåma) of greedy men
(¸g Veda 8.79.5), and in ¸g Veda 10.29.5 the god Indra is implored to steer those to the
other shore who agreed to his desire (kåma), as the sun goes to its goal (artha). 

Only toward the end of the Vedic period, artha expanded its meaning and assumed a
major role in the ethics and religion of the Hindu people—roughly speaking, contempora-
neous with Buddha and other religious reformers who marked the turning point towards a
new religious age. As “object” or “objective” of various actions, artha acquired meanings
of substantial and material content. Verbal expressions refer to an object or denote a mean-
ing (artha) in everyday language as in the important injunctions of the Vedic ritual: “A
Bråhma~ shall light the sacred fires.” For the ritualists, the connection of word and mean-
ing was eternal and unchanging ( just as the Veda itself was held by them to be eternally
existing), whereas others considered it as a divine creation; only the definitions found in
scholarly works of grammar or metrics are based on human conventions. As an object of
commerce or agriculture, artha came to denote wealth and worldly possessions, and as the
object of statecraft, it denoted a wide range of political duties and objectives: “The liveli-
hood of men is the goal (artha); the earth is inhabited by men—thus [the earth] is the goal.
The science [or manual] which is the means of attaining and protecting that earth is hence
the science/manual of [secular] goals (Arthaçåstra).” This is the definition offered



by the most famous of such manuals of political science, the Arthaçåstra, attributed to the
legendary Kau†ilya (15.1.1–2); it marks a new meaning for artha. The notion of material
well being in the Vedic texts was usually expressed by yogak‚ema (literally, the “yoking
[of the draft-animals] and settling down”) (¸g Veda 10.166.5), which comprised the action
of man in the world according to Yajur Veda 5.2.1.7: “The mind of some people is directed
at yoking, that of others on settling down; therefore, he who moves about rules over him
who rests.” Taken together, “yoking” and “settling down” characterized the normal
lifestyle of the times and what passed for well being. The expression yogak‚ema (well
being) survived as a venerable fossil in the language of later times. But towards the end
of the Vedic period, the seminomadic society of the early Veda had become a society of
sedentary peasants, and the many tribes had been joined in a number of larger states. A
new expression for material well being was required: this expression was artha.

From about the third century BCE onward, we find another new concept under the head-
ing of the “goals of man” ( puru‚årtha), in which three terms are linked together that were
to play an important role in Hinduism: dharma, artha, and kåma. The earliest reference to
this triad (trivarga) that can be dated with some confidence is found in the annotations of
the grammarian Kåtyåyana (c.250 BCE) to På~ini’s Sanskrit grammar (rule 2.2.34).
Kåtyåyana allows the formation of compounds with “dharma, et cetera” in either
sequence; an old commentary explains what is meant: both dharmårthau and artha-dhar-
mau and both kåmårthau and artha-kåmau are permitted. Dharma, artha, and kåma stand
next to each other in the first-known instance in a long list found in one of the concise
manuals that ruled domestic life and ritual, the Hira~yakeçi G®hyas¨tra (2.19.6). The exact
date of this text is not known, but the third or second century BCE may be not far off the
mark. By the epic period, the poet poses the questions: “Do you not hurt righteousness for
profit, or profit for righteousness, or both for desire of which joy is the essence? Do you
always pursue, greatest of conquerors, profit, righteousness, and desire (artha, dharma,
kåma), distributing them over time, knowing their time, granter of boons?” (Mahåbhårata
2.5.9–10). In the Bhagavad G⁄tå, Lord K®‚~a distinguishes three kinds of steadfastness,
based on the three strands (gu~a) that make up the physical world. The one based on rajas
(passion, agitation) is of middling quality: “The steadiness of the nature of rajas is the
steadfastness by which one holds fast to dharma, kåma, and artha in a desire to reap the
fruits that derive from them” (18.34). Here one may render these three terms with “duty,”
“pleasure,” and “wealth”—useful and meritorious goals with a prospect of pleasant results
but not quite leading the self to god. 

This triad of goals or values of man is often expanded into a group of four (caturvarga)
by the addition of mok‚a (liberation), attested first in the more recent passages of the
epic: “All this is clearly spelled out in the instruction of the ‘grandfather,’ as also dharma,
kåma, artha, and mok‚a with all detail” (Mahåbhårata 12.59.85). We had seen above,
how K®‚~a had devalued the triad of goals somewhat by linking them to the middling
strand of the universe, still striving for “success” and concerned for the benefits that derive
from their actions. Seen properly, in K®‚~a’s mind, the first three are, as it were, but a
preparatory stage for the fourth; the first three face the duties and challenges of this world
but lead ultimately up to the fourth which looks to the hereafter, the liberation of the self
from the world and from the slavery of being reborn again and again. The first three are
hence said to lead to prosperity (abhyudaya), while the last leads to transcendental bliss
(niªçreyas). Many Hindus believe, therefore, that dharma, artha, and kåma should occupy

Hartmut  Scharfe

250



the first half of one’s life, mok‚a the second (B. Das 1956: 14). This “group of four” may
be considered the dominant vision in modern India of the proper goals of man. The great
Sanskrit poet Kålidåsa (fifth century CE?) pointed to the elegant homology of the four
goals of man, the four aeons of the world, and the four social orders (Raghuvaµça 10.22).
But we find abundant references both to the trivarga (group of three) and caturvarga
(group of four) in Hindu literature throughout the ages. 

Historically, they reflect different phases in the religious development in India.
Originally the triad of dharma, artha, and kåma was, no doubt, designed to meet both the
secular and transcendental needs of man: dharma led to heaven, while artha and kåma—
sustaining life in this world—allowed dharma to flourish. The concept of the four goals
puts heavier emphasis on the salvation and on the newer methods and ideals: devotion
replacing or complementing ritualism, the union with the absolute or a personal god
emerging as the ultimate goal. An Upani‚adic author had contrasted the blissful (çreyas)
and the pleasant (preyas), praising the former over the latter (Ka†ha Upani‚ad 2.1); later
Vedånta authors applied this distinction to the goals of man: artha and kåma were merely
pleasant, whereas dharma and mok‚a were blissful. “For one who desires mok‚a, however,
even dharma is a fault, in as much as it causes bondage,” as Çaµkara states in his com-
mentary on Bhagavad G⁄tå 4.21. Authors of the Nyåya school of logic create a similar
dichotomy from the application of another concept borrowed from the ritualists: artha and
kåma have visible aims and results in this world, dharma and mok‚a have invisible aims
and results in the afterlife. In the view of the ritualists and philosophers, the transcenden-
tal has the higher value (Halbfass 1994: 133), just as a Vedic injunction for which no
earthly benefit can be seen is presumed to be of a higher truth and beyond all challenge
(Heesterman 1994: 144).

The mutual relation of dharma, artha, kåma, and mok‚a and their ranking is extremely
complex, in part due to the use of these words on different levels; the distinction between
these levels are often blurred. The first three or the four together are called puru‚årtha
(goals of man), making artha one of the group and its umbrella as well. One may act dhar-
mårtham (for the sake of dharma), where artha has a nontechnical meaning “for the sake
of, for the purpose of,” or one may act dharmakåmåt (out of a desire of dharma), where
kåma is the motive for dharma. Moreover, when everyone is expected to live up to his
svadharma (his functional identity, duty), it turns out that the most prominent duty of a
king is the pursuit of artha, making artha a subclass of dharma. But besides these seman-
tic conundrums, there are questions of the relative value of these goals. Since the majority
of our textual sources, at least down to the middle of the first millennium CE, are religious
texts—some explicitly dedicated to the questions of dharma—it is not surprising that they
put dharma on top. But when the topic is discussed in the Mahåbhårata, Arjuna, the most
soldierly and worldly of the five På~∂ava brothers, proclaimed artha the foremost of the
three, and his impetuous brother Bh⁄ma proclaimed kåma (12.161.11, 12.161.28, also
12.161.8), while the mild-mannered twins Nakula and Sahadeva extolled dharma above the
others. The mutual relation of these three goals must be viewed at various semantic levels. 

All three terms of the trivarga are used on different levels that are not always kept
rigidly apart, and on each level we can observe a revolving hierarchy. On the highest level
of abstraction, dharma is “functional identity,” that which a person (or even a thing) is or
does or should do: hence the Buddhist concept of the dharmas as the ultimate monads of
the universe. In this sense, it surely would be all-encompassing. But so would artha be
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taken as “goal, aim,” since nobody would do anything without having a goal. Indeed, the
Kåmas¨tra (6.6.5) speaks of an artha of wealth, of righteousness, and of pleasure (i.e. an
artha of artha, of dharma, and of kåma). The Vedic ritualists of the M⁄måµså school
stress the importance of artha as the motivating force behind the Vedic injunctions to offer
sacrifices to the gods: “dharma is an artha characterized by [Vedic] injunctions.” Here
artha clearly is the encompassing entity, with dharma (ritual duty) a derived function. And
then again without kåma in its widest sense as “desire, drive” nothing, not even the pursuit
of spiritual liberation (mok‚a), would get underway. Indeed, Manusm®ti condemns being
ruled by desire but admits that desire is an integral part of life: “For the study of the
Veda and the performance of ritual that are prescribed by the Veda are based on desire
(kåma). Not a single act in this world is found ever to be done by a man free from desire;
for whatever one does that is the action of desire” (2.2–4).

A surprising aspect of the trivarga is that its components are now all masculine nouns.
Only kåma (desire) was masculine to begin with; artha (the goal, end point of a journey)
was a neuter that later became masculine and gained the added meaning “object, wealth,
purpose,” and the ¸g Vedic neuter n-stem dharman (support, established order) survived
only under a few grammatical conditions and was otherwise replaced by a masculine 
a-stem dharma (functional identity, duty, virtue). It is common to say that the neuter word
became masculine; but it would be more correct to say that instead of the neuter dharman
we have another, masculine stem dharma—which corresponds directly to Latin firmus
(steady, firm). This trend extended even to the fourth goal: the word for “liberation” in the
Çatapatha Bråhma~a was the feminine term “mukti,” which was later replaced by the mas-
culine mok‚a in the Mahåbhårata—which itself is a replacement for an older feminine
mumuk‚å (desire for release)! It is problematic to read a deeper meaning into such formal
changes. But the parallel developments are quite striking and may indicate a subtle shift:
from an impersonal process to a static and personal concept. 

On a more practical second level, dharma as “duty, law, righteousness,” artha as “mate-
rial goal” (mainly in politics), and kåma as “desire, love” are the topics of a large number
of works and constitute specialized branches of learning. In a well-run society, every-
body’s role and duties are circumscribed by custom and by a moral code based on con-
siderations of religious merit: going to heaven, escaping the unpleasant cycle of rebirth, or
reaching a union with the absolute. This quest is ruled by dharma, often translated as
“duty, law, righteousness,” and it is the central concern of a large body of texts, especially
the Dharmas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras. We should include in this corpus also the G®hyaçås-
tras, Vedic guides to domestic duties and the life-cycle rituals, the rites de passage: nam-
ing, initiation, graduation, marriage, funeral. But in this context, dharma cannot function
without a material base and without considerations of secular concerns and procedures
comprised by the term “artha,” “material goals, worldly objectives.”

Arthaçåstra (Science/Manual of Worldly Objectives) is sometimes considered an off-
shoot of Dharmaçåstra, but the texts on Artha proclaim a separate spiritual ancestry; their
alleged founders were Çukra and B®haspati, the former the chaplain and preceptor of the
counter-gods (asura, often translated as “demons”), the latter of the gods of heaven. Vedic
texts have a few theoretical statements that point to an early political and military science
independent from the large literature on dharma and its saintly authorities. In the Aitareya
Bråhma~a a king gives political advice: “One shall not sit down before the enemy does but
shall stand if one thinks he is standing; one shall not lie down before the enemy does but sit
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if one thinks he is sitting; one shall not fall asleep before the enemy does but stay awake
if one thinks he keeps awake; and even if his enemy has a head of stone, quickly will
he strike him down” (8.28). Both branches, though, overlap a great deal. Dharmaçåstras
like the Månava Dharmaçåstra deal extensively with matters of state and politics, while
the Arthaçåstra attributed to Kau†ilya has a long section on the judges’ handling of
legal disputes, duplicating the statements of the Dharmaçåstras. Many of these worldly
objectives are commonsensical and hence not encoded in systematic works; they are more
likely to be summed up as “wise sayings” in popular poetry, such as Bhart®hari’s
N⁄tiçatakam or Tiruva¬¬uvar’s TirukkuÌa¬. Many are skills taught by example and praxis as
the know-how of the peasant or a merchant; such skills are passed on from father to son
without the help of formal manuals. 

Only a portion of the wider meanings of artha is the topic of the Artha texts. The most
prominent of them by far is the Kau†il⁄ya Arthaçåstra, the “Arthaçåstra ascribed to
Kau†ilya”; we must be mindful of the usual double meaning of the word “çåstra,” denot-
ing both a branch of learning and a text devoted to it. The date of this text has been the
subject of much controversy. It may not be what it claims to be, a work from the time of
the Maurya dynasty and Alexander—it is now presumed to be considerably younger. We
must consider, though, that changes came slowly in ancient India, and the content of the
text could be representative of Hindu political life of the whole era, even if it turns out to
be a compilation dating from the first or second century CE. Addressed to the prince and
his courtiers, this Arthaçåstra deals primarily with the problems of state administration
and the rough and tumble of politics both within the kingdom and the world outside it.
With a term borrowed from the weavers’ art, internal policy was called the basic “warp,”
foreign policy the “weft” that was inserted as the highlight in this tapestry of public life.
The prince and his courtiers needed basic information on many topics concerning the life
of their subjects, and therefore a text like the Kau†il⁄ya Arthaçåstra has chapters on the
evaluation of warehoused goods, the training of elephants, and the investigation of suspi-
cious deaths—not as training manuals for warehousemen, mahouts, or detectives but to
enable the top administrators to evaluate the performance of their subordinates. 

Later texts of this genre concentrated on the treatment of foreign affairs and political
ethics rather than on state administration. The king was the protector and upholder of
dharma who made it possible for the Bråhma~s to observe their ritual duties and for all his
subjects to strive unimpeded for their spiritual betterment. His way to this goal was artha,
his theoretical and practical guidance, the Arthaçåstra; Dharmaçåstra for the king offered
secondary guidance in general matters and in dealing with community affairs. For the
Bråhma~s, the Dharmaçåstra as an adjunct to the Veda had higher authority than the
Arthaçåstra which could not claim to be based on revelation. Thus Yåjñavalkyasm®ti 2.21
claims higher authority for Dharmaçåstra, and its commentary Mitåk‚arå interprets this
statement as a suggestion that Arthaçåstra is embedded in Dharmaçåstra. The famous
Kåmas¨tra conceded to dharma the top position—except in the case of kings for whom
artha is paramount. This may be due to its limitation to erotics, leaving out a large part of
the psychology of human emotions. 

On a third level, dharma refers merely to the religious duties and good deeds that
are expected from a member of one’s community who wants to be in good standing; artha
to material wealth; and kåma to erotic pleasures. A stanza quoted by N⁄laka~†ha in
his commentary on the Mahåbhårata adheres to such a narrow definition of the three basic
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goals: “Forenoon is for religious duties (dharma), midday for acquisition of wealth
(artha), and evening for diversion (kåma), such is the Vedic saying” (2.55.10). No such
statement is found in our Vedic texts, which only in the latest compositions make even
fleeting reference to the three goals of man. It would appear that many Hindus in India did
indeed adhere to the “command” that the three goals of man should be practiced in due
time. Bankimchandra Chatterji, the great Bengali novelist (and magistrate!), wrote in 1884
about a Bråhma~ landowner of his acquaintance: 

In winter as in summer he gets up very early in the morning and takes his bath. After
that he performs his daily worship for many hours with the utmost scrupulousness.
He feels as if stunned by a blow on the head if there is even a slight interruption of
it. He takes only one vegetarian meal during the day and that in the afternoon. He then
attends to the business of his properties. At that time his mind becomes wholly intent
on the problems of ruining one or other of his tenants, depriving an unprotected
widow of all her possessions, cheating his creditors, securing false witnesses to send
some innocent person to jail, or concocting evidence to win his cases, and his efforts
in all these directions are successful. 

(1986: 776)

We may assume that in the evening he labored to secure the line of succession by beget-
ting sons. He was totally sincere in his devotion and considered himself a true Hindu.
Chatterji (many would say, to his credit) disagreed (Chaudhuri 1979: 16). For this
landowner, dharma was no longer a righteous life but an empty course of ritual obser-
vances and restrictions, and artha was not the pursuit of worldly success and a decent
living but a naked grab for wealth and power, unrestrained by the rules of righteous behav-
ior or even legal propriety. His actions also lacked compassion. The rule that each of the
goals is appropriate for its time and occasion has been distorted by some into a rigid daily
timetable. 

The dharma which the character observed so meticulously was only on the level of the
prescribed rituals, not of righteousness and even less of functional identity in a divine cos-
mos. We must acknowledge, though, that the landowner for all his superficial and mechan-
ical observation of his ritual duties followed a traditional path. The late Vedic texts indeed
contain elements of such regulations of dharma in the G®hyas¨tras and Dharmas¨tras,
meant to be carefully observed by every man, and the Arthaçåstra suggests a good num-
ber of ruthless practices—but these are only available for the king in his official role as
protector of the state and public well being. The citizens are held to strict standards of law
and custom. In fact, Hindu merchants enjoyed an enviable reputation for honesty, accord-
ing to such world travelers as Hsüan-tsang and Marco Polo. Large merchant guilds such
as the medieval Ma~igråmam or the modern Ce††is held their members to a strict code of
conduct and enforced compliance; temples and educational institutions were the recipients
of their generosity. 

The Kåmas¨tra does not concern itself with all aspects of human will or desire but only
with the relationship of men and woman towards each other inside and outside of mar-
riage, and, especially in the later texts, the concern is primarily or even exclusively with
sexual practices, that is, kåma on this third semantic level; it does not claim dominant posi-
tion for kåma over dharma and artha. But such a claim was allegedly made by the much
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maligned materialists, the Cårvåkas. According to Medhåtithi (on Manusm®ti 2.224), they
asserted that kåma is the ultimate goal of man and that artha is instrumental in achieving
it: the lack of material goods and power puts a damper on sexual exploits. Dharma is dis-
missed altogether. Medhåtithi’s account is consistent with other information we have of
the ancient materialists of India, but we must keep in mind that all references to the mate-
rialists’ doctrines are culled from works of their opponents, opponents who loathed them
with a vengeance.

There was a broad consensus, though, that only harmonious devotion to all three of
these goals, dharma, artha, and kåma, yields the desired result, even if the emphasis may
change due to circumstances. Says Manusm®ti 2.224: “The chief good is said to be [the
combination of] righteousness and purpose (artha), [or] desire and purpose, or righteous-
ness alone, or purpose alone is the chief good. But the correct decision is that it consists
of the aggregate of the three.” The same can be said on the level of practical life in the
words of the Arthaçåstra 1.7.3–5: “[The king] should enjoy sensual pleasures without con-
travening his spiritual good and material well being; he should not deprive himself of
pleasures. Or [he should devote himself] equally to the three goals of life which are bound
up with one another. For any one of these [three, that is,] spiritual good, material well
being, [and] sensual pleasures, [if] excessively indulged in, does harm to itself as to the
other two.” Still, the religious emphasis, so widely evident in Hindu texts, makes itself felt
even in Kålidåsa’s poetry, where for the good king Dil⁄pa artha and kåma have become
one with dharma (Raghuvaµça 1.25): the triad has been reduced to one.

PREVIOUS SCHOLARSHIP

If one considers the role of artha among the goals of man ( puru‚årtha), it is surprising
how little comment artha has evoked from traditional or modern scholarship. The abun-
dant literature on dharma and mok‚a is not at all matched with writings on artha and
kåma—and even the few that we have fall far short: the works on artha are mostly con-
fined to the topics of statecraft, those on kåma to questions of sex. That goes also for much
of the Sanskrit literature in general of the last two millennia as for writings in the regional
languages. Their authors, whether they were Bråhma~s or other Hindus, Buddhists, or
Jainas, seem to have had as much distrust or disinterest in the pursuit of worldly goods as
in the yearning for pleasure. Their predominant orientation was toward the “higher” goals
of virtue and liberation from this world. Buddhist authors especially regarded the teach-
ings of Kau†ilya’s Arthaçåstra as outright immoral, worthy of every condemnation. As a
consequence, modern scholars found little to comment upon when it came to the topics of
artha and kåma. The sections in most modern handbooks dealing with artha as one of the
goals of man are insignificant indeed. 

The inattention to the pursuit of material and political goals suited not only pious
traditional Hindus but also those who liked to find in India their religious utopia. When
manuscripts of the Arthaçåstra were discovered at the beginning of the twentieth century,
it aroused great interest for the wealth of details on Hindu life, but it found a mixed recep-
tion as far as its ethics were concerned. While the German scholar Hermann Jacobi praised
its reputed author as “the Indian Bismarck” for his efficient Realpolitik, others compared
him to the Italian Renaissance politician and author Niccolò Machiavelli, not always in
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a flattering manner. Moritz Winternitz (1963–83, 3.2: 632) remarked that Kau†ilya grossly
abused the religious beliefs and prejudices of the people when the survival of the dynasty
was at stake in spite of an abiding devotion to Bråhma~ical religion, just as strong faith
and devotion to the Church did not stop Machiavelli from using any means necessary to
achieve his goal. It is worth noting that the Arthaçåstra made a distinction between the
popular religion and its temple cults and the sacred Vedic traditions. The author condoned,
on the one hand, the deployment of secret agents and assassins under the guise of “holy
men,” the surreptitious smearing of temple idols with blood in a rival’s country as an omi-
nous sign against that king (Arthaçåstra 13.2.27–28), and the theft of temple property in
his own state during a fiscal emergency; on the other hand, Vedic scholars may not be used
as cover of secret operations, their property was to be beyond reach, and they ranked
high among the state dignitaries. The author had no hesitation to use (and abuse) the
popular religion for political ends but guarded the sanctity of the Vedic tradition. A reversal
of sorts is found in the Mahåbhårata (2.18.22) where Arjuna, Bh⁄ma, and K®‚~a
disguised themselves as snåtakas to gain access to King Jaråsandha—to present him
with an ultimatum and eventually kill him: the snåtaka was a young man in that pure and
sanctified state between the completion of his Vedic studies and his reentry into the world
as husband and householder. The action of these three was a terrible violation of Vedic
conventions. 

The Indian historian U. N. Ghoshal spoke for many: 

Kau†ilya in some ways upheld . . . the application of ethical principles to statecraft. . . .
The policy towards the highly disaffected and dangerous elements of the kingdom as
well as the enemy outside, involves on the contrary the flagrant violation of morality
for political ends. . . . Not without reason did the judgement of posterity fix upon
Kau†ilya the stigma of being the symbol of a thoroughly unscrupulous, if highly
successful, statecraft.

(1966: 153) 

The Indologist and avowed Marxist Walter Ruben (1968: 117, 229), though, declared him
a “great statesman” even though an “ideologue of patriarchal despotism.” The name for
the diplomatic quarter in New Delhi is now Chanakyapuri (Sanskrit Cå~akyapur⁄;
Cå~akya is considered another name of Kau†ilya). After India gained independence in
1947, the number of publications that delve into the deeper aspects of artha and
Arthaçåstra (and the Kau†iliya Arthaçåstra) has grown and may signal a more positive atti-
tude to the Hindu tradition of statecraft. But the wider aspects of artha are addressed as
little as those of kåma.

The French anthropologist Louis Dumont (1967: 331–32) saw a hierarchy of the three
goals of man: “duty,” “gain,” and “pleasure,” in which each preceding holds sway over the
one that follows. He compared the hierarchy of the social orders (var~a); in his view
“duty” (dharma) corresponds to the Bråhma~, “gain” (artha) to the K‚atriya, and “pleasure”
(kåma) to all others. In some oppositions inspired by the thought of Talcott Parsons,
Dumont saw in kåma immediate satisfaction, in artha deferred satisfaction, and in dharma
the ultimate goal—or seen in another way, kåma is expressive action, artha instrumental
action, and dharma moral action. These two oppositions reveal meaningful distinctions,
but they do not take into account the several semantic levels in which these terms are
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used. Dumont followed the viewpoint of our Bråhma~ authors throughout, giving some
credence to the criticism that he “has been taken in” unduly by the persuasive advocates
of the priestly class.

The American philosopher Karl H. Potter (1963: 5–10) defined the puru‚årthas as “atti-
tudes,” artha dealing with material prosperity, kåma with sexual relations, and dharma
with one’s duty to family, caste, or class. He called artha “the attitude of minimal con-
cern” (6), kåma the attitude of “passionate concern” and possessiveness (7), and dharma
“an attitude of concern greater than that involved in artha or kåma,” in which “one treats
things commonly thought of as other than oneself as oneself . . . in a spirit of respect” (8).
Potter’s view of artha as an attitude of minimal concern for the trivia in one’s life may
share the deemphasis of artha found in many religious texts but does not do justice to its
role in life and the emphasis it receives in nonreligious texts. The gradation from greatest
to passionate and minimal concern (i.e. from dharma to kåma to artha) is not found in
Hindu texts; where there is a ranking at all, kåma usually comes out at the bottom. 

The French musicologist Alain Daniélou (1976: 8–9) presented essentially the concept
of artha and the other goals of man as it is current now among many educated modern
Hindus who impose a homology on the four goals of man, the four social orders (var~a),
the four stages of life (åçrama), and even the four aeons of the world ( yuga). The four
social orders are Bråhma~s, K‚atriyas (ruling class), Vaiçyas (farmers and traders), and
Ç¨dras (servants and artisans). The four stages of life are life as a student, a householder,
a recluse, and a wandering ascetic, and they are now usually seen as successive stages in
one’s life. The four aeons (K®ta, Tretå, Dvåpara, and Kali) represent the continuing dete-
rioration of the world, comparable to the Western notion of a golden age in the past and
the iron age at present. Such a homology is, however, not expressed in the classical texts,
and any attempt to be specific meets with great difficulties. Saying that intellectuals
(essentially Bråhma~s) are dedicated to mok‚a, warriors and kings to dharma, farmers and
traders to artha, and craftsmen (essentially Ç¨dras) to kåma goes against common state-
ments that Bråhma~s are the propounders of dharma and that artha is the primary concern
of kings, but it reflects the modern view that the “higher” goals should be linked with the
higher social orders with the Bråhma~s at the apex. Daniélou sees a link between kåma
and mok‚a, on the one hand, being antisocial, liberating, and beyond reason, and dharma
and artha, on the other, being attached to the world and the society of men. Classical
Hindu authors usually have seen artha and kåma as worldly with immediately visible con-
sequences and dharma and mok‚a as transcendental with consequences that are visible
only to the perception of a yog⁄.

Arvind Sharma (1982: 16–17), a historian of religion, saw a rather strict correlation of
the four goals of man, the four social orders, and the four stages of life. The student is pre-
sumed to pursue dharma, the householder artha and kåma as regulated by dharma; but
then Sharma proposed also a compounded correlation in which dharma corresponds to
Bråhma~s and K‚atriyas, to students and hermits, artha to K‚atriyas and Vaiçyas, to her-
mits and householders, and so on. His scheme is not only self-contradictory but also totally
unsupported by authoritative texts, as Patrick Olivelle (1993: 216–19) has pointed out. The
one source that does give a relation between age and goals has a totally different scheme
in mind: the Kåmas¨tra which divides the ideal life span of man threefold says that
in one’s youth man “should attend to profitable aims (artha) such as learning, in his
prime to pleasure (kåma), and in his old age to righteousness (dharma) and liberation
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(mok‚a)” (1.2.1–4). It is remarkable that here “study” (presumably of the Veda) is
considered as artha and that the life of the householder, that is, the working, earning, and
tax paying man in his prime, is presumably dominated by kåma!

More restrained is the attempt of Charles Malamoud (1981: 49–52) to establish corre-
spondences. He flirted with Georges Dumézil’s flawed theory of the tripartite ideology of
the Indo-Europeans but concedes that no clear correspondences between the three basic
goals of men and the three Åryan social orders can be demonstrated (of the four social
orders, only Bråhma~s, K‚atriyas, and Vaiçyas are usually considered Åryan; the Ç¨dras
stand apart and below). As far as the stages of life are concerned, he made arbitrary attri-
butions and created specific blends of the goals of life for each of the four stages of life
(åçrama): dharma is valid for the first three stages, that is, as student, householder, and
hermit, and mok‚a for the renouncer, while artha and kåma are practically forbidden for
the student and the hermit. The householder, the man in the midst of life as husband,
father, and breadwinner, is to practice and balance the basic triad of dharma, artha, and
kåma. This may be called a common sense attribution based on our concept of these goals,
but it has no support in traditional texts. The Kåmas¨tra, in fact, considers the student’s
pursuit of knowledge an artha (as was pointed out earlier), and an ardent desire (kåma) to
study could be essential for a student’s success. One correspondence that is found in
authoritative texts relates the three goals of man to the three strands that make up the mate-
rial world in Såµkhya philosophy. We saw this earlier in the Bhagavad G⁄tå, and it is also
found in the Manusm®ti: “The craving after sensual pleasures is declared to be the mark of
darkness (tamas), [the pursuit of] wealth the mark of activity (rajas), [the desire to gain]
spiritual merit the mark of goodness (sattva); each later [named quality] is better than the
preceding one” (12.38).

The correspondence proposed by Manu is not a happy one as it is not found in the
Såµkhya texts; it is purely motivated by the fact that there are two triads whose members
are often ranked hierarchically. The principal merit of Malamoud’s contribution is that he
has perceptively differentiated the various levels in which terms like “artha” are used and
elucidated the revolving viewpoints that attribute priorities to one or the other of the goals
and how they combine in the activities of man.

Lately, the philosopher Wilhelm Halbfass (1994: 130–32) has recognized in the concept
of puru‚årtha the rudiments of a Hindu anthropology; for these goals, values, and orien-
tations define one’s being and constitute man’s humanity. One could go even further—
man is defined by being oriented towards goals and needs: he is arthin (goal oriented). It
is his direction towards an object or goal (artha) that translates into a purpose ( prayojana),
leading to action. Only man can plan far ahead, even beyond his demise, raising him above
all other creatures. This definition of man as goal oriented created a potential problem for
certain Hindu philosophers. If their philosophical systems were not targeted on one of the
“goals of life,” they were irrelevant and not worth the effort; the ancient school of atom-
ism and ontological categories (Vaiçe‚ika) was especially vulnerable to such criticism.
The Austrian Indologist Erich Frauwallner (1956: 28, 1984: 35–41) has, in fact, asserted
that this philosophical system was originally a pure nature philosophy with no 
soteriological ambitions; but this claim has been rejected by Halbfass (1986: 857) and Jan
E. M. Houben (1994: 711–48): it cannot be proven, and is indeed improbable, that the
interest in spiritual liberation has been added secondarily to a basic text of this school 
of philosophy. The ancient Hindus did not believe in science for its own sake which was
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considered merely the vain activity of men plagued by curiosity. “All sciences deal 
ultimately with the goals of man, not with the objects in themselves,” as the philosopher
Jayanta (ninth century CE) said in the introduction to his Nyåyamañjar⁄. Hence philosophers
defended themselves with the assertion that their doctrines, even the nature philosophy of
the Vaiçe‚ika school with its classifying analysis of the world, were directed at the goals
of man, especially “liberation” (mok‚a).

ARTHA IN HISTORY AND INSTITUTIONS

Kau†ilya’s Arthaçåstra (as we saw in the previous section) defines its own role and what
artha means for a king: “The livelihood of men is the goal (artha); the earth is inhabited
by men—thus [the earth] is the goal. The science/manual which is the means of attaining
and protecting that earth is hence the science/manual of [secular] goals (Arthaçåstra)”
(15.1.1–2). This text was obviously not intended for wide dispersion among the public
whose awe and veneration for the “good king” should not be threatened by a detailed
knowledge of how unsavory the business of politics could be. It was instead composed for
the guidance of the ruler and his high officials. In the Råmåya~a, Lak‚ma~a warns his
brother Råma: “Righteousness (dharma) without means (artha) cannot protect you from
evils, when you stand on a pure road with your senses controlled” (6.70.14). The king to
survive needs to supplement his high moral standing with resolute even ruthless effi-
ciency, substantial force, as well as intrigue and subterfuge. Kau†ilya’s Arthaçåstra deals
with the situation in which the king might face powerful dignitaries who threaten his rule
and cannot be brought to heel directly. So he is told to send a female secret agent posing
as a nun to the man’s wife, winning her confidence by providing her with love potions,
then double-crossing her by giving her poison instead—the wife naively administers the
drug and kills her husband. Or rebellious dignitaries may be invited to the king’s palace.
Secret agents infiltrate their entourage and pretend to make an assassination attempt on the
king; the dignitaries are killed by the king’s bodyguards, and convicted criminals are
quickly substituted for the secret agents and killed as “the dignitaries’ hitmen.” Such
action, however, should not be taken frivolously: “But against those hostile principal offi-
cers, who cause harm to the kingdom, who cannot be suppressed openly, he shall employ
silent punishment, taking his pleasure from duty (dharma)” (Arthaçåstra 5.1.1–57;
Scharfe 1979). If the state is in dire straits financially, he may confiscate temple property
(the property of Vedic scholars is exempt) or set up a secret agent as a trader who collects
deposits and loans from other merchants—only to have everything stolen at night by other
agents posing as common robbers (Arthaçåstra 5.2.1–70). A rival king that cannot be won
over by friendly overtures or by bribes may be neutralized by assassins who lure him from
the safety of his palace to a horse traders’ båzår or to meet a “holy man” in a mountain
cave with the prospect of the secret of eternal life (Arthaçåstra 13.2.1–20).

The Mahåbhårata (12.129–67) refers to the above practices as “rules allowed in times of
distress” (åpad-dharma). “For some righteousness has the appearance of unrighteousness,
O lord of men, and what has the appearance of unrighteousness is [in fact] righteous: that
should be understood by the wise” (Mahåbhårata 12.34.20). The king has to fill his treas-
ury, the basis of all power that finances the army and state operations. “Because the gain of
wealth is not found unambiguously, in distress—so it is heard—even unrighteousness has



the characteristics of righteousness” (Mahåbhårata 12.128.15). The most outrageous acts
can be condoned with the raison d’état, the preservation and welfare of the state, which
ultimately benefits everybody: artha in effect decides what is dharma. But the king is
strongly warned off any obnoxious acts caused by greed, lust, or bad temper that may cost
him his life and destroy the kingdom (Arthaçåstra 1.6.4–12).

Different rules apply to the common citizen who cannot generally appeal to these “rules
allowed in times of distress”; he has to obey the law at all times, but allowances for hard-
ship are made in the case of customs and taboos. If no Bråhma~ teacher can be found, even
a Bråhma~ may learn the Veda from a K‚atriya or Vaiçya, and a Bråhma~ in dire straits
can take up professions like soldiering. In an extreme example, the great Vedic poet
Viçvåmitra, starved for food, stole dog meat from the hut of an untouchable—committing
what would normally be considered heinous offenses: stealing, taking food from an
untouchable, and eating dog meat. Viçvåmitra did not consider this act, necessary to save
his life, as a criminal act of theft (Mahåbhårata 12.139.37–39). Unlike the king who is
urged to gather an immense treasury as a bulwark against difficult times (to the perverse
consequence that these treasures attracted foreign raiders into India!), the citizen is
expected to circulate the currency and share his wealth. “There are three ways of wealth:
charitable giving, enjoyment, [and] ruin. If one does not give or enjoy [it], he follows the
third way,” said the poet Bhart®hari (N⁄tiçataka 35); stagnant wealth of the miserly is
doomed to come to naught. Generosity is clearly seen as the most virtuous use of one’s
wealth.

The Bhågavata Purå~a warns against avarice and complacency: 

In most cases, the riches of the miserly do not bring happiness at any time: in this
world they lead to suffering of oneself and for the deceased to hell. The pure fame of
the famous, the praiseworthy virtues of the virtuous—even a little greed destroys
them like vitiligo the desired beauty. When wealth has been acquired, men have to
make an effort, be anxious, thoughtful, and avoid errors in order to augment it, guard
it, and expend it in loss and enjoyment. 

(11.23.15–17) 

Somadevas¨ri, a Jaina author from tenth-century Kashmir, in his N⁄tivåkyåm®ta (a com-
pendium of political and moral advice) (2.6–11) chastises those who expend earned money
without careful thought, those who run through their inheritance, and those who greedily
gather wealth while hurting their servants and themselves: no good future awaits the first
two, and the accumulated wealth of the third eventually falls to the king, the heirs, or the
thieves. But properly applied, artha is of crucial importance: “That from which comes suc-
cess in all tasks, that is artha” (N⁄tivåkyåm®ta 2.1) and “Artha is the root of dharma and
kåma” (3.17). The last two statements are echoes of more elaborate assertions made in the
Arthaçåstra of Kau†ilya.

The state of a householder (g®hastha) is the common way of life for a man of the upper
social orders, contrasting with the life of a student, the man who in his old age retires to
the forest, and the homeless renouncer. The late Vedic literature describes these four ways
of life (åçrama) as options (exercised once and for all time), available to the young man
at the end of his basic instruction in the house of his teacher; later they were seen as stages
to pass through one by one. But only the life of a householder is demanded by Vedic
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injunctions, as only he can beget offspring needed to perpetuate the Vedic tradition and
only he has the wherewithal to support the expensive Vedic rituals and the people in the
other modes of life who are not themselves productive. The householder is not only enti-
tled but even expected to follow righteousness (dharma) in his life, to pursue the gain of
material wealth (artha)—not only for himself but also to meet his obligations concerning
his family, to make charitable donations, and to sponsor Vedic rituals—and is allowed sen-
sual desires (kåma), in fact he is obliged to observe his marital duties and produce a num-
ber of sons. Some authors therefore considered his status as the only way of life sanctioned
by the Veda, others at least regarded his status as superior to the others (Hara 1997:
221–35). Thus Manusm®ti declared: “As all living beings depend on air for their survival,
so all the ways of life (åçrama) depend on the householder for their survival. The house-
holder constitutes the most excellent åçrama because it is the householder who daily
supports everyone belonging to the other three åçramas with knowledge and food”
(3.77–78). The Bråhma~ical establishment, including the orthodox school of Veda exege-
sis, M⁄måµså, therefore voiced strong support for the married life which maintained them
and obeyed the Vedic injunctions at the same time. 

There was also strong interest in the married life on the part of the state: only men active
in the world as householders grew food, paid taxes, and participated in various other ways
in the affairs of the country, supporting thus the state. It is therefore not surprising that
Kau†ilya’s Arthaçåstra (2.1.29–34) contains a recommendation not to allow such unproduc-
tive people as wandering ascetics to settle in a newly acquired province, that is, a province
acquired either by conquest or by jungle clearing. The recommendation, though, would
allow men settled in the province to renounce worldly life if they made provision for the
maintenance of their dependents and for old people to retire to the forest. There was clearly
no sympathy for the ascetics and monks of the various traditions like Buddhists or Jainas. 

The Arthaçåstra attributed to Kau†ilya reverts several times to the problematic relation
of the three goals of man; the fourth goal, liberation (mok‚a), either was not a concern of
the politicians or did not in any way form part of the problem: it was transcendental.
Arthaçåstra 1.7.3–7 says: 

He should enjoy sensual pleasures without contravening his spiritual good and
material well being; he should not deprive himself of pleasures. Or [he should devote
himself] equally to the three goals of life which are bound up with one another. For
any one of the [three, that is,] spiritual good, material well being, [and] sensual pleas-
ures, [if ] excessively indulged in, does harm to itself as well as to the other two.
“Material well being (artha) alone is supreme,” says Kau†ilya. For spiritual good
(dharma) and sensual pleasures (kåma) are rooted in material well being.

Arthaçåstra 3.1.44 gives the appearance of raising dharma over artha; but this is an illu-
sion: “In a matter (artha) where settled custom or a procedural command conflict with the
rules of righteous conduct (Dharmaçåstra), [the king] shall decide the matter (artha)
according to the principles of righteousness (dharma).” The illusion is caused by the cross-
ing of two semantic levels: dharma refers here to the rules of conduct and specifically to
the body of such rules contained in several well-known texts, whereas artha is used here
in its nontechnical common meaning “matter, point of dispute” (remember the related
Avestan word “ar78am” (matter, object of a lawsuit).
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Arthaçåstra 9.7 weighs the relative importance of the members of the triad. 

Material gain (artha), spiritual good (dharma), pleasure (kåma): that is, the triad of
gain. Of that, it is better to attain each earlier one in preference to each later one.
Material loss, spiritual evil, misery: that is, the triad of disaster. Of that, it is better to
remedy each earlier one in preference to each later one. “Is it material gain or loss?”
“Is it spiritual good or evil?” “Is it pleasure or misery?” This is the triad of uncer-
tainty. Of that, it is better to secure the first alternative after overcoming the second
[in each case]. . . . And since material wealth is the root of spiritual good and has
pleasure for its fruit, that attainment of material gain which continuously results in
spiritual good, material gain, and pleasures is attainment of all gains. 

(60–65, 81)

MANIFESTATIONS OF THE PURSUIT OF ARTHA

The pursuit of artha (worldly objectives) manifested itself most clearly in the king’s
activities in three areas: conquest, the justice system, and his societal relations. 

The Hindu ruler had always the ideal before his eyes to become a ruler of the world, that
is, the Indian subcontinent. At the same time, however, he had to avoid being conquered
by his neighbors. It was the traditional attitude of the conqueror to be satisfied with the
acknowledgment of his overlordship (and the right to receive some tribute) and to leave
his vassals otherwise undisturbed. A blissful state of peace was supposed to descend upon
the world once this goal of world dominion was attained. Some of the major Hindu
empires, such as those of the Mauryas and Guptas, went beyond this ancient code and
eliminated local dynasties, especially at the core of their empire. An early critique of this
practice is found in an episode of the Mahåbhårata (2.13.63, 2.22.10), in which
Jaråsandha, king of Magadha, jailed the defeated princes with the intent of killing them—
and then is himself killed by Bh⁄ma for this unethical behavior. 

Shifting alliances and conflicts had to be managed with tact and flexible methods. One
scheme involved what was described as the four means (upåya): conciliation, gifts and
bribes, the causing of dissension among the rivals, and the use of force; each following is
less desirable than the foregoing. Some authorities added indifference and deceitful tricks
as useful means. All authorities agreed that military force is the least desirable option
because the fortunes of war are uncertain. If force must be used, then the king was advised
not to stake everything on a single battle. Another scheme proposed for the ruler to follow
was that of the six strands (‚å∂gu~ya): one had the option to march against the enemy, form
an alliance with him that ended the hostility, or follow various strategies in several degrees
of “cold war” or limited confrontation. If war broke out, then one would try to make friends
with the king at the enemy’s back and be wary of the enemy’s efforts to use the same strat-
agem; the hostile king in one’s back, allied with the enemy, is called by the colorful name
of “heel catcher” because he would try to attack from the back, catching one by the heels,
as it were. Political tactics are the topic of several popular literary works, of which one, the
Pañcatantra, treated political tactics in the form of animal fables; it made its way to the
West and inspired several recasts in European languages. A board game called caturanga
(based on the moves of two opposing armies) traveled through Iran and North Africa and



took hold in Europe in the late Middle Ages as chess. Simple theoretical manuals of poli-
tics reached Indonesia and Tibet with the expansion of Hindu cultural influence.

With the transition from a society of tribes to fixed political structures more deserving
to be called states, came the king’s claim to the exclusive use of force against serious
offenders. The king and his appointees used the power of the “rod” (da~∂a) to enforce the
rules accepted by society and to suppress, with great brutality if necessary, any attempt to
usurp the authority of the ruler. Even draconian measures were defended as ultimately
beneficial to the people: they guaranteed social stability—and the individual and society
as a whole could attain their spiritual goals only in a state where the traditional values were
upheld and people felt assured of their personal safety. The “rod” was pictured as a dark
being with red eyes, and where it roams the people do not go astray. Pure people are rare,
and without the constant fear of the “rod” the world would sink into brutality, ruled by the
“principle derived from fish” (måtsya-nyåya), that is, a state where the bigger would
devour the smaller (Scharfe 1980). The king’s rule also maintained the distinctions of the
four social orders (Bråhma~s, K‚atriyas, Vaiçyas, and Ç¨dras) and prevented the dreaded
“confusion of the social orders” (var~asaµkara). There are several instances in Hindu
recorded history where kings used their authority to enforce the rules laid down by reli-
gious communities for their own members and the conduct of their own affairs, but only
rarely was his power used against a religious community. The few exceptions are often
noted with disapproval.

Kings occasionally benefited their subjects actively by the construction of large dams
for irrigation of the fields and by organizing relief in the case of disasters, but more often
the king gained the affection of his subjects simply by staying out of their lives. “Villagers
whose lord is not oppressive will say: ‘We are happy, thanks to our lord’ ”
(Abhidharmakoça 2.50a)—reminding us of Machiavelli’s observation: “[The people] want
only not to be oppressed” (The Prince chapter 9). 
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C H A P T E R  T W E L V E

KÅMA

Dermot Killingley

THE VARIETIES OF KÅMA

Kåma is a Sanskrit noun which we will usually translate as “desire.” Desire is familiar
to all human beings, whether we think of it as something to be followed or as some-

thing to be resisted. We may say, therefore, that kåma is a constant, given in nature. On
the other hand, like any of the apparent constants of human experience, it varies from cul-
ture to culture. This chapter will examine some aspects of the concept of kåma and its var-
ious cultural contexts.

Kåma is by no means the only word with the meaning “desire”; like many words in
Sanskrit, it has many synonyms or near-synonyms. However, kåma is preferred as a tech-
nical term in religious and philosophical contexts as well as in the literature of kåma itself.
“Desire” is not the only possible translation, and sometimes we will have to use others
because the word “kåma” has various shades of meaning. However, to keep the identity of
the word clear, we shall often leave it untranslated.

In some contexts it refers to what is usually meant by “desire” in English: a particular
mental attitude towards certain objects, which can be satisfied only by the possession
or enjoyment of those objects. For instance, the Bhagavad G⁄tå describes the state of the
ordinary person, who has not learnt to withdraw himself from objects of desire: “When
a man contemplates objects, there arises attachment to them. From attachment arises
desire, and from desire arises anger” (2.62).

Like “desire” in English, kåma can also mean “object of desire, desired object.” For
instance, when Yama, the lord of the dead, has offered the young Naciketas a boon, and
Naciketas has asked for the secret of what happens after death, the god tries to buy him off
by offering him various worldly desires. He tells him: “Whatever kåmas are hard to get
in the world of mortals—ask for all those kåmas just as you like” (Ka†ha Upani‚ad 1.25).
Both meanings, “desire for an object” and “object of desire,” appear in the compound
kåma-kåmåª (Bhagavad G⁄tå 9.21), meaning, literally, “those who have desire for
desires.” From the meaning “desired object” we come to the meaning “pleasure”; in many
contexts, either of these can be used to translate kåma.

Occasionally, the word “kåma” can refer to an altruistic wish. For instance, a text on
Sanskrit grammar, På~ini’s A‚†ådhyåy⁄, tells us that it is possible to say “I have a desire
that you should eat” (kåmo me bhuñj⁄ta bhavån) (3.3.153).1 But kåma is typically directed



towards the subject’s own gratification, not someone else’s. Closely related to the noun
kåma is the verb kåmayate, which usually means “loves [sexually],” though it can also
refer to an altruistic wish such as “I desire that you should eat” (kåmaye bhuñj⁄ta bhavån)
(A‚†ådhyåy⁄ 3.3.157). But this, like the previous example from the same source, is
an unusual use of the word.

As an aspect of the general meaning “desire, pleasure,” the word “kåma” often refers
specifically to sexual desire or pleasure. This sense is the one that nonspecialist readers are
most likely to know, through the compound Kåmas¨tra, the title of a book of instruction
on sexual pleasure in the form of a set of rules (s¨tra). This more specialized sense of
kåma is so closely interwoven with the general sense that it will be discussed before the
other aspects of kåma.

The Hindu tradition has also developed a body of theory about desire (kåma) in the
general sense and its part in human behavior. It is located in the heart, which is the seat of
the mind (manas). Desire is a product of the mind; it is not, as often in Western psychology,
fed into the mind by the body.

Kåma is listed as one of the four human aims, the others being wealth or power,
righteousness, and salvation. It is also spoken of in the Veda, and later, as a cosmic
creative force. In ritual theory, kåma is the motive behind every ritual act. But it also binds
a person to this world through continued rebirth; freedom from rebirth can only be reached
when desire is overcome. On the other hand, desire for freedom from rebirth is itself a kind
of kåma; so too is the longing for god which is characteristic of bhakti. This longing is
often expressed in sexual terms, so that the language of kåma is used in the service of reli-
gion. This is carried furthest in the Tantric tradition. Kåma, particularly sexual kåma, is
personified as a god, Kåma or Kåmadeva, with his own iconography and a mythology
which interacts with that of other deities. After discussing these aspects of kåma, we shall
consider what is distinctive about this Hindu concept.

SEXUAL KÅMA

The sexual sense of kåma has existed alongside the more general sense throughout
Sanskrit literature and in modern Indian languages. In the Vedic vaiçvadeva ritual, where
offerings are made to various entities at appropriate parts of the house—to water at the
water jar, for instance—the offering to Kåma is made by the bed (Åpastamba
Dharmas¨tra 2.2.4.1; Hira~yakeçi Dharmas¨tra 2.1.54, cited in Einoo 1993: 218).
Similarly, in a list of what are called “men” (puru‚a), which are aspects of the phenome-
nal universe, and their corresponding “deities” (devatå), the deity of the “man made of
kåma” is said to be women (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 3.9.11).

There is a rich literature of kåma in the sense of sexual love. While the Kåmas¨tra of
Våtsyåyana, composed perhaps in the fourth century CE, is the earliest extant treatise on
the subject, it refers to previous authorities who are otherwise unknown, especially one
named Båbhravya. Other technical works include the Ratirahasya or Kokaçåstra,
composed by Kokkoka in the twelfth century, and the Anaπgaraπga, by Kalyå~amalla in
the sixteenth century. The central figure in this literature is the “man of the city”
(någarika), meaning a wealthy and cultivated man who is able to appreciate not only the
physical beauty of women but also their artistic accomplishments.
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Sexual kåma is one of the staple topics of artistic literature (kåvya) in Sanskrit and other
Indian languages, and a study of it is considered part of the training of both readers and
writers. Recurrent motifs include not only aspects of female beauty, such as swelling
breasts, slender waists, and elongated eyes, but also natural objects associated with love,
such as flowers, the moon, cuckoos, spring which excites longing, and the rainy season
which separates lovers. These motifs abound in the literature of other Indian languages, in
painting, and in films. Many Sanskrit plays such as Kålidåsa’s Çakuntalå move from love
at first sight, through the vicissitudes which separate lovers, to their final union. The long-
ing of separated lovers is the theme of many poems such as Kålidåsa’s Meghad¨ta. Love
is a major theme in Sanskrit novels: Da~∂in’s Daçakumåracarita and Bå~abha††a’s
Kådambar⁄. 

It is also a central theme of some of the stories which have been handed down in
collections such as the Pañcatantra, and it is the main theme of one such collection, the
Çukasaptati. This book, which exists in several versions in Sanskrit and other Indian
languages and also in Persian and Turkish, tells of a wise parrot who repeatedly prevents
an adulterous wife from going out to meet her lover by telling her stories. Most of these
stories involve adultery, and many end with ingenious replies given by wives to prove their
innocence when they are discovered in compromising situations by their husbands.

The fact that each of the erotic stories in the Çukasaptati is told to prevent an erotic
adventure, which the parrot narrator pretends to encourage, illustrates a tension between
the exaltation of sexual kåma in the world of the arts and the relatively low status given to
it in the norms of society and in the ideals of religion. The same tension is a central theme
of U. R. Anantha Murthy’s Kannada novel Samskara (1976), whose hero is a sexually
inactive pa~∂ita with a vast knowledge of erotic literature. It is also expressed in a story
included in the hagiography of the theologian Çaµkaråcårya. In order to study the science
of kåma, Çaµkaråcårya is said to have left his body and entered that of a recently deceased
king, Amaru. In this form he not only experienced the pleasures of love which are
commonly enjoyed by kings but also wrote a series of poems on the subject, the
Amaruçataka, which is still extant in several versions. In this way, Çaµkaråcårya was able
to complete his mastery of all sciences, without violating his status as a saµnyåsin by
experiencing sex in his own body. This story has been used by Lee Siegel (1983) as the
basis of an imaginative exploration of the relation between asceticism and kåma.

Those who first learnt the word in a sexual context should note that kåma does not
necessarily have such connotations. Indeed, the Bhagavad G⁄tå, in which kåma is an
important topic, avoids mentioning sexual desire, even in contexts where it is expected
(Killingley 1997b: 68–69). On the other hand, sex is often taken as the typical example of
desire and pleasure, especially in texts on renunciation. 

A particularly instructive example occurs in the Buddhacarita, the poetical life of the
Buddha by Açvagho‚a, a Buddhist with a background of Bråhma~ learning. In chapter 4
of the Buddhacarita, the future Buddha, deeply disturbed by his first sight of old age,
sickness, and death, is in the process of turning from the life of pleasure in which he has
been brought up to one of renunciation. To dissuade him from this course, he is taken to a
garden, the preferred setting for all pleasures including sex, where he is confronted by a
bevy of beautiful, accomplished, and libidinous young women. This gives the poet the
opportunity to display his familiarity with the kind of knowledge that is taught in the
Kåmas¨tra, while making it clear that his real theme is the renunciation of all pleasures,
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and the impossibility of indulgence in them for anyone who is truly aware of the human
condition. To the courtier who adds his arguments to the blandishments of the women, the
future Buddha replies with mock admiration: “Ah, your mind must be very resolute and
strong, if you see substance in unstable pleasures. In most acute danger you cling to
objects of sense, as you observe creatures on the road to death” (Buddhacarita 4.97).

The chapter ends with the triumph of the future Buddha’s resolve over the attractions of
sense-objects; the women, as representatives of those sense-objects, retire frustrated
and humiliated. Their frustration is the greater because he is presented as sexually attrac-
tive. This arises from the very fact that he resists them; for in the Hindu view, those who
abstain from sex accumulate a power which can take the form of great sexual potency and
attractiveness, as we shall see in the case of Çiva.

A similar but briefer use of the libidinous woman to represent sensual pleasures in
general occurs in the Maitr⁄ Upani‚ad: “Now, like the man in an empty room who does
not touch the sexy women when they come in, someone who does not touch sense-objects
when they come in is a renouncer, a yogin, a sacrificer to the self” (6.10).

The noun kåmin, formed by adding the possessive suffix -in to the noun kåma-,
regularly has the sexual meaning “lover.” As in English, this is often a term of relation-
ship: a particular man can be referred to as a particular woman’s kåmin, and similarly a
woman can be a man’s kåmin⁄ (the same word with a feminine suffix). As far as the vast
majority of Sanskrit literature is concerned, such relationships are invariably heterosexual.
They are also usually extramarital and clandestine, except where kings confer on their
lovers the status of secondary wives. The feminine form kåmin⁄ can also refer to a woman
who is desirous of male contact in general, rather than one who is in love with or has a
relationship with a particular man; in the above quotation from the Maitr⁄ Upani‚ad, I have
translated it “sexy women.” Since Sanskrit literature is written almost exclusively from the
male point of view, it treats woman as an object of desire and also credits her with inordi-
nate sexual desire of her own (Leslie 1989). The word “kåmin⁄” is therefore used as one
of the many words for “woman.”

KÅMA AS ONE OF THE HUMAN AIMS

Kåma, in the general sense of “pleasure,” appears third in the well-known list of
puru‚årthas (aims of man): dharma (righteousness), artha (“worldly power,” especially
wealth), kåma, which in this context is usually translated “pleasure.” The three aims are
often referred to simply as the set of three (trivarga). However, to this set of three worldly
aims is sometimes added a fourth, transcendent aim: mok‚a (salvation, release from
rebirth). The list of three aims appears in the oldest text on dharma, the Gautama
Dharmas¨tra. They form a common topic in the literature of dharma and in other litera-
ture dealing with human conduct, including the two great epics, the Råmåya~a and the
Mahåbhårata.

Several of the passages in the epics and the Dharma literature on the set of three discuss
the question of priority among them (Kane 1930–62, 2.1: 8, cf. 1968–77, 1.1: 22). The
context, and often the content, of many such discussions shows that they are concerned
with the proper conduct of a king and the way in which the opportunities for pleasure
(kåma) which his position gives him are related to his need to maintain that position
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through political, economic, and military means (artha) and to the demands of morality
(dharma). A typical example is the following passage in the Mahåbhårata (Wilhelm 1978:
67–68), in which K®‚~a admonishes Duryodhana: “The wise involve the set of three in
whatever they undertake, O bull among the Bharatas. When all three are not possible, men
keep to dharma and artha. But when the three are taken separately, the wise man keeps to
dharma, the second-rate man keeps to artha, and the fool keeps to kåma, which is the
worst” (5.122.32–33). This passage gives the usual answer to the question of priority:
dharma comes first, then artha, and kåma last. Some ancient authorities, however, give
importance to the group of three together, rejecting all attempts at ranking them: “Some
say dharma and artha are the highest good, some say kåma and artha, some dharma alone,
and some say artha alone is the highest good in this world. But the answer is that the group
of three is the highest good” (Manusm®ti 2.224).

An extensive discussion of the matter is contained in the Mahåbhårata. After the great
battle which is the climax of the epic, the victor, Yudhi‚†hira, spends a month in mourn-
ing and reflection on the banks of the Gaπgå, with his four brothers and their uncle Vidura.
During that time, Yudhi‚†hira asks what is the order of priority of the three aims of man.
Vidura extols dharma and gives the usual order: dharma, artha, kåma. Arjuna extols
artha, since it is the motive of all activity, making dharma and kåma possible. Nakula and
Sahadeva also extol artha but conclude by giving the usual order: “One should first prac-
tice dharma and next artha in conformity with dharma. Then finally one should practice
kåma, for it is the reward of someone who has achieved artha” (Mahåbhårata 12.161.8).

But the longest speech is given by the boisterous and voracious Bh⁄ma, who argues for
kåma. “Someone with no kåma does not desire artha; someone with no kåma does not
want dharma. Someone with no kåma does not desire pleasure. Therefore, kåma is the
most important” (Mahåbhårata 12.161.28). So far Bh⁄ma’s argument could be just a play
on words: to pursue any of the three aims is, in a sense, to have a desire for it, and indeed
the notion of an aim implies a desire. But he goes on to make kåma the motive for all activ-
ity. Even ascetics, reciters of the Veda, those who make ancestral offerings or sacrifices
and those who give and receive ritual gifts, are motivated by kåma. Traders, farmers, herds-
men, artisans, craftsmen, priests, and seafarers are all driven by various kinds of kåma
(Mahåbhårata 12.161.29–32). In short, “There is not, never has been, and never will be
a creature that is above kåma. Kåma is the essential thing, O king; dharma and artha
depend on it” (Mahåbhårata 12.161.33). Bh⁄ma, therefore, urges Yudhi‚†hira to enjoy
kåma and particularly women (Mahåbhårata 12.161.36).

Bh⁄ma’s view that kåma underlies all activity is echoed elsewhere in Sanskrit literature,
as we shall see; but his judgment that kåma is the highest of the three aims remains an
eccentric one. Yudhi‚†hira concludes the discussion by rejecting the pursuit of the three
aims, on the grounds that all human efforts are overridden by fate; instead he extols mok‚a
(Mahåbhårata 12.161.43). It is only in later literature, however, that mok‚a is regularly
added to the three to make a group of four aims (Flood 1997: 20).

The Arthaçåstra, the treatise on the conduct of kings attributed to Kau†ilya, discusses
the order of the three aims briefly and ends with the unusual view that artha comes first:
“Some say: ‘He should pursue kåma so long as it does not conflict with dharma and artha;
he should not be without pleasure.’ Others say: ‘The whole group of three is intercon-
nected; for if one of them, dharma, artha, or kåma, is pursued to excess, it impairs itself
and the other two.’ Kau†ilya’s own view is that artha is the most important because
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dharma and kåma are rooted in artha” (1.7.3–7). The passages which are translated in
single quotation marks represent the views of other authorities. This is a common practice
in the Arthaçåstra and other technical literature; often, but not invariably, each view is
ascribed to a particular authority, and the summary of views is followed, as here, by the
writer’s own view. It is remarkable that although he quotes one view placing kåma first and
one placing all three equally, Kau†ilya does not mention the well-known view that dharma
comes first. His own view is similar to Arjuna’s described earlier; both imply that a king
who lacks wealth or other forms of worldly power is unable either to enjoy pleasure or to
fulfill his moral duties. Pragmatically, therefore, if not axiologically, artha comes first.

While the Arthaçåstra gives priority among the three to its own topic of artha, the
Kåmas¨tra, despite being modeled in some ways on the Arthaçåstra (Winternitz 1963–83,
3.1: 620), does not privilege kåma in this way (Wilhelm 1978: 72). Whereas Kau†ilya can
reasonably claim that artha is the root of dharma and kåma because it is the means for
achieving them, Våtsyåyana cannot extol kåma as the means to anything else, since by def-
inition it is desirable in itself. Instead, he ranks dharma first, artha second, and kåma last,
following the usual ranking, but adds that there are two classes of people for whom artha
comes first: kings and prostitutes (Kåmas¨tra 2.14–15).

However, he also relates the four aims to different natural stages in human life, assign-
ing artha, including the acquisition of knowledge, to childhood (båle vidyågraha~åd⁄n
arthån), kåma to youth (yauvana, the stage of life which begins with puberty), and dharma
and mok‚a to old age (Kåmas¨tra 2.2–4). (Here, the word “artha” can hardly mean
“wealth”; it seems to be understood in its more general meaning “matter, purpose, aim.”)
The effect of this passage is to place kåma in the central position which in Dharma litera-
ture is occupied by the householder. The householder is central because he is the man in
the economically and sexually active stage who acquires wealth and raises a family. This
stage is preceded by brahmacarya, the stage of the celibate student, who acquires learning
while abstaining from material goods and from sex; it is followed by the stages of the
forest hermit (vånaprastha) and the renouncer (saµnyåsin). But since the householder
provides the other three with the necessities of life, the householder stage is said to be the
support, the source, and the chief of the stages (Manusm®ti 3.77–78, 6.87, 6.89–90). When
read with this doctrine in mind, the Kåmas¨tra’s assignment of kåma to the second stage
of life implies that kåma is the chief concern of the householder.

So far, we have looked at kåma as a factor in the behavior of human individuals. As
such, it tends to conflict with dharma and mok‚a (as well as with artha) and appears to
belong to the secular rather than the religious sphere. However, to appreciate the place of
kåma in Hindu culture, we should look in the next section at its role as a cosmic force.

KÅMA AS A COSMIC FORCE

Kåma appears as a creative force in many of the accounts of the origin of the universe
which appear in the Veda. Though these accounts vary, there is a common pattern: in the
beginning, an original single divine being caused many beings to appear, thus making pos-
sible the varied world which we see around us. In some versions the event is seen as
a combat, in which the many beings are rescued by the one from an enemy; in many hymns
of the ¸g Veda, for instance, the god Indra releases cattle by defeating the demon Vala
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or releases the waters by defeating the demon V®tra. In other hymns, a god measures out
the world or places it in order or constructs it out of timber (¸g Veda 10.81.4); all these
imply the preexistence of the world, albeit in a chaotic form (cf. Varenne 1982: 64). But
the version of the pattern which prevails from the Upani‚ads onwards, and is found also in
the Bråhma~as, does not involve any preexisting material: the one being which is the cause
of the universe produces the many from itself or himself. 

One early cosmogony of this kind, ¸g Veda 10.129, gives an important place to kåma.
This text might be claimed as the earliest clear appearance of the production of the many
from the one, except that the dating of Vedic texts is so uncertain that such a claim would
be merely speculative. A more substantial claim is that while many Vedic hymns speak in
mythological terms about the origin of the universe, this hymn is the only one in the entire
Veda which deals exclusively with cosmogony (Varenne 1982: 224). Since it is also one
of the most influential hymns of the ¸g Veda in the subsequent history of ideas, it is worth
spending some time examining what it says about desire. While it resembles many other
hymns of the ¸g Veda in attributing the entire universe to one power, it is unique among
those hymns in its refusal to describe that power or identify it by name. It is thus the
first presentation of the idea that ultimate reality is without name and form. This idea is
developed more fully in the Upani‚ads and in Advaita Vedånta.

The few positive statements in the hymn are outnumbered by negative statements and
questions; it draws on a tradition of riddling which is apparent throughout the Veda. It
begins by describing, or rather refusing to describe, the situation before the beginning of
the world: “Not-being was not, and being was not at that time; space was not, nor the sky
that is above. What moved? Where? In whose protection? Was there water, profound,
deep?” (¸g Veda 10.129.1).

The second verse introduces a being, referred to simply as “the one,” with neuter gender,
which “breathed without wind, by its own power” (ån⁄d avåtaµ svadhayå tad ekam). This
suggests a living being, animated by the power which later texts call prå~a, “breath,” yet
not dependent on any surrounding air: it is thus self-existent and self-sufficient. 

The third verse describes the one as being born by the power of heat (tapas). This heat
is no doubt suggested by the fact that heat, like breath, is present in living beings; but the
word “tapas” is more complex than that. The contexts in which it is used indicate vari-
ously the warmth which hatches eggs, the heat of sexual desire or activity, the heat of the
sacrificial fire, ascetic practice and the power which it generates, and many more (Kaelber
1989: 2–4). As we shall see, it is frequently mentioned in cosmogonic myths as the means
by which the one original being created the many; indeed, a brief hymn (¸g Veda 10.190)
suggests that tapas itself is the original being.

The fourth verse of our hymn introduces kåma, giving it a crucial role in the creative
process: “Desire came upon it in the beginning, which was the first emission of mind.
Searching in their hearts, the poets found through thought the bond of being in not-being”
(¸g Veda 10.129.4).

The word “emission” is used here to translate retas, which can have the general mean-
ing “flow” in Vedic Sanskrit but can also have the particular meaning “semen”; this is
what it regularly means in later Sanskrit. This word appears again in the next verse: “Their
cord was stretched across. Was there below, was there above? There were emitters, there
were powers; autonomy below, gift above” (¸g Veda 10.129.5). The recurrence of retas
in these two verses suggests, in the deliberately indefinite manner which characterizes the
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whole hymn, that the kåma mentioned in verse 4 is sexual desire. It further suggests that
the primal one, though grammatically neuter in the language of the hymn, is biologically
male. However, the second half of verse 4 and the first half of verse 5 are more obscure
and resist the efforts of modern interpreters to give them an explicitly sexual meaning.

The first half of verse 4 appears again (with a slight adjustment to fit a different meter)
at the beginning of a hymn to Kåma in the Atharva Veda (19.52). Here, Kåma is invoked
as a deity and called on to bring power and wealth to the sacrificer. In another hymn of the
Atharva Veda, where Kåma is asked to subdue and kill the speaker’s rivals, it appears as
a cosmic or even cosmogonic power. It is called a bull that kills rivals (Atharva Veda
9.2.1), perhaps alluding to the way bulls in the wild fight for the position of sole mate of
all the cows in the herd. In this hymn, the cow which is speech is Kåma’s daughter. To call
kåma the father of speech, in a Vedic context, means not merely that everyday speech acts
are prompted by desire but also that Vedic ritual itself, in which speech plays a central role,
is founded on kåma (see pp. 273–76). The hymn also calls Kåma the first-born, superior
to gods, ancestors, and mortals (Atharva Veda 9.2.19) and also to heaven and earth, water,
fire, and much besides (9.2.20–24). Evidently kåma is more than desire; it not only wants
things but also brings them about. 

The noun kåma and the verb kåmayate (he or she desires) appear in many other Vedic
cosmogonic narratives, usually without an explicitly sexual meaning. The name given to
the original being varies, but the creative process is still initiated by desire. For instance,
the waters desired to procreate (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.1.6.1). To do so, they used the
power of heat (tapas); the result was a golden egg, which floated for a year and was then
born as a man, named Prajåpati (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.1.6.2). Like many narratives in
the Bråhma~as and later literature, this passage expands material found in the hymns. The
source is ¸g Veda 10.129; this is shown not only in the motifs of desire, heat, and water
but also in the use of the unusual word “salila” (water) (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.1.6.1; ¸g
Veda 10.129.3). It uses, more explicitly than that hymn, the image of childbirth: the egg
floating on the waters suggests the embryo in the amniotic fluid, and the passage explic-
itly presents the (approximate) period of Prajåpati’s gestation, his first words, and his first
standing upright as prototypes for the human infant.2 Extrapolating from these points, we
may suppose that the heat which started the primordial process of reproduction represents
sexual desire, although the process itself is asexual.

The narrative continues with Prajåpati’s desire for offspring. This desire is not directly
sexual; it arises from his awareness of his own life span, which is a thousand years. That
is, the prospect of his own mortality prompts him to wish for sons to perpetuate his
lineage. His response is to perform ritual: “He went on chanting and laboring, desiring off-
spring” (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.1.6.7). Here again, though it is not stated in the passage,
the action is prototypical; for Prajåpati in the Bråhma~as is the prototype both of the
sacrificer (yajamåna) and of the father. As sacrificer, he performs the primordial sacrifices
on which all subsequent sacrifices are based; and as father, he begets the gods and the
demons. The act of begetting is usually asexual; in this narrative he produces the gods and
the demons, and also day and night, from his breath.

The theme of primordial desire occurs once more when the narrative turns to the insti-
tution of a particular form of sacrifice, the offerings at the new and full moon
(darçap¨r~amåsa). The first to perform them is Parame‚†hin, one of the four gods begotten
by Prajåpati. “After performing the two sacrifices, he desired: ‘May I be this whole
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world!’ ” (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.1.6.16). The wish to be the whole world is a wish to
transcend the limitations of worldly existence; we find it in many places in the Bråhma~as
and Upani‚ads (e.g. B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 1.4.10). Parame‚†hin achieves this wish by
becoming the waters (from which, according to this cosmogony, the world originated). He
then performs the same sacrifice for his father Prajåpati, who then performs it for another
of his sons, Indra, who in turn performs it for the other two sons, Agni and Soma. Each of
them, Prajåpati and his four sons, has the same desire to become the whole world, and each
achieves it through the sacrifice. The narrative thus places desire not only at the beginning
of the cosmos but also at the beginning of the sacrificial order which links the time-bound
cosmos to eternity and which provides an escape from the limitations of human existence.
We shall return to this point later (pp. 273–76).

The motif of Prajåpati’s desire to procreate himself recurs, with variations, in many cos-
mogonies throughout the Bråhma~as and similar texts (e.g. Çatapatha Bråhma~a 6.1.1.8;
Taittir⁄ya Saµhitå 7.1.1.4; Aitareya Bråhma~a 5.32). By procreating himself he fulfills his
name, which means “lord of offspring.” In doing so, he also initiates the patrilinear suc-
cession which is essential to the Bråhma~ical ideology; and in many versions of the motif
he does so without the participation of a female. Sometimes he himself becomes pregnant
(Çatapatha Bråhma~a 6.1.2.11) or lactates (2.5.1.1; Varenne 1982: 243–44; O’Flaherty
1980a: 26, 28); yet he remains male, the father of all beings. Running through these vari-
ants is the theme of kåma, which takes the form of desire for progeny, for a wife, for
wealth, and for the rewards to be obtained by ritual.

Prajåpati is not the only figure to be prompted to create by the primordial desire; or, to
put it another way, the figure who is so prompted is known by other names besides
Prajåpati. In one of the most sophisticated Upani‚adic cosmogonies, the creator is called
Sat: literally, “being.” It existed alone, without a second, until it thought: “May I be many;
may I procreate” (Chåndogya Upani‚ad 6.2.3), echoing the desire of Prajåpati. It produced
heat—a motif we have met with already, though the word used here is not tapas but tejas.
Then heat had the same thought and produced water, just as people sweat in the heat. Then
water had the same thought and produced food, just as crops grow when it rains. The pas-
sage goes on to show how all living beings, all phenomena of the universe, and all parts
of a human being are formed from combinations of these three: heat, water, and food
(Chåndogya Upani‚ad 6.3–7).

In the B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 1.4.1, it is a “self, alone in the form of a man” who
desires a companion, divides himself into male and female, and begets various species,
from human beings to ants, by a series of incestuous, and perhaps violent, copulations.
This is followed by three similar cosmogonies. In two of these, the original being is called
brahman (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 1.4.10–11). In the last, it is again called a “self”
(åtman). This last cosmogony is particularly instructive on the subject of desire.

“In the beginning the world was only a self. He desired: ‘May I have a wife; then I
would procreate. Then may I have wealth; then I would perform rituals.’ Indeed, desire is
just this much. Whatever one wants, one will not get more than this. That is why even now,
one who is single desires: ‘May I have a wife; then I would procreate. Then may I have
wealth; then I would perform rituals’ ” (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 1.4.17; discussed by
Biardeau 1989: 38). This passage tells us that the whole extent of desire is encompassed
by these two desires, for a wife and for wealth. If this seems too limited to account for
all human desires, we should remember that both wealth and a wife are required for the
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performance of Vedic ritual, and ritual is regarded as capable of satisfying all desires; it is
compared to Kåmadhenu, the mythical cow from which all wishes can be milked
(Bhagavad G⁄tå 3.10). The need for wealth is clear when we consider how much time,
material, and personnel are required to perform the rituals described in the Bråhma~as.
A wife is needed because she has a role in the rituals, and a man without a wife cannot per-
form them (Olivelle 1992: 25–26). She is also needed for offspring; and male offspring are
needed to continue the patriline, which is essential for the continuance of rituals, particu-
larly those for the maintenance of the deceased in the world of the ancestors. The passage
also tells us that the desire for a wife and the desire for wealth are built into the structure
of the universe, since they have their prototype in the primordial desires of the original
being. If we may use terms which became current later, the original being’s first desires
appear to be for kåma (in the narrower sense of sexual pleasure) and artha. However, these
two are not treated as aims in themselves but as prerequisites for the performance of ritual.
Kåma and artha are thus subordinated to dharma.

We have concentrated on some Vedic versions of cosmogony, but broadly similar
accounts of the origin of the many from the one can be found in much later sources.
A Tamil folk cosmogony tells of a creator god whose body exists in a state of equilibrium
until it is disturbed by kåma (S. Daniel 1983: 53). In the Vedic cosmogonies, the primor-
dial desire is satisfied through tapas, through ritual, or through some other means. But the
satisfaction of this desire is not pure gain; it is always accompanied by a loss which has to
be made good by further effort, which brings further loss. The primordial desire which pre-
cedes all activity initiates a descent from perfect and stable unity to imperfect and unsta-
ble multiplicity and an increasing involvement in the realm of kåma. When the Vedic
cosmogonies are fitted into the cyclic view of time which prevails in the Dharma literature
and the Purå~as, the primordial desire becomes a link in an endless chain of desire and
action (Varenne 1982: 158–59).

KÅMA AS THE MOTIVE OF RITUAL

Cosmogonies such as those we have looked at do not simply explain how and why our
present world came into existence in the past: they are prototypes for all action and all
desire in the world as it exists now. In many of them, the loss which accompanies the pri-
mordial action is remedied through ritual. For instance, after his creative act Prajåpati is
exhausted or shattered and has to be restored through the agnicayana, a particularly
demanding ritual in which a fire is built on an elaborate structure of bricks and stones
(Çatapatha Bråhma~a 6.1.2.12–36). When the prototypical agnicayana is repeated in sub-
sequent performances, its purpose is to restore the sacrificer in the same way as Prajåpati
was restored (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 6.1.2.17, 6.1.2.36): that is, to raise him from this 
unstable world, which is a constant process of desire, effort, and loss and always subject
to death, to a stable world, which is free from death. We have already seen how Prajåpati
was prompted to perform rituals by his desire for offspring, which followed from his real-
ization of his own mortality (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.1.6.6–7); and his sons in turn per-
formed rituals because they wished to become the whole world and so transcend the
limitations of their individual existence (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.1.6.17–20). In many
Vedic narratives the primordial sacrifice is followed by further desire and therefore further
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descent into the world of differentiation, which leads to the need for further sacrifices
(cf. Heesterman 1993: 28–29).

The idea that all ritual action is motivated by desire is built into the theory of Vedic ritual.
Every ritual act has its fruit ( phala) and is performed in order to obtain that fruit. According
to P¨rva M⁄måµså, any ritual action is either performed for the benefit of a person (i.e. it
is puru‚årtha)3 or it has a purpose within the ritual itself (that is, it is kratvartha) (P¨rva
M⁄måµsås¨tra 4.1.1; discussed by Clooney 1990: 143–48). But since the purpose of a krat-
vartha act is to make possible the performance of a ritual which in turn is puru‚årtha, all
ritual acts are ultimately performed for someone’s benefit. Typical benefits to a person are
wealth, cattle, sons, long life, and a blissful and secure existence after death; if no benefit
is specified for a ritual, it is assumed to be performed for the attainment of heaven (P¨rva
M⁄måµsås¨tra 4.3.15; discussed by Clooney 1990: 141; G. Jha 1964: 262).

In the Veda and in texts supporting Vedic ritual, the person who initiates the ritual, and
whose desires it is intended to fulfill, known as the yajamåna, is assumed to be a man. In
many of these rituals his wife has an indispensable role, but it is a subordinate one; and it
was progressively subordinated in the course of the history of Vedic ritual (F. Smith 1991).
The desire which motivates the ritual is consequently a man’s desire. However, outside the
framework of Vedic ritual, both contemporary practice and textual sources show that
women can initiate rituals for their own purposes. Such rituals include worship in temples
and in home shrines and the annual, monthly, or weekly voluntary observances known as
vratas, marked by abstinence from certain foods, which are a ritual domain of women
(Gopalan 1978; Jackson and Nesbitt 1993: 65–73). Women can also adapt rituals from the
masculine repertory for their own ends (Kapadia 1994). Already in the Atharva Veda,
there is ample evidence of women initiating rituals to fulfill their own desires, including
desire for a man.

While all ritual is motivated by desire, certain rituals are prompted by desire alone,
while others are prompted by desire to do what is appropriate on a particular occasion.
Ritual theory divides rituals into three classes. First come those which are performed at
certain recurrent times of the year, month, or day; these are called “constant” (nitya). Next,
there are the “occasional” (naimittika) which are performed at other events which occur at
irregular intervals: births or deaths, for instance. Finally, there are “desire-based” (kåmya)
rituals, performed because the performer desires the fruit of the ritual, whether it be long
life, birth of a son, cure of a disease, or any other desired object.

When any Vedic ritual is performed today, one of the necessary preliminaries is a
declaration of intent, called a saµkalpa, and this includes a statement of the purpose for
which the ritual is to be performed. A well-known example is the marriage ritual, in which
the father of the bride, or the priest on his behalf, pronounces a saµkalpa stating that on
such a time, on such a date, and in such a place he will make the gift of a daughter in order
to fulfill dharma, artha, and kåma. A ritual outside the Vedic framework can also be
marked by a saµkalpa: for instance, a fast undertaken on K®‚~a’s birthday by women in
Maharashtra for the birth of children (McGee 1991: 75) or a pilgrimage to a temple of
AiyaŒår by Tamil couples for the same purpose (Stork 1991: 94). It is thus widely recog-
nized that any ritual act must have a purpose and that this purpose must be something that
the performer, male or female, desires.

The term “saµkalpa” is clearly relevant to the topic of kåma, but it is a term of complex
meaning which needs a little discussion. Like kåma, it is one of the functions of the mind
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(manas); an Upani‚adic passage lists it together with doubt, faith (çraddhå), lack of faith,
steadfastness, lack of steadfastness, shame, insight, and fear (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad
1.5.3). In another list, which links the various faculties of sense and action with their
objects and functions, saµkalpas are linked with the mind in the same way as flavors are
linked with the tongue, sounds with the ear, actions with the hands, journeys with the feet,
and so on (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 2.4.11). This list is remarkable for the way it groups
the five sense faculties and the five action faculties separately, in the manner of classical
Såµkhya, and places the mind, linked with saµkalpas, and the heart, linked with knowl-
edges, between the two groups. Thus the mind produces and perceives saµkalpas, in the
way that the heart (regarded as the seat of consciousness and elsewhere regarded as the
seat of the mind itself) produces and perceives knowledge, while the tongue and the ear
perceive flavors and sounds, respectively, the hands produce actions, the feet produce
locomotion, and so on.

In later philosophy, saµkalpa is the process by which the mind organizes sense data in
accordance with a preexistent conceptual frame by identifying each sense-object as
a member of a class. In Vedic thought, however, the term implies an element of intention;
it is a function of the mind which directs a person towards a goal and gives purpose to
action (Gonda 1965a: 368). This is the sense which is implied in the current ritual use of
the term as well as in texts which associate it with kåma. Manu, for instance, says in a dis-
cussion of the nature of dharma: “To be full of desire is not approved, and yet there is no
such thing as desirelessness in this world; for study of the Veda results from desire and so
does the practice of Vedic rituals. Desire is the root of intention, and sacrifices arise from
intention; vows and rules of abstinence are all based on intention. An action without desire
is never found in this world; for anything that is done is driven by desire” (Manusm®ti
2.2–4).4 This view of the pervasiveness of kåma in human action recalls Bh⁄ma’s
(see p. 268), though it does not lead to the same conclusion.

It is worth noting how easily the argument in these three verses slips from action in gen-
eral to ritual action and back again; this is common in ancient Hindu discussions of ritual.
In many contexts the words “karman” and “kriyå” mean “action, deed” in general, and this
is the meaning to be expected from their etymology. However, in the Bråhma~as and the
Upani‚ads and in later literature dealing with ritual, they regularly have the specialized
meaning of ritual action. In many contexts—for instance, in parts of the Bhagavad G⁄tå—
it is not clear whether the general or the particular meaning is intended. The general rule
that desire for objects is the motive for action may have originated in discussions of ritual,
but it is applied throughout ancient Hindu thought to all action and not just to ritual action.
In the Nyåya system, knowledge of an object leads to desire, which leads to action.
According to P¨rva M⁄måµså all action is painful, and therefore no one would engage in
action if they did not think that the resulting pain would be compensated by happiness
(Biardeau 1989: 70–73); this theory of action in general becomes the foundation of a
theory in which all ritual action is based on desire.

Before leaving the topic of saµkalpa, we should mention the ideal condition of
satyasaµkalpa: “whose intentions are true.” This condition is described in Chåndogya
Upani‚ad 8.2: “Whatever end he is desirous of, whatever desire he desires, it arises from
his mere intention” (10). This condition is reached after death by those who know the true
self (Chåndogya Upani‚ad 8.1.6); and the self is described as “having true desires and
intentions” (satyakåmaª satyasaµkalpaª)—that is, whatever it desires or intends becomes
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real, since the self is not subject to the limitations of our worldly condition. This is the
condition of Prajåpati, who not only desires creation but also achieves it; it also helps us
to understand why in the Atharva Veda hymns to Kåma (p. 271), kåma is not merely a
mental state but also a power which can subdue rivals or even create the cosmos.

KÅMA AS THE CAUSE OF BONDAGE

As we saw (pp. 269–73), the existence of the universe is rooted in kåma. Individual exis-
tence, for which the primordial being provides the prototype, is similarly rooted in kåma.
This idea appears in one of the earliest Upani‚adic passages which introduce the idea of
rebirth. The passage describes the process of death and then, rather cryptically, how the
self acquires a new body. Then comes a statement relating the kind of body an individual
self acquires to the previous deeds of that self: “As he acts, as he behaves, so he becomes.
A doer of good becomes good; a doer of evil becomes evil. Good by good action, evil by
evil” (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 4.4.5).

The same idea, or similar ideas, of rebirth according to action are found in other
passages of the Upani‚ads (see next paragraph). But the passage we are now considering
adds, as if as an afterthought, a further factor which it seems to regard as more fundamental
than action itself: desire. “Now they say: ‘Man is made of desire.’ As is his desire, so is
his resolve. As is his resolve, so he performs action. As is the action he performs, so he
becomes” (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 4.4.6).5 The passage continues with a verse sum-
ming up the idea of rebirth according to actions; but it then adds that this applies to the
person who desires. The one who is free from desire has a different destiny: “Being noth-
ing but brahman, he goes to brahman.” This too is repeated in verse: “When all the desires
that reside in his heart are got rid of, then a mortal becomes immortal; he reaches brahman
in this world” (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 4.4.7). Thus the ultimate determinant of rebirth
is not action, as it appeared earlier in the passage, but desire.

Other passages in the Upani‚ads identify action, without mentioning desire, as the cause
of rebirth and the determinant of the forms which an individual will take in future births.
In B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 3.2.13, Yåjñavalkya’s answer to a question about what
survives after death is not explicitly given, but it is summed up in the one word: karman
(action). In Chåndogya Upani‚ad 5.10.7, good behavior is said to lead to birth as
a Bråhma~, a K‚atriya, or a Vaiçya, while bad behavior leads to birth as an animal or a
ca~∂åla (a member of a particularly low caste). In Ka†ha Upani‚ad 5.7, some are embodied
in a womb, others in plants, “according to their deeds and according to their knowledge.”
The last passage refers to Vedic knowledge (çruta) as a factor affecting rebirth, which is
not mentioned in the other passages. 

However, although kåma is not mentioned in these passages as a cause of rebirth, free-
dom from desire is associated in the Upani‚ads with the quest for salvation. Desire, as we
have seen, belongs to the world of multiplicity, which is time-bound and unstable. While
Vedic cosmogony begins with a primordial unity, which is prompted by kåma to become
many, the way to salvation lies in the opposite direction: from multiplicity to unity through
the abandonment of kåma. The search often starts with a realization that desires are by
nature many, which implies that they are unstable and unsatisfactory: “Many are the
desires within a man, and multifarious” (Chåndogya Upani‚ad 4.10.3). In the elaborate
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narrative which frames the Ka†ha Upani‚ad, the persistent inquirer Naciketas refuses the
many kåmas (objects of desire) which are offered to him by Yama, the lord of the dead,
and insists on the one thing he has asked for, knowledge of what happens after death.
Yama thereupon congratulates him on choosing knowledge rather than objects of desire,
again mentioning their multiplicity: “I consider Naciketas to be a seeker of knowledge; the
many desires did not confound you” (Ka†ha Upani‚ad 2.4). The contrast between worldly
desires and the search for salvation is made clear later in the same Upani‚ad: “Fools go
after outward desires; they enter the snares of widespread death. But the wise, who know
immortality, do not seek the stable among the unstable things of this world” (Ka†ha
Upani‚ad 4.2). Freedom from desire is therefore the key to salvation. The contrast between
the bondage of desire and the freedom of desirelessness is clearly put in another Upani‚ad:
“Desirelessness is like the best selection from the best treasury. For the man who is made
of all desires, who is marked by resolve, intention, and self-conceit, is bound. One who is
the opposite of that is released” (Maitr⁄ Upani‚ad 6.30).

Thus salvation in the Upani‚ads requires either freedom from action or freedom from
desire; but the possibility of action without desire is not considered, perhaps because desire
and action are assumed to be inseparable. Because action is often thought of in terms of
ritual action, those who seek salvation may abandon all ritual activity and with it all marks
of status and kinship. For instance, it is said that those who know the true self do not desire
offspring—a desire which, as we have seen, is typical of the Veda. “Knowing this, the
ancients did not desire offspring. ‘What shall we do with offspring, we who have this self,
this world?,’ they said. So they rose above the desire for sons, the desire for wealth, and
the desire for worlds and lived the life of beggars. For the desire for sons is the same as
the desire for wealth and the desire for wealth is the same as the desire for worlds; for both
of them are just desires” (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 4.4.22).6

Such ideas provide a rationale for the figure of the saµnyåsin, who lives without ritual
or social ties because he seeks, or has already reached, salvation (Olivelle 1993). Although
he cannot be totally inactive, the saµnyåsin’s actions are totally unlike those of the house-
holder. He avoids all action which has ritual, social, or economic significance, since such
action creates bonds which are incompatible with salvation. Thus he has no sacrificial fire
and no family and lives by begging or from the wild, getting his food neither by trade nor
by agriculture. Besides the Upani‚ads, other texts similarly oppose action, rather than
desire, to salvation. Since salvation is reached by supreme knowledge, this opposition
becomes an opposition between knowledge and action, which was developed in an
extreme form by Çaµkara. A verse in the section of the Mahåbhårata called the
Mok‚adharma expresses the opposition very clearly: “By action a person is bound; by
knowledge a person is freed. Therefore sages who have seen the beyond do not perform
actions” (12.233.7).

In the Bhagavad G⁄tå, however, the possibility of action without desire becomes the key
to a radically new way to salvation, in which the opposition between action and salvation
is resolved (Killingley 1997b). Existence without action, the Bhagavad G⁄tå argues, is
impossible, since everyone is made to act by the three gu~as which make up their person-
ality and which are also part of nature: “For no one remains even for a moment without
performing action; for everyone is made to do action, willy-nilly, by the gu~as which are
born of nature” (3.5). On the other hand, action without desire is possible, despite the state-
ments of Manu and others to the contrary. “The disciplined man who has abandoned the
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fruit of actions reaches constant peace; the undisciplined, who is attached to fruit, is bound
by his desire-driven action” (Bhagavad G⁄tå 5.12). This way of acting without desire is
referred to in the Bhagavad G⁄tå as karmayoga (discipline of action).

It is also said in the Bhagavad G⁄tå (3.9) that sacrifice (yajña) is the only kind of action
that is not binding. But this does not conflict with the idea of karmayoga; rather it is
another way of stating it. Sacrifice is not necessarily Vedic ritual. In fact, the Bhagavad
G⁄tå disparages such ritual, since it is driven by kåma (2.43); the true yogin is the one who
abandons intention (saµkalpa) (6.2), which, as we have seen, is an essential element in
ritual. If sacrifice were understood as necessarily motivated by desire, as it is in P¨rva
M⁄måµså, there would be no escape from desire. It is not denied that sacrifice can be moti-
vated by desire; indeed, it is likened to Kåmaduh (the desire-milker), the mythical cow of
the gods that will grant any object of desire (Bhagavad G⁄tå 3.10). But, for the ideal yogin
of the Bhagavad G⁄tå, who is free from desire, sacrifice is an unmotivated offering to god.
Moreover, the Bhagavad G⁄tå (9.27) redefines sacrifice by saying that any action can be
made into an offering to god. Thus action is not abandoned but performed in a new way,
in which it is motivated not by the desires of the individual but by devotion to god
(De Smet 1977; Olivelle 1978). This new way of acting has been referred to by the modern
commentator Aurobindo as “acting Godwards” (Ghose 1959: 151).

This resolution of the problem of desire is made possible by the devotional theology of
the Bhagavad G⁄tå, in which the devotee has a personal relationship with god which
provides him with a motivation for action which does not depend on his own desires.
The same theology solves the problem of god’s motivation: he acts for the maintenance
of the world (Bhagavad G⁄tå 3.20, 3.25) to restore dharma (4.8) or to return the love of
his devotees (12.14–20, cf. 10.1, 11.54) but not out of desire, since he has no needs of
his own (3.22).

The idea of action without desire for personal reward was used by Bankimchandra
Chatterji (1838–94) as a key to the interpretation of the Bhagavad G⁄tå. He summarized
this idea in the phrase ni‚kåma karma (desireless action). Though it does not occur in the
G⁄tå itself, this phrase became associated with its teaching, particularly when the G⁄tå was
taken up by the Bengali nationalist movement in the early twentieth century.

The idea of salvation through freedom from desire contains a paradox. In the Vedic
narratives which we looked at above, cosmogony is a descent into the world of desire and
leads to a wish to escape from that world. Thus salvation, which is to be reached by aban-
doning desire, is itself an object of desire. A person seeking salvation is referred to as
mumuk‚u, “wanting to be released” or “one who wants to be released” (e.g. Çvetåçvatara
Upani‚ad 6.18; Bhagavad G⁄tå 16.20), a desiderative adjective or noun related to the root
muc (release). Moreover, such desire for release can be referred to as kåma. In the passage
on rebirth quoted earlier, the person who is not destined to be reborn is described as “not
desiring, without desire, desireless, whose desire is achieved, whose desire is the self ”
(B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 4.4.6). These seem to be alternative descriptions of the same
person, implying that the ultimate desire is paradoxically no desire or else is a desire of a
higher order in which lower desires are eclipsed.

The same paradox occurs in a passage in the Bhågavata Purå~a. It begins by listing the
various deities which are to be worshiped by people desiring particular things: “One
who desires the splendor of brahman should worship Brahma~aspati; one who desires
powers should worship Indra, and one who desires offspring should worship the
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Prajåpatis” (Bhågavata Purå~a 2.3.2). Other desires are similarly assigned to appropriate
deities. Finally, to the ultimate deity is assigned the ultimate desire which is no desire:
“One who is without desire, or who desires everything, who desires salvation with exalted
thought, should worship god with intense discipline of devotion” (Bhågavata Purå~a
2.3.10). Here, again, we may regard these descriptions as three alternative attempts to
describe the same kind of person rather than as descriptions of three kinds of persons
who are qualified for the highest form of worship. Thus desire for salvation is no desire;
otherwise, the desireless state on which salvation depends would be unattainable.

KÅMA, BHAKTI,  AND PREMAN

We saw just now that desire for salvation could be referred to as kåma, though we also saw
that this was desire of a particular kind, that could paradoxically also be called desireless-
ness. In the theistic traditions of Hinduism, desire for salvation is desire for god, and this
can be expressed in sexual terms. There is a hint of this in the Bhagavad G⁄tå, where
Arjuna, terrified when K®‚~a reveals himself as god, begs his forgiveness for having
treated him in the past as a familiar equal. He asks him to bear with him as a father with
a son, as a (male) friend with a (male) friend, or as a (male) lover with a (female) beloved
(Bhagavad G⁄tå 11.44). Here, Arjuna sees the devotee’s relationship with god as analo-
gous with three human relationships, and in the third of them the devotee is necessarily
female, since god, at any rate in the Bhagavad G⁄tå, is male. However this hint is not taken
further.

It was the group of twelve Tamil poets known as ÅÏvårs who developed a form of reli-
gious expression drawing on the experience of sexual love. Among other motifs, they
made use of the stories in the Harivaµça, the Brahma Purå~a, and the Vi‚~u Purå~a of
K®‚~a’s life in the cowherds’ village to which he had been taken as a baby. Many of these
stories tell of the cowherd women (gop⁄), who were attracted and distracted by his beauty
and the music of his flute. The ÅÏvårs used the figure of Måyôn, who appears in earlier
Tamil poetry and whose name, literally “dark-complexioned,” is a Tamil translation of
K®‚~a (Hardy 1983: 218). They also used the conventions surrounding one of the stock
figures of Tamil poetry, the lovesick girl separated from her lover, and identified her as
a gop⁄. Thus one of these poets, NammåÏvår, says: “Måyôn embraced me, clasped my
breasts and shoulders, and then abandoned me” (TiruvåymoÏi 9.9; Hardy 1983: 356). The
fact that NammåÏvår was a man did not prevent him from adopting the persona of
a woman. Indeed, it is said (in the Û†u, a commentary on the Tamil anthology AkanåŒ¨ru)
that god is so extremely male that when faced with him the male devotee loses his male-
ness (Hardy 1983: 563)—an explanation which implies a close relation between maleness
and dominance. Å~†å¬, the only woman among the ÅÏvårs, makes one of her poems
a prayer to Kåma to gain the love of K®‚~a (Hardy 1983: 418).

The theme of the gop⁄ as devotee, which had been developed in this way in Tamil, was
later presented in Sanskrit in the Bhågavata Purå~a. This text, southern in origin, became
part of the heritage of Vai‚~ava bhakti movements throughout India. The theme was taken
up in Sanskrit poetry, notably by Jayadeva in Bengal in the twelfth century and by
Vidyåpati in Mithilå in the fourteenth century, who use vivid sexual imagery in their devo-
tional poems. These poets dwell particularly on Rådhå, the most beautiful of the gop⁄s,

Kåma

279



a figure mentioned but not named in the Bhågavata Purå~a. Poems in modern Indian
languages, dwelling on her longing for K®‚~a, her joy at being with him, her anguish at
separation from him, their quarrelling and reconciliation, are sung in many parts of India,
particularly Bengal (Dimock and Levertov 1967). Such poems use all the resources of the
literature of sexual kåma to describe devotion to god.

While the figure of the gop⁄s makes the story of K®‚~a particularly appropriate for the
use of sexual longing as a model for devotion to god, this model was also used by devo-
tees of Çiva. Akkå Mahådev⁄ or Mahådêviyakkå, a twelfth-century member of the
V⁄raçaiva sect, uses it in some of her poems, composed in the Kannada language
(Ramanujan 1973: 111–42). She speaks of Çiva as the lover for whom she will abandon
her husband or whose coming she awaits as she pines and grows thin (Ramanujan 1973:
141, 140). Male Çaiva devotees, like male devotees of K®‚~a, also can express themselves
in feminine terms. Basava~~a, the founder of the V⁄raçaiva movement, says that he
becomes female in order to be the bride of the devotees of Çiva (Ramanujan 1973: 87).

A particularly elaborate theory of bhakti was developed in the sixteenth century, in the
Bhaktirasåm®tasindhu by R¨pa Gosvåm⁄, a disciple of Caitanya, the founder of the
Bengali Vai‚~ava tradition. Sådhanabhakti or devotion achieved through a program of
striving is divided into vaidh⁄bhakti, achieved by following rules, and rågånugåbhakti,
reached by following a natural trend (De 1961: 173, 176). The latter is divided into
sambandhånugå, which is based on relations of kinship and friendship, and kåmånugå,
which is based on kåma. Since the gop⁄s provide the model for this form of bhakti, it is
more natural to women, while men have to bridge the gender gap. R¨pa quotes a statement
in the Padma Purå~a that the sages of the Pine Forest, better known for their place in the
mythology of Çiva (O’Flaherty 1973), longed to take part in K®‚~a’s pastimes and were
accordingly reborn as gop⁄s (De 1961: 179; Hardy 1983: 564).

Although a devotee’s love for K®‚~a is modeled on the love of a woman for a man, it is
clearly not the same thing. Some Vai‚~ava theologians in the Caitanya tradition apply
the aesthetic theory of rasa (flavor) to account for this difference. According to this
theory, what is enjoyed in aesthetic experience, for instance, by the audience at a play, is
triggered by the experiences (bhåva) which are being represented by the performers but 
is quite different from them. This aesthetic experience is called rasa ( juice; flavor). It is
through contemplation of the activity of the gop⁄s, not by participation or imitation, that
the devotee experiences love for god. On the other hand, some forms of Vai‚~avism
encourage the devotee to imitate or participate in the actions of the gop⁄s; in the case of
male devotees, this requires a change of gender. Caitanya himself is said to have felt and
behaved like Rådhå, the foremost among the gop⁄s, when she experienced the pangs of
separation from K®‚~a. The nineteenth-century Bengali mystic Råmak®‚~a similarly
feminized himself as a way of experiencing divine love.

J⁄va Gosvåm⁄, R¨pa’s nephew, distinguishes two terms, “kåma” and “preman” (love,
affection). Kåma seeks one’s own pleasure; preman seeks only to please the beloved (De
1961: 378–79). In the Caitanya tradition this distinction is applied to the story of the gop⁄s,
whose feeling for K®‚~a is not kåma but preman. A different view was taken by the
Sahajiyå form of Vai‚~avism in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. There, kåma is
the necessary origin of preman, which is a purified form of it (Dasgupta 1962: 135;
Dimock 1966: 15–16). Kåma and preman are not necessarily so clearly distinguished as
J⁄va claims, and even he allows that the former may be used in the sense of the latter.
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KÅMA AS A WAY TO SALVATION

Already in the early Upani‚ads, we sometimes find ultimate bliss described in terms of
sexual pleasure. The conscious self in union with the absolute åtman is compared to a man
in the embrace of the woman he loves, knowing nothing within or outside (B®hadåra~yaka
Upani‚ad 4.3.21). The person who has found perfect freedom is described as having
pleasure (rati) in the self, playing with the self, coupling (mithuna) with the self, delighting
in the self (Chåndogya Upani‚ad 7.25.2). In such passages, however, sexual terms are
used as a metaphor. There is no suggestion that worldly pleasure can be a route to ultimate
bliss; on the contrary, such bliss is for the person who has no interest in material possessions
(Chåndogya Upani‚ad 7.24).

Kåma is more positively valued in the Tantric tradition, where the world and human
personality are seen as manifestations of the ultimate being rather than as falling away
from it. The divine is represented not as an asexual being or even a sexually inactive being
but as a couple. In Çaiva Tantrism, Çiva and the goddess are lord and lady of desire or
pleasure (kåmeçvara, kåmeçvar⁄) (White 1998: 177). Similarly in the Vai‚~ava Sahajiyå
tradition, a Tantric form of K®‚~a worship, the most important aspect of K®‚~a’s essence
is bliss (ånanda), and his consort Rådhå is his power to delight (hlådin⁄çakti) (Dimock
1966: 133–34). This means that not only sexual desires and relationships but also desires
and relationships of all kinds have a place in the divine essence.

Tantrism shares with Vedic ritual theory the view that ritual is based on desire (see
pp. 273–75). However desire is here valued positively, so that ritual is not regarded as
something to be left behind by the seeker of ultimate bliss but as an embodiment
of the divine itself. The value set on ritual, as an activity of advanced initiates as well as
ordinary worshipers, is one of the features that distinguish Tantrism from other forms of
Hinduism. Moreover, Tantric ritual seeks power and pleasure as well as the ultimate goal
of assimilation to the divine.

In Tantric ritual the worshiper is transformed into the deity to be worshiped, and each
part of the worshiper’s body and personality is transformed into the corresponding part of
the cosmos. This transformation includes kåma, both in general and in the sexual sense:
the worshiper’s kåma becomes cosmic kåma. An important element in Tantric practice
is the kåmakalå, a term which may be understood as “a portion [or specifically ‘one six-
teenth’] of kåma” or as “the art of kåma.” Whatever the intended meaning of the term—
and it is typical of Tantrism to intend several meanings at different times
or simultaneously—the kåmakalå is a diagram which represents, among other things, the
face or mouth, breasts, and vulva of a woman. This woman may be the goddess herself, an
actual woman present in a ritual, or an ideal woman in the male meditator’s mind. In any
case, the purpose of the kåmakalå is ritual or meditation based on the sexual act which
is the origin and driving force of the cosmos, whether or not the act itself is ritually
performed (White 1998). 

KÅMADEVA, BODILESS AND EMBODIED

As we saw (p. 271), Kåma is regarded as a god in the Atharva Veda. The arrow of Kåma
appears in a hymn recited as part of a spell to secure a woman’s love; it is described as
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terrible, piercing the heart, and drying up the spleen (Atharva Veda 3.25.1–3). In
post-Vedic literature, people who are madly in love are described as afflicted by the arrow
or arrows of Kåma—for instance, the princess Ambå, when Çålva refuses to marry her
(Mahåbhårata 5.172.8). The god of love, whose arrows cause torment in both male and
female hearts, acquires a distinct mythology and iconography. Sometimes these point to
desire in general, but more often they point specifically to sexual desire.

One of Kåmadeva’s epithets is Saµkalpaja, “born from Saµkalpa (‘intention’).” Here
Kåma represents desire in general. He is also described as one of the three sons of Dharma,
the others being Calm (çama) and Joy (har‚a) (Mahåbhårata 1.60.31). A more elaborate
genealogy makes him the son of Saµkalpa who is the son of Dharma by one of his six
wives, Saµkalpå (Bhågavata Purå~a 6.6.10). This is a mythological way of saying that
desires are preceded by intentions and can only be achieved by following dharma (since
one’s actions affect one’s destiny); it can be more easily understood if we take kåma to
refer to desired objects rather than the desire for them. 

Kåma’s parentage is evidently not fixed. The Brahmavaivarta Purå~a makes him a son
of Brahmå, who created him on finding that the sons he had previously created, born from
his mind without the aid of any female, had no desire to procreate. Brahmå equipped him
with arrows and told him to delude the hearts of all creatures. Kåma, however, began by
trying his weapons on his father Brahmå, causing him to lust after his own daughter
(O’Flaherty 1973: 71). This is a variant of the story of primal incest (B®hadåra~yaka
Upani‚ad 1.4.3–4), which we noted earlier (p. 272). It illustrates the point made earlier 
(p. 273) that creation is a descent into the realm of desire and imperfection.

Kåmadeva’s wife is Rati (“delight, pleasure,” especially sexual pleasure), another word
which is both an abstract noun and the name of a mythological figure. Pr⁄ti (affection) is
sometimes named as his second wife, and Vasanta (“spring,” the season most appropriate
to love) as his friend. In the eleventh-century allegorical play Prabodhacandrodaya,
Kåma appears, accompanied by his wife Rati, as the minister of King Moha (folly, delu-
sion); they are eventually defeated by King Viveka (discernment, discrimination) and his
daughter Vidyå (knowledge) (Winternitz 1963–83, 2.2: 283).

Like other gods, Kåma is known by several names. As well as Kåma, or Kåmadeva
(love-god), he is called Kandarpa. He is also known by various epithets or descriptions; he
is called Smara (memory, recollection; love), Madana (the one who intoxicates),
Manmatha (the one who stirs or churns the mind), Manobhava (the one who is born or
exists in the mind), or H®cchaya (the one who lies in the heart).

Since Kåma resides in the hearts of lovers instead of having a body of his own, he is
often referred to by the epithet Anaπga (bodiless). The story of how Kåma became bodi-
less is a part of a complex myth which occurs in many forms. In the Mahåbhårata the story
is mentioned very briefly, in a series of examples of gods and men who have foregone the
happiness that their good deeds have earned them: “Also the universal lord, the husband
of Umå, when Kåma was getting the better of him, subdued him by making him bodiless”
(Mahåbhårata 12.183.10.5; discussed by O’Flaherty 1973: 144). This suggests that Çiva
destroyed Kåma’s body in the course of a struggle between the two, to ensure that
Çiva would not succumb to desire; but the passage gives no details.

The Matsya Purå~a links this story with the theme of Brahmå’s incest, mentioned
above. To punish Kåma for inciting him to lust with his arrows, Brahmå condemns him to
be reduced to ashes by Çiva (O’Flaherty 1973: 117). In many other versions, as in the story
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first quoted, it is Çiva himself whom Kåma attacks. The heat of desire which he tries
to arouse in Çiva becomes instead the heat of anger, flashing from Çiva’s third eye and
incinerating Kåma.

Kåma is also mentioned in an early version of the myth of Tåraka, one of the powerful
demons who threaten the gods. None of the gods is capable of killing Tåraka; he can only
be killed by a son, yet to be born, sprung from the semen of Çiva. This son is eventually
born as Skanda. In this early version, found in the Mahåbhårata, he is to be born from a
drop of Çiva’s semen which has fallen into fire (O’Flaherty 1973: 104). Brahmå, when pre-
dicting that this drop will be the origin of the savior of the gods, identifies it with Kåma:
“For everlasting intention is called desire; it is Rudra’s [that is, Çiva’s] vigor which leapt
out and fell in the fire” (Mahåbhårata 13.84.11). In the same passage Brahmå identifies
Kåma with fire, as an irresistible creative and destructive force: “Desire, which is inten-
tion and liking, is the most everlasting fire; it would kill even the unkillable, givers of
boons, and ascetics” (Mahåbhårata 13.8.16).

Later sources weave the bodilessness of Kåma and the origin of Skanda into one story,
of which there are so many versions that any attempt to reduce them to a standard form
would be a distortion. Both Kåma and Çiva play important roles in all of them, and a recur-
rent theme is the power which can be accumulated through sexual abstinence, which can
take the form of heat, fire, destructive power, creative power, anger, or even sexual desire.
The following summary gives some features of the various versions.

When the gods are threatened by the demon Tåraka, who can only be destroyed by a son
of Çiva, Çiva is engaged in asceticism. To save the gods, Çiva must give up his asceticism
and marry Pårvat⁄, the daughter of Himålaya, and beget a son. The outcome is not so
simple; for, although Çiva and Pårvat⁄ do marry, when the son Skanda is eventually born
(and there are many versions of how this comes about), he is born from Çiva’s semen but
not from Pårvat⁄’s womb. However, the marriage of Çiva and Pårvat⁄ necessitates the
resuscitation of Kåma, who has been destroyed by the fire of Çiva’s third eye, and the
reinstatement of the widowed Rati as his wife.

Pårvat⁄ pleads for Kåma’s resuscitation, since without him her marriage will not take
place or will be unconsummated. In most versions, Çiva allows Kåma to live, but without
a body of his own. Instead of depriving Kåma of power, Çiva’s fire becomes Kåma’s fire,
while Kåma’s disembodiment increases his power by allowing him to take many forms.
He is embodied in the beauty of women and in all things that inspire love; a typical list is
the mango, Spring, the moon, flowers, bees, and cuckoos (Matsya Purå~a 154.251–52,
cited in O’Flaherty 1973: 158).

Another aspect of Kåma’s bodilessness is that particularly handsome men are often
described as embodying him. The chapter of the Buddhacarita which we quoted (p. 267)
gives an example: “For those women thought he was Kåma embodied, adorned by the
marks of his greatness that blazed as if they were jewels he was born with” (4.4). Nala, the
hero of an ancient love story, is described similarly: “In appearance he was like Kandarpa
[Kåma] himself, embodied” (Mahåbhårata 3.50.14). In each of these examples, a man is
called an embodiment of the bodiless god as a deliberate paradox, indicating that his
beauty is miraculous. This use of the motif of Kåma’s bodilessness is older than the
attested forms of the myth of his destruction; the myth probably arose to explain the motif.

Although bodiless, Kåma is represented in iconography. He has arrows made of flow-
ers and a bow of sugar cane with a string of bees, and he rides on a parrot. The emblem on
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his banner is a crocodile (makara) (Gopinatha Rao 1968, 1: 276–79). These attributes
not only appear in sculpture but also are frequently mentioned or alluded to in Sanskrit
literature.

Kåma occurs among the thousand names of Çiva (Mahåbhårata 12, Appendix 1, 28.246)
and also among those of Vi‚~u (Mahåbhårata 13.17.41 [variant for kåmya], 13.17.68 [vari-
ant]). These occurrences indicate the all-embracing nature of each of these two gods. In the
Bhagavad G⁄tå, K®‚~a identifies himself with Kandarpa (10.82) and with kåma that does
not conflict with dharma (7.11). Çiva, because of his sexual power and attractiveness, is
closely linked with kåma or even called an embodiment of him (O’Flaherty 1973: 169–71).

More remarkably, Kåma is sometimes identified with Pradyumna, the son of K®‚~a and
Rukmin⁄ (Hardy 1994: 204). This is hinted at in the Mahåbhårata, where Pradyumna, like
Kåma, has the emblem of the crocodile (makara) on his banner. The identification is made
explicit by a myth found in the Vi‚~u Purå~a (5.26–27) and in the Bhågavata Purå~a
(10.55). This myth builds on the incident in which Kåma is made bodiless by Çiva’s asce-
tic fire. After this incident, Kåma (or a portion of him, according to the Vi‚~u Purå~a) was
born as the son of K®‚~a and Rukmin⁄. The baby was stolen by a demon, Çambara, and
thrown into the ocean, where he was swallowed by a fish. The fish was caught and deliv-
ered to Çambara’s kitchen, where a cook found the baby inside it. He was brought up by
Çambara’s wife (in the Vi‚~u Purå~a) or his cook (in the Bhågavata Purå~a), Måyåvat⁄.
She was a reincarnation of Kåmadeva’s wife Rati, who had been waiting for her husband
ever since he had been reduced to ashes. Recognizing him, she accepted him again as her
husband and taught him magical arts (måyå) which helped him to defeat Çambara. The pair
then went to K®‚~a’s city, Dvårakå, and presented themselves to K®‚~a and Rukmin⁄ as
their long-lost son and new daughter-in-law.

THE HINDU CONCEPT OF KÅMA

What is distinctive about the Hindu understanding of desire? First, kåma is not only part
of human experience but also a constituent of the cosmos. It is a product of the mind, but
mind itself is a cosmic concept, existing prior to the individual. In the Vedic cosmogonies,
the question of what caused the primordial desire does not arise; like the Big Bang of mod-
ern cosmology, the primal impulse is beyond time and causation, so it makes no sense to
ask what preceded it or what caused it. However, in the Hindu cosmology which we find
in the Purå~as and other non-Vedic Sanskrit texts, time has no absolute beginning; it is
infinite and cyclic, and so is kåma. The kåma that triggers the beginning of each cosmic
day has lain dormant throughout the preceding cosmic night.

Sexual desire is the paradigmatic form of kåma, so much so that the word “kåma” alone
is sufficient to imply it, whether on the level of the individual or on that of the cosmos.
This particular form of kåma is celebrated in literature, dance, painting, sculpture, and
song in every period to which we have access; and this celebration can be found in reli-
gious and secular contexts. Although women are often presented as the objects of desire
and men as the desiring subjects, in kåvya and especially in bhakti literature we find an
intense interest in a woman’s love for a man.

In approaching Hindu culture, modern views of sex can be misleading. Sexual kåma is
not just a matter of body chemistry. It arises in the mind and reaches its highest form in
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a cultivated mind which can appreciate cultivation in a member of the opposite sex. The
body itself, in the Hindu view, is a part or a counterpart of the cosmos.

Kåma is a morally neutral concept. Although it is incompatible with salvation, kåma is
not necessarily regarded as evil. It is true that in the Skanda Purå~a, for instance, Çiva as
lord of ascetics calls Kåma evil when he burns him with his third eye (O’Flaherty 1973:
144–45). But this view is only one side of a dialectic in which Çiva, Kåma, and the other
gods are engaged, between activity ( prav®tti) and withdrawal (niv®tti); if everyone took
the same side, there would be no dialectic and no world. Sexual desire typifies prav®tti not
only because it is a particularly powerful desire but also because sex is the foundation of
the family which is the center of a person’s network of relationships, and these relation-
ships in turn involve him or her in various activities, including ritual. But prav®tti as a
whole is driven by desires of many kinds: for wealth, for pleasure, for the approval of
others, or even to please god.

While kåma is a product of the mind, this does not mean that it results from a conscious
act of will. The mythology of Kåmadeva represents kåma as a force which attacks the indi-
vidual from the outside, both when his flower arrows cause love at first sight in ordinary
mortals and when he attacks Çiva. 

What makes kåma a bar to salvation is that it is concerned with the world of multiplic-
ity. While kåma in the general sense of “desire” is normally used in the singular, when it
has the sense of “desire for a particular object,” “object of desire,” or “pleasure” it is often
plural because desire is typically directed towards a plurality of objects, and the number
of possible objects of desire is limitless. Salvation, on the other hand, requires the mind to
be directed towards a single goal, whether through devotion to a deity or through aware-
ness of the oneness of brahman. To achieve salvation, therefore, one must be free from
desire: “When he abandons all desires that are in the mind, son of P®thå, and is content by
himself in the self alone, he is said to have a stable intellect” (Bhagavad G⁄tå 2.55). 

For the same reason, kåma is the necessary impulse for the creation of the world. It is
kåma, in other words, which initiates the transition from a unitary absolute being to the
world of multiplicity. The way to salvation is the reverse of the cosmogonic process and
thus requires the abandonment of kåma.

We have seen that desire is given a higher value in the Tantric tradition, where it is
an intrinsic part of the nature of the original being or the original couple. Creation here is
not a descent but an outpouring of the divine essence. The ultimate human goal is not to
regain a primordial tranquillity but to participate in the cosmic, desire-driven activity.
However, what we have said about unity and plurality may still be relevant: the cosmic
desire which the Tantric initiate replicates in himself is not directed at a multitude of
objects but at desire itself, transcending the distinction we have drawn between kåma as
“desire for an object” and kåma as “object of desire.”

In the Vedic texts, the primordial act itself results from kåma, whether this is pure desire
with no specified object (¸g Veda 10.129.4) or desire for multiplicity and progeny
(Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.1.6.1, above; Chåndogya Upani‚ad 6.2.3) or for a wife or
wealth (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 1.4.17). Since it is in the nature of any action
that it should result from kåma, the primordial action must also result from kåma. In the
case of Prajåpati, we may say that it results from a desire to fulfill his own nature, as
expressed in his name, “lord of progeny.” This is sometimes implied by the words
used: “Prajåpati desired: ‘May I be many, may I procreate ( prajåyeya) myself ’ ”
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(Taittir⁄ya Saµhitå 7.1.1.4). There is no teleology in this view of the universe: Prajåpati is
merely, so to speak, doing his own thing. The universe, therefore, appears in these cos-
mogonies as an unpredicted and unintended consequence of the primordial desire (cf.
Varenne 1982: 158). Here too the primordial act is prototypical: in the Hindu view, as
shown by many myths of the gods and stories of the rebirths of human and other beings,
acts have consequences beyond the desire which prompted them, whether or not they also
fulfill that desire. We have seen some examples of this before. 

While the universe may be the unplanned result of an act which was prompted by kåma,
there is no suggestion that this kåma or the act which fulfilled it is reprehensible. The
desire for progeny, a wife, or wealth is thoroughly in accordance with the desires which
are expected of the Vedic sacrificer. The Vedic account is thus unlike the Manichaean one,
in which the universe results from a primordial desire which is both sexual and evil
(Widengren 1965: 56–59). It is true that incest, and perhaps also rape, is involved in the
account of the origin of human and animal species in B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 1.4.3–4
(p. 272); but this comes at a later stage than the original cosmogonic desire.

In bhakti as well as in the Tantric tradition, kåma plays a part in the devotee’s relation-
ship with god, and the language of kåma can be used in religious contexts: so much so that
it is sometimes hard to tell whether a given poem is primarily devotional or erotic. Indeed,
Jayadeva explicitly presents his G⁄tå Govinda as having either purpose: he invites one to
listen to his poem “whether one’s mind has a taste for remembering K®‚~a or whether one
is keen on the arts of pleasure” (1.3). The biblical Song of Songs is a well-known parallel: it
may have originated as a collection of love poems, but it has been used as a religious text
in the Jewish and Christian traditions for centuries. In parts at least of the Hindu tradition,
sexual love and devotion to god are parts of one continuum; the former is not opposed to
the latter, nor is it discarded in order to enter on the latter (Hardy 1994: 205–11; cf.
Dasgupta 1962: 134–35).

NOTES

1 Given as an example of the use of the optative mode.
2 This passage states that a woman, a cow, or a mare gives birth within a year (Çatapatha Bråhma~a

11.1.6.2). This is inaccurate, but it is motivated by a wish to present Prajåpati not only as a pro-
totype but also as encompassing the whole of space and time, as understood in the Vedic world-
view. The year is identified with Prajåpati (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.1.6.13); it is the largest unit
of time and therefore stands for time itself. Prajåpati’s first words are the sacred utterances bh¨ª
bhuvaª svaª (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.1.6.3), which correspond to earth, air, and heaven and so
encompass the whole world.

3 The term “puru‚årtha” used in P¨rva M⁄måµså is identical in form with the term used for the
three or four aims of man, but it has a different grammatical structure. The former is a bahuvr⁄hi
compound (an exocentric adjectival phrase) meaning “whose aim is related to a man,” while the
latter is a tatpuru‚a compound (an endocentric noun phrase) meaning “aim of man.”

4 “kåmåtmatå na praçastå na caivehåsty akåmatå. kåmyo hi vedådhigamaª karmayogaç ca
vaidikaª. saµkalpa-m¨laª kåmo vai yajñåª saµkalpa-saµbhavåª. vratåni yama-dharmåç ca
sarve saµkalpajåª sm®tåª. akåmasya kriyå kå cid d®çyate neha karhi cit. yad yad dhi kurute kiµ
cit tat tat kåmasya ce‚†itam.” The compound saµkalpa-m¨la in verse 3 is ambiguous: it could
mean that desire is “rooted in intention.” This is how Kull¨ka and other commentators understand
it, followed by Bühler (1886: 29). However, the little-known South Indian commentator
Nandana (Bühler 1886: 29, cxxxiii–cxxxv) understands it in the way translated here, and this

Dermot  Kil l ingley

286



interpretation gives a causal chain kåma-saµkalpa-yajña which supports the argument of verse 2.
Bhagavad G⁄tå 6.24 uses the similarly ambiguous phrase saµkalpa-prabhavån kåmån, meaning
either “desires which arise from saµkalpa” or “desires which give rise to saµkalpa.” Both
Çaµkara and Råmånuja understand it in the first sense, but the second would be in line with the
interpretation of Manu suggested here. It also fits the translation of saµkalpa as “will”
(Radhakrishnan 1953: 472), “decision” (Olivelle 1996: 19), or “intention” (1996: 167, 168), terms
which seem to refer to effects of desire rather than its cause. On the other hand, the mythological
statement that Kåmadeva is the son of Saµkalpa (p. 282) supports the other interpretation.

5 The statement “Man is made of desire,” together with the word “kratu” (resolve) in the next sen-
tence, recalls Çatapatha Bråhma~a 10.6.3.1: “Man is made of resolve” (atha khalu kratu-mayo ’yaµ
puru‚aª). A near-repetition of the same text, again associated with destiny after death, occurs in
Chåndogya Upani‚ad 3.14.1: “Now a man is made of resolve. As is his resolve in this world, so
he becomes when he leaves this world” (atha khalu kratu-mayaª puru‚o yathå-kratur asmilµ loke
puru‚o bhavati tathetaª pretya bhavati). The word “kratu” has a similar meaning to saµkalpa:
the resolve to perform a ritual act.

6 The noun translated “desire” in “desire for sons” is not kåma but a rarer word e‚a~a. However,
the verb translated “desire” in the first sentence is kåmayate.
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C H A P T E R  T H I R T E E N

MOKÍA

Klaus K. Klostermaier

Among the puru‚årthas, the recognized Hindu life values, the highest position was
always accorded to mok‚a, variously translated as liberation, emancipation, or salva-

tion from rebirth. (The noun mok‚a, as also its synonym mukti, is derived from the Sanskrit
verbal root muc, to liberate, to make free. Someone who has found mok‚a/mukti is called
a mukta [m]/muktå [f ].) Hindus were convinced that humans needed most of all an orien-
tation towards the absolute, that one had to be guided by a great idea that transcended the
petty concerns of everyday life, a goal that made life as a whole meaningful and worth-
while. Thus it is not surprising that much of Hindu literature is concerned with mok‚a and
the ways to find it.

Mok‚a, although the subject of intense preoccupation by the greatest of Hindu philoso-
phers, has always remained a concern of the people at large as well. Thus it also forms
a major topic in popular Hindu writings and is discussed at length in the epics and the
Purå~as as well as articulated in poetic compositions. Liberation philosophy in India is
intimately connected with mythology. In the following we will refer both to philosophies
and mythologies to capture the full meaning of this term, so central to the life and thought
of the Hindus.

To structure the virtually limitless material, a thematic approach has been chosen. While
it may be of interest to Indologists to follow through the notion of mukti/mok‚a in the
Upani‚ads, the Bhagavad G⁄tå, the epics, and the Purå~as, the Darçanas, as well as the sec-
tarian Ågamas, Saµhitås, and Tantras, the readers for whom this book had been intended
would feel bewildered, unable to see the forest for the trees. In order to communicate some-
thing of the meaning of mok‚a in Hindu life, it will be presented as a human journey from
the condition of bondage and darkness to the freedom and light of the final state of being.
Consequently, the chapter will be divided into three parts: the unliberated, “natural” human
condition (bandha); the various ways designed by Hindu teachers to overcome this state of
bondage and darkness (mårga); and the final state of freedom and enlightenment (mok‚a).

THE HUMAN SITUATION

Hindu myths as well as philosophies describe humans as being in a condition that is not
yet the ultimate one, as estranged from their true self. 



The powerful Vedic Indra-V®tra myth, which is first narrated in ¸g Veda 1.32 and
alluded to in innumerable later texts, depicts the distress of humankind under demon rule.
The same motif recurs in many later myths, connected with Vi‚~u, Çiva, and Dev⁄: the
world has been overpowered by evil forces; the asuras (demons) expel the devas (gods)
from their realm; and humankind suffers under their reign of terror.

The P¨rva M⁄måµså school analyzes the human situation as yet in a rather pragmatic
way: humans are in want of riches, children, and ultimately heaven. All those wants can
be supplied by the yajña (Vedic sacrifices) (M⁄måµsås¨tra 1.2.1ff.). The Upani‚ads show
much deeper insight by depicting human life as threatened by fear and hunger, by old age
and disease, by time and matter, by death and rebirth. The satisfaction given by wealth,
long life, family, and heaven does not suffice (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 3.1.3ff.). Life on
the physical plane is no longer considered the highest value. It is rather viewed as a burden,
a meaningless existence that repeats itself time and again. Analyzing the root of this
saµsåra, this constant cycle of death and birth, the Upani‚ads decide that the human
situation is determined by avidyå, ignorance concerning the true nature of reality, and that
the real evil which besets us (and prevents us from being truly human) is not our physical
deficiency but our spiritual darkness (Mu~∂aka Upani‚ad 2.2.10). Going further, the
Upani‚ads find that the root of all unhappiness inherent in the given human situation is the
psychological split between the ego derived from changing sense experiences and the self,
unchanging consciousness. Estrangement from our real self is the real human tragedy
(Chåndogya Upani‚ad 7.1.3). 

Vedåntic philosophy in its various branches takes up this idea and further develops it to
show how at the root of all human misery is this “forgetfulness” of the true nature of the self,
this falling out from the center of reality, the ignorance regarding our inherent divinity, the
entanglement in the finite. Existence in the visible universe is, according to Vedånta, inau-
thentic, unreal, painful. The senses, material existence, and the body are fetters that keep
the spirit, the true self, tied down and imprisoned.

Såµkhya-Yoga, the basic philosophy of many religious schools, describes the human
situation as characterized by “threefold misery,” caused by extra- and intra-human ele-
ments, mistakenly identifying spirit with matter (Såµkhyakårikå 1). Individuality itself is
seen by some Çaiva schools as intrinsically sorrowful and unhappy. The limited j⁄våtman
(individual living being) lacks the essential fulfillment of being. All are fettered by karma
(effects of past deeds), måyå (illusion), and å~ava (egotism, the root evil), say the Çaiva
Siddhåntins: our true nature is hidden. This separate individuality is even called a state of
“sinfulness” (Devasenapathi 1960: 186). A seemingly paradoxical formulation of the
human situation is given by the Çåkta schools: it is Çakti, the divine power itself which
binds us and makes us unhappy, and it is Çakti again which frees us and makes us bliss-
ful; our fate is determined by the supreme power.

Very few texts give an answer to the question: What is the origin of evil, the beginning
of human unhappiness? The myths simply accept the existing order of the universe in
which the presence of evil forces, side by side with good forces, is taken for granted. They
presuppose that from time to time the evil forces prevail, only to be defeated by god. 

There are, however, a few quite significant myths explaining the origin of demons: we
are told that both suras (gods) and asuras (demons) have sprung from the same father
Prajåpati. In another context we hear that evil is the shadow of Brahmå or even his
creature, that salvation and well being spring from his face, evil and bondage from his
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backside (Bhågavata Purå~a 7.1.12). The coexistence and co-origin of good and evil are
two of the most striking features of mythology: the churning of the milk-ocean produces
both halåhala, the deadly poison, and am®ta, the nectar of immortality. Çiva has a saumya
(peaceful) and an ugra (wrathful) aspect, he is both life-giving and life-destroying. Çakti
appears in many forms, as the mother of the universe and as Kål⁄, the fierce power of death
and destruction.

Vedånta declares that bondage is beginningless: it has no origin. Såµkhya makes
puru‚a’s infatuation for prak®ti responsible for the beginning of evolution and involve-
ment in the process of becoming. Various Vai‚~ava schools trace the beginning of the
j⁄va’s limitation of bondage back to Vi‚~u’s kr⁄∂å or l⁄lå: a playful act of god has set the
wheel of saµsåra into motion. Others make a special power of god, måyåçakti, responsi-
ble for bondage. Pañcaråtra assumes that from the very beginning there were different
kinds of j⁄vas, some eternally bound and some eternally free. It is again the will of god that
is responsible for human bondage. Påçupatas consider bondage as beginningless caused by
the superimposition of the five malas (restrictions). Çaiva Siddhånta similarly accepts the
fact of å~ava, the limitation of Çiva-hood of the j⁄va, as beginningless, though ultimately
caused by Çiva. In pratyabhijñå bondage is the work of Çiva’s Çakti. Çåkta doctrines too
consider avidyå beginningless: it is the sleep of çakti, the split between reality and
consciousness that accounts for our unhappiness.

Against the teaching that holds that evil is different from good, both mythology and the
philosophies teach that reality is one, and it is only due to a wrong viewpoint that one
differentiates: it is exactly this differentiation which is responsible for our unhappiness.

Evil as a constant of human existence seems to be accepted both by myths and philoso-
phies of salvation. Hindu myths describe repeated encounters of gods with demons.
Thus Indra battles against V®tra, against Vala, against dasyus, and against a host of other
demons and foes; all are “V®tras.” 

Vi‚~u in the form of Varåha-avatåra liberates the world from Madhu and Kai†abha. But
evil incarnates again in Hira~yakaçipu, in Kaµsa, in Bali, in Kål⁄, and in innumerable
other demons (Vi‚~u Purå~a 1.4.45ff.). God has to descend again and again to cope with
evil. Evil and suffering cannot be vanquished once and forever. Nor can evil prevail for
ever. An individual demon, representing a particular evil for a certain time, can be over-
thrown and defeated, but evil as such will reincarnate, rise again to challenge the forces of
good. After one liberation, an other oppression will occur; the most treasured promise
given by Vi‚~u after his interventions is the assurance that also in future he will save his
devotees in distress. 

Çiva too has to battle against a host of demons, and the divine dance in which he crushes
apasmåra, the embodiment of evil, beneath his foot goes on as long as his creation lasts.
Though Çiva always triumphs over evil, the world is never completely free from it. 

Likewise, Dev⁄ does not intervene only once to put down evil. Knowing well that evil
will beset humankind again and again, she promises, after the final victory over
Mahi‚åsura, the buffalo demon, to return and defeat the powers of evil again in whatever
form they appear.

The philosophical analysis of the human situation leads Jayanta Bha††a, a Naiyåyika, to
the insight that ordinary activity can be traced to three roots: moha (delusion), råga (attrac-
tion), and dve‚a (aversion). This view is shared by most Hindus, to whatever school they
belong, though not all may go as far as Jayanta in the further description of these three
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basic instincts in man. He defines moha as “the erroneous judgement implying an assent
of the will which arises from the failure to discriminate the ultimate transcendental nature
of things,” the “crowning folly,” and the parent of råga and dve‚a. Expressions of it are
false cognition, perplexity and skepticism, and vanity and carelessness in one’s duties.
Signs of attraction are sexual craving (kåma), selfishness, worldliness, thirst for enjoyment
of life, and greed. Expressions of aversion are anger, envy, jealousy, malevolence, and
malice (Jayanta Bha††a’s commentary to Nyåyas¨tra 1.1.17 in Nyåyamañjar⁄).

The more popular enumeration of the three “root-instincts” is that found in the
Yogas¨tra: lobha (greed), krodha (anger), and moha (delusion) are the roots of all the
other vices, varying in intensity in a particular individual.

The Bhagavad G⁄tå (16) works with an implicit idea of predestination in its analysis of
the human situation by distinguishing between people “born with a divine nature”
(daiv⁄sampad ) and those “born with a demoniac nature” (åsur⁄sampad), the former des-
tined for deliverance, the latter forever bound. The characteristics of one with a “divine
nature” are fearlessness, purity of mind, firmness in knowledge and concentration, charity,
self-control, sacrifice, scripture study, austerity, uprightness, nonviolence, truth, freedom
from anger, renunciation, tranquillity, aversion to faultfinding, compassion towards living
beings, freedom from covetousness, gentleness, modesty, steadiness, vigor, forgiveness,
fortitude, purity, and freedom from malice and excessive pride. Those with a “demoniac
nature” are guided by ostentation, arrogance, excessive pride, anger, harshness, and ignorance;
neither purity, good conduct, nor truth is found in them; they do not believe in a creator god;
they are “bound by hundreds of ties of desire, given over to lust and anger they strive to
amass hoards of wealth, by unjust means, for the gratification of their desires.”

Vidyåra~ya traces anger and the other propensities back to våsanas, latent tendencies in
the mind that may be either çubha (good, auspicious) or açubha (evil, inauspicious). They
are specified as lokavåsana (desire for popularity), çåstravåsana (desire for learning and
reputation for piety), and dehavåsana (desire for carnal pleasure).

The good tendencies are working towards liberation from saµsåra. They are not unre-
flective and spontaneous like the evil urges, but they involve judgment. They are specified
as maitr⁄ (friendliness), karu~å (compassion), muditå (rejoicing at the well being of others),
upek‚å (indifference), çama (tranquillity of mind), dama (repression of sense-desire),
titik‚å (endurance of pain), and saµnyåsa (renunciation) (J⁄vanmuktiviveka chapter 2).

For Çaµkara evil is coextensive with individual existence and material creation; it is
radically and necessarily connected with the world and its multiplicity, so much so that
saµsåra, the world, becomes the very expression for painful existence and evil (Çår⁄ra-
kabhå‚ya 1.1.1). 

Not content with the evils of worldly existence, mythology knows of an eschatological
evil too, namely, hell. The numerous colorful descriptions of various hells, as offered by
the Pretakalpa of the Garu∂a Purå~a, vividly demonstrate the possibility of an intensifi-
cation of suffering and pain in afterlife.

Whatever the differences as regards the way and aim of salvation, all are agreed that
humans can be redeemed, that the j⁄va can be liberated from unhappiness. The myths show
it in a rather direct way: given a certain occasion, a devotee in distress, or a petition from
those who are in need of salvation, the supreme intervenes, and the myths never leave
the slightest doubt that the god of their choice can do anything and save any being from
any calamity and give it supreme bliss. The various philosophical systems owe their very

Mok‚a

291



existence to this conviction of the possibility, nay, the necessity, of salvation. The
human situation is not hopeless, despite suffering, evil, and ignorance. Ultimately, we will
be free, blissful, good, and knowing. Though there are extreme statements in Advaita
Vedånta to the effect that nobody can be liberated, these affirm rather than deny our
contention: they hold that we are already free, though perhaps not phenomenologically and
psychologically. 

A deeper analysis reveals not only our bondage and our limitation but also our potential
infinity and divinity, an immanent principle working in us towards liberation and fulfill-
ment. In this regard there is hardly any substantial difference in practice between the
different schools: Såµkhya explicitly states that prak®ti is not only the reason for
puru‚a’s bondage but also the cause for his liberation (Såµkhyakårikå 56–57). The vari-
ous Vedånta systems also assume that the same power which had been responsible for
individuation and existence in the world is working towards reunification and liberation.
For Çaµkara the world is the play of brahman, its vilåsa, its måyå (the expression of the
urge in brahman to become many) (Çår⁄rakabhå‚ya 1.1.2). The unsatisfactory existence in
time and multiplicity is the inner motive for the individual to return to the state before mul-
tiplicity and individuality to become once more one with brahman (Çår⁄rakabhå‚ya 4.4.4).
For Bhåskara the visible world is the kåryar¨pa (effected form) of brahman; it is the pres-
ence of brahman beneath the upådhis (the attributes of phenomenal existence) which leads
the j⁄va back to kåra~ar¨pa brahman, the source and plenitude of being. Yådava Prakåça
considers the j⁄va an aµça (part) of brahman; the part is striving to reintegrate itself into
the whole; that is essentially the way of liberation. 

Råmånuja emphasizes the dependence of the j⁄va on Vi‚~u, a dependence that is
ontological and essential: there is an innate tendency in the j⁄va towards Vi‚~u, a conscious-
ness of the j⁄va’s need for god’s grace in order to reach true selfhood (Çr⁄bhå‚ya 2.3.19).
Madhva holds that not all j⁄vas are meant for liberation and that there is no natural principle
connected with j⁄va-hood which works towards divinization. But he also accepts the immanent
working of divine grace in those who are chosen (Brahmas¨trabhå‚ya 2.3.41). Çr⁄ka~†ha—
with Påçupatas, Çaiva Siddhåntins, and V⁄raçaivas—accepts a basic Çiva-hood of the individual
soul, which is connected with its very being. Due to this innate çivatva, the j⁄va is able to over-
come all limitations, veils, and bonds and gain freedom (Çr⁄ka~†habhå‚ya 4.4.9). 

For Nimbårka the ultimate reason for the possibility of release lies in the fact that brah-
man is the very self of the j⁄va (Vedånta Parijåta Saurabha 2.3.5). Vallabha maintains that
the j⁄vas come out from ak‚ara brahman like sparks from fire and that all activities of the
j⁄va are controlled by brahman: thus brahman itself is the principle urging the j⁄va towards
salvation. Vijñånabhik‚u, reconciling Vedånta and Såµkhya, holds that every j⁄va is in
essence one with brahman, and this potential brahmar¨pa is the inner principle responsible
for liberation.

THE WAY TO FREEDOM

At the core of the salvation myths is a description of the drama of liberation. This drama
has inspired religious artists in India throughout the centuries. The Darçanas interiorized it
in their sådhanas (spiritual practices): the battle between good and evil is no longer fought
upon a cosmic battlefield but in the human soul. 
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In the Indra-V®tra fight the very position of the high god is at stake. It is V®tra, the
demon, who challenges Indra. Indra, after killing V®tra, is not yet sure of his lordship over
the universe, and he hides. But through this very act of demon-killing, Indra has estab-
lished himself as the supreme, “He raises the sun for all to see; he bestows food and
wealth” (¸g Veda 1.51). 

Vi‚~u’s intervention is the climax of the numerous Vai‚~ava salvation myths. In
Vai‚~avism good and evil assume many forms, and in the numerous divine interventions
there is purpose and progress: the successive avatåras (divine descents) form a “salvation
history” which is to culminate in the final and last intervention of Vi‚~u as Kalkin, who
will initiate the final defeat of evil and universal salvation.

Vi‚~u’s intervention is always salvific, redemptive, and for the good of humankind.
Çiva’s is ambivalent. His coming can mean destruction and death—as in the case of
Dak‚a—or liberation and bliss. We see ambivalence also in the manifestation of Dev⁄. She
is both Ambikå and Kål⁄, giver and taker of life. 

One of the most frequent features of salvation myths is the creation of particular
hypostases of the supreme god for the purpose of defeating evil. The stories themselves
describe these sometimes as “parts” of the supreme god, as “creations” of god, as identi-
cal with the supreme, and as different from it. By its very nature the supreme being is
uninvolved, calm and blissful, transcendent, beyond the duality of good and evil, unaf-
fected by anything in the material universe: it cannot take part in a battle against a demon;
it cannot become angry; it cannot take sides. It has to act through a proxy in which the
might and power of the supreme is present.

There is, however, a rather remarkable instance of direct self-involvement of
the supreme in the image of Çiva N⁄laka~†ha: Çiva in his own person swallows the deadly
poison which leaves its traces permanently upon him.

Often the intervention of the supreme is made dependent upon certain outward rituals
or mantras, so much so that a personal savior god has to give salvation to anyone who
fulfills the conditions, irrespective of moral qualities or inner disposition. The often told
story of Ajåmila is a case in point: Ajåmila, a Bråhma~, abandoning his lawful Bråhma~
wife, lived for many years a sinful life with a low-caste woman from whom he had many
children. He neglected his ritual duties and committed every conceivable act of impiety.
When he felt death approaching, he wanted to see his youngest son, of whom he was very
fond. Calling out “Nåråya~a” he not only summoned his child but also gained salvation
from Vi‚~u, one of whose names is Nåråya~a. The Bhågavata Purå~a (6.2) adds to the
narrative the explanation that any invocation of god’s name, even involuntary or spiteful,
brings about god’s grace and salvation. 

We find numerous artistic representations of important salvation myths connected with
Vi‚~u, Çiva, and Dev⁄. The icons not only figuratively represent a salvific deed of the
supreme but also become in their turn the salvific presence of god. Similarly the temple
was not only the home but also the body of god who made himself available for worship
to humans. This is underlined by depicting the breaking forth of the supreme from an icon,
a liπga or another m¨rti—a motif found both in myths and works of art. In some of the
iconic representations we find already a blend of mythology and philosophy. Thus the
South Indian Na†aråja image embodies both the mythological tå~∂ava dance of Çiva and
the philosophy of Çaiva Siddhånta. Though it is not possible to draw parallels in all details,
we can consider the sådhanas of the different philosophical schools as the interiorized
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counterpart of the mythological drama of salvation. In Çiva’s dance it is easy to see the
parallelism: Çaiva mystics assert that Cidambaram, the place of Çiva’s mythical dance, is
everywhere: the human heart is the place of Çiva’s redeeming dance.

Almost all schools define the adhikåra, the presuppositions, for entering the way of sal-
vation. Some Upani‚ads require birth as a Bråhma~ and performance of the prescribed
saµskåras, but above everything else a desire to acquire brahmavidyå is necessary. Some
speak also of certain physical qualities, “auspicious marks on hand and feet,” a pleasing
appearance, unimpeded speech, absence of physical defects. The presence of a guru,
someone who has already reached the goal, is also among the requirements (Mu~∂aka
Upani‚ad 1.2.12ff.).

Çaµkara describes in the introduction to his Çår⁄rakabhå‚ya (1.1.1) the adhikåra in
terms of nitya-anitya-viveka (discrimination between eternal and noneternal), vairågya
(renunciation), virtues, and mumuk‚utva (intense desire for liberation). Sadånanda, author
of a popular Advaita Vedånta text, specifies this in the following way in Vedåntasåra
(chapter 1): 

The competent student is an aspirant who, by studying in accordance with the
prescribed method the Vedas and the Vedåπgas, has obtained a general comprehen-
sion of the entire Vedas, who, being absolved from all sins in this or a previous life
by the actions known as kåmya [rites performed with a view to attaining a desired
object] and ni‚iddha [those forbidden in the scriptures] and by the performance of
actions called nitya [daily obligatory rites] and naimittika [obligatory on special occa-
sions] as well as by penance and devotion, has become entirely pure in mind, and who
has adopted the four sådhanas or means to the attainment of spiritual knowledge.

The latter are more precisely defined as follows: Viveka is the insight that “brahman alone
is permanent and that all other things are transient.” Vairågya, renunciation of the fruits of
action in this world and hereafter, consists in “utter disregard for immortality because it is
as transitory as the enjoyment of earthly pleasures.” Under virtues Sadånanda enumerates
çama (restraining of the outgoing mental propensities), dama (restraining of the external
sense organs), uparati (withdrawing of the self ), titik‚å (forbearance), samådhåna
(contentment), and çraddhå (faith). Mumuk‚utva is the yearning for freedom.

Råmånuja emphasizes above all the aspect of grace and election from the side of god
(Vedårthasaµgraha 251). The guru gains an increasingly important role in some Vai‚~ava
schools: Sundarabha††a says that the guru has the task of leading the erring and straying
soul back to its proper home, the lord (Mantrårtharahasya 21). 

Various Çaiva schools see in Çiva himself the true guru. The Påçupatas hold that Çiva
himself taught the five topics of knowledge which bring about liberation. Çaiva Siddhånta
asserts that Çiva appears in bodily form as the guru to show his great love and to free the
paçus (Paranjoti 1954). 

Çåktas attach great importance to the right d⁄k‚å (initiation) as presupposition for enter-
ing Çåkta sådhana. Only this d⁄k‚å opens the eyes of the sådhaka (aspirant to perfection)
to view the world under the aspect of çakti, it purifies and is the means of salvation. “All
things are purified by the look, touch, and grasp of the initiated.” Initiation may also mean
to arouse the dormant Ku~∂alin⁄ çakti and so to start the process of salvation. It is çakti that
binds and çakti that frees (Woodroffe 1963: 135).
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In this respect Çåkta systems show the closest affinity to Såµkhya. At a given moment
in the process of niv®tti (withdrawal), prak®ti (primal matter), which had been instrumen-
tal in the process of evolution and bondage of puru‚a (the spirit), becomes an aid in the
process of liberation.

In all these systems the dramatic battle of good against evil, of vidyå against avidyå,
knowledge against ignorance, sattva against tamas, and light against darkness is being
fought in the human soul. Though we find statements in the Upani‚ads that the one who
has attained brahman dwells beyond good and evil and though we read often in the
Purå~as how the supreme god takes away the bad karma of sinners who have taken refuge
to him without punishing them for their wicked deeds, throughout the Hindu tradition a
strong ethical consciousness prevailed and righteousness in a moral sense was always
regarded as a precondition for entering the way to salvation and freedom. 

The Nyåya school has the most systematic accounts and classifications of vices which
exclude from the “way” and virtues to be cultivated in order to achieve spiritual freedom.
Våtsyåyana offers the following analysis of the elements of adharma (unrighteousness)
and dharma (righteousness): adharma as well as dharma depend either on body or speech
or mind. Unrighteousness relating to the body is threefold: violence, theft, and unlawful
sexual indulgence. Righteousness connected with bodily activity is charity, succor, and
social service. The vices originating from speech are mendacity, causticity, asperity,
tartness of expression, calumny, insinuation, and gossip. The virtues of speech are verac-
ity, speaking with a view to doing good, speaking gently and agreeably, and recitation of
scriptures. Adharma connected with the mind is threefold: malevolence and ill will,
covetousness of another’s property, impiety, lack of faith. Dharma originating in the mind
is kindness, indifference to worldly advantages, and faith or piety (Nyåyas¨trabhå‚ya on
Nyåyas¨tra 1.1.17).

Patañjali offers a less systematic, but more popular, series of virtues necessary for the
attainment of peace of mind and spiritual freedom under the two categories of yama and
niyama, restraints and observances. The former comprises nonviolence, veracity, absti-
nence from theft, continence, and abstinence from avariciousness. “These are the great
vows, universal and not limited by life-state, space, time, and circumstance.” The niyamas
are cleanliness, contentment, purificatory action, study, and the making of the lord the
motive of all action (Yogas¨tra 2.30–32). Almost all schools have similar, if not identical,
lists of virtues considered indispensable as part of the way to complete inner emancipation
and to being human. Most important is vairågya, detachment from possessions, from
enjoyment, from desires. Vairågya means in many cases brahmacarya (celibacy). Various
kinds of tapas (self-mortification) are also quite commonly accepted as part of the way to
liberation: fasting, night vigils, and prå~åyåma (breath control) contribute to a gradual
liberation of the seeker.

Patañjali in his Yogas¨tra enumerates among the eight yogåπgas, limbs or accessories
to yoga, åsana (postures), pratyåhåra (withdrawal of the senses), dhåra~a (concentra-
tion), dhyåna (meditation), and samådhi (trance). The sustained practice of these, he tells
us, destroys all impurities, and as a consequence, the “light of wisdom reaches up to
vivekakhyåti” (discriminative knowledge, perception of truth, intuition). Very common
spiritual practices are nåmajapa (repetition of the name of god), satsaπga (religious gath-
erings), bhik‚å (begging), and yåtrå (pilgrimage). The application of external marks is also
considered by many sects to be essential of the attainment of mok‚a (liberation).
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The principal ways of salvation have been classified into karmamårga (way of works),
bhaktimårga (way of devotion), and jñånamårga (way of knowledge). The division does
not imply exclusiveness but emphasis: often we find the three mårgas or some of their
elements combined in a particular sådhana.

A pure karmamårga is defended only by P¨rva M⁄måµså: yajña (Vedic sacrifice) had as
its direct and supreme end heaven; ap¨rva, the hypostatized merit of yajña, is instrumental
in acquiring it (M⁄måµsås¨tra 2.1.5). Kumårila Bha††a and Prabhåkara suggest that mok‚a
beyond svarga can also be attained through the performance of nityakarma and naimit-
tikakarma, regular (i.e. prescribed) and occasional (optional) religious rites alone.
Råmånuja and Madhva mention the necessity of performing nityakarma and naimit-
tikakarma along with bhakti as the principal means. Bhåskara maintains that karma is
a direct means to salvation, as important as jñåna. His sådhana is called jñåna-karma-
samuccaya (combination of knowledge and works). Çr⁄ka~†ha also maintains that karma is
a coprinciple of liberation together with the grace of Çiva. Though Çiva is all-merciful, he
is not in a position to remove the sorrows of all, unless by their deeds the veil of ignorance
and impurity is removed. Karma is one of the manifestations of divine law and grace.

The most popular sådhana is certainly bhaktimårga: it is found in Vai‚~avism, Çaivism,
and Çaktism in some form or other. But it is not possible to give any one common mean-
ing to bhakti in different schools.

Råmånuja virtually identifies bhakti with jñåna. Parabhakti, the highest degree of bhakti
is identical with prapatti, surrender to the lord (Vedårthasaµgraha 238ff.). In his thought
jñåna must assume the form of bhakti, and both together must result in consecrated karma.
Prapatti is the final stage. It is also called çara~ågati, complete surrender to the lord seated
in the heart who accepts the bhakta as his eternal servant and allows the devotee to stay
with him forever. Bhakti has, according to Råmånuja, six prerequisites: discrimination of
food, complete disregard for worldly objects, continued practice, performance of worship,
virtuous conduct, and freedom from dejection (Bhagavadg⁄tåbhå‚ya 11.55ff.).

Madhva in the Mahåbhårata Tåtparya Nir~aya provides the following definition of
bhakti: “That firm and unshakeable love of god, which rises above all other ties of love and
affection and is based upon an adequate knowledge and conviction of his great majesty, is
called bhakti. That alone is the means to mok‚a” (1.86). Vallabha derives bhakti from the
root bhaj (to serve) and the suffix kti (love). Bhakti means loving service (sevå). Complete
sevå implies love; without love service would be troublesome and not desirable. Vice versa,
love, in order to be complete, requires service. The Nimbårka school defines bhakti as
“a special kind of love for the lord.” Bhakti is essentially given through the lord’s grace.
Through god’s grace the sådhaka recognizes his nothingness and becomes humble.

In several bhakti schools, gur¨pasatti, “renouncing one’s self together with what
belongs to oneself to the lord through the guru,” is one of the means to achieve liberation.
According to Sundarabha††a, it is the best of all sådhanas, uniting karma, jñåna, and
bhakti. Obeying the guru’s precept is karmayoga; knowing that the essence of one’s self
is the guru is jñånayoga; being devoted to the guru is bhaktiyoga. In this school the guru
is the only savior. The sådhaka has formally to ask the guru to be allowed to be his servant,
son, wife, and friend.

For Baladeva, a follower of Caitanya, the highest form of bhakti is premabhakti, which is
the sole and direct cause of salvation. It has two complementary aspects: vairågya, disgust
for whatever is not brahman, and prema, yearning for brahman. The choice by the lord is
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decisive. Bhakti, finally, is the feeling of the hlådin⁄çakti (the power of delight) of the lord.
Through it the devotee becomes united with the lord. All the activities of the devotee become
then the source of immense joy, being a constant god realization. 

Nårada describes in his Bhaktis¨tra (32) eleven grades of bhakti: glorification of the
lord’s qualities, love of his beauty, formal worship, constant remembrance, service as the
lord’s slave, friendship, childlike love, love as of a wife for her husband, self-surrender,
complete absorption, and pain of separation from the lord. According to Nårada, the high-
est possible love is that which the gop⁄s of V®ndåvana felt when K®‚~a was absent, and
they were ardently longing for him.

Påçupatas follow a combination of yoga (discipline) and vidhis (observances), which
comes close to bhakti. It comprises japa (repetition of certain words or syllables), dhyåna
(meditation), bathing in ashes, behaving like a madman, singing, laughing, trembling, and
so forth. V⁄raçaivas consider bhakti as a means to liberation because bhakti reunites liπga
and aπga (Çiva and his devotee).

Jñånamårga plays a role in almost all schools but with different emphases. It usually
proceeds by steps: the Upani‚ads generally speak of four steps, while Çaiva Siddhånta has
seven. The sådhaka has to transcend the various levels of body-bound consciousness
before arriving at self-knowledge.

Çaiva Siddhånta, which distinguishes four mårgas, recognizes sanmårga (the true way)
as the highest. Sanmårga consists of the practice of jñåna: of the three kinds of jñåna only
patijñåna (knowledge of Çiva, the lord) leads to mukti (Devasenapathi 1960: 243). 

In the schools and systems that are closely linked up with a particular religion and which
accept Purå~as and Ågamas as doctrinal authorities, the intervention of god in the sådhana
plays an equally decisive role as “grace of god.” This grace in some form or other becomes
an integral principle of spiritual reality, the immanent seed of the divine essence working
towards liberation.

The Bhågavata Purå~a (3.26) explains the presence of god as antaryåmi as the
ontological principle of salvation. Pañcaråtra theology considers the presence of the
vy¨has (divine emanations) as the motive force. Over the exact role of the grace of god in
the process of salvation the Çr⁄vai‚~ava school split: in the “cat school” active cooperation
is not required; the “monkey school” demands active effort, without which god would not
save a person (Mumme 1988: 1). The element of grace comes out extremely strongly in
the Madhva school. Every detail in the process of salvation depends on god’s will alone.

THE GOAL

The great Vedic salvation myth describes a cosmic battle between Indra and V®tra: demon
rule is a disturbance of the three worlds, and Indra’s salvific deed restores peace and order
and divine rule in triloka. The result of Indra’s victory is the liberation of the waters and the
cows, the appearance of the sun, the moon, and the dawn, and the supremacy of the devas.
Indra’s victory gives “room and freedom” to his worshipers (¸g Veda 2.15). 

Vi‚~u as Varåha-avatåra saves the earth from the depth of the waters; in other avatåras
he saves dharma, the cosmic law which is responsible for the well being of the universe.
Significantly, the Bhågavata Purå~a in its description of the birth of K®‚~a enumerates
cosmic signs that accompany it, indicating also cosmic salvation brought through K®‚~a.

Mok‚a

297



Similarly, we see that Çiva’s salvation is cosmic in its extent: by swallowing the poison
halåhala he saves the entire world from ruin; through the destruction of the demon-
fortress, he returns peace and prosperity to the demon-ravaged worlds. Çiva Na†aråja
effects a cosmic salvation. Dev⁄’s victory over the buffalo demon brings bliss and happiness
to the whole world.

In this unbroken archaic view of reality, creation is good and enjoyable. Heaven is not
necessarily an absolutely superior state, and people have no “desire for heaven” before
their appointed time of death. Heaven is the place where the devas live and where the
fathers go to when life is over.

The Purå~as introduce a more individualistic view of salvation, promising eternal exis-
tence in heaven as reward for certain acts of piety and faith. They abound in colorful
descriptions of the joys of heaven, which are superior to those of earth. Vai‚~avas and
Çaivas alike assume that those who reach heaven receive an incorruptible body and share
most of the qualities of the supreme being, including the freedom to enter a body at will
and to roam about on earth (Bhågavata Purå~a 3.15.12; Çiva Purå~a, Umå Saµhitå 1–6).

Vedånta regards svarga (heaven) as a temporary condition of finite bliss and strives for
transcendence even of svarga, that is, complete freedom in mok‚a. In the interpretation of
Çaµkara, mok‚a is not an acquisition but the realization of the true essence of being.
The final state is ultimate identity of self and being, of åtman and brahman, of subject
and universe. This state alone, independent of space and time, is worth being pursued. It
is the return of the particular to the universal, of the j⁄våtman to the brahmåtman, of the
multiple into the one. 

In Såµkhya mok‚a means isolation of puru‚a from prak®ti—a cessation of all change,
a kaivalya (aloneness), and a return to the pristine detached existence.

Nyåya and Vaiçe‚ika have only a negative definition of mok‚a—absolute freedom from
pain or even absolute freedom from all experience, freedom from distress, and freedom
from activity. 

Vai‚~ava schools make use of both the Såµkhya and the Vedånta patterns when
describing the ultimate state, but they always insist on the perpetuation of the individual
j⁄va: the ultimate state is a personal relationship between the j⁄va and the supreme.

Råmånuja rejects the idea of the j⁄våtman merging into brahman: mok‚a is not loss of
individuality but restoration of the initial and blissful relationship with the absolute. Mukti
is cessation of egotism but not of individuality; it rules out the possibility of rebirth, but
the muktas (liberated ones) can assume bodies at will.

Madhva sees in mok‚a the reunion of the j⁄va with its lord through the acquisition of
a nonmaterial body whose essence is pure and unmixed bliss. The j⁄va remains eternally
different from the lord: it always remains paratantra, dependent on Vi‚~u, and its bliss
consists in this. The j⁄va “sees, as it were, with the eyes of Hari, walks with the feet of
Hari, takes everything with the hands of Hari” (Brahmas¨trabhå‚ya 4.4.5).

Nimbårka sees mok‚a as åtmasvar¨palabha, attainment of the self’s proper form and
nature; the difference between j⁄va and brahman remains forever. Vallabha knows differ-
ent ultimate states according to the way followed by the individual. 

The Caitanya school has also some original contribution to the understanding of final
freedom. Caitanya himself avoids the term “mok‚a” and uses bhakti for the ultimate goal.
In his Çik‚å‚†aka (verse 4) he prays to be given “birth after birth uncaused devotion
(ahaitukibhakti) towards the lord’s lotus feet.” Bhaktisiddhånta Sarasvat⁄’s Viv®ti on this
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verse amplifies this into the explicit rejection of mok‚a: “I reject not only bhukti, material
enjoyment, in the form of dharma, artha, and kåma, but mukti as well. I do not desire 
liberation from the cycle of repeated birth and death” (1994: 76). But some of his followers
use the word “mukti” without hesitation, and they even speak of j⁄vanmukti, liberation
while still living in a body on earth, besides five forms of mukti after death. The j⁄va never
loses its identity; but in såyujyamukti, the highest form of perfection, it is completely
immersed in divine bliss and experiences the hlådin⁄çakti of K®‚~a as its own. 

The Vai‚~ava mystics emphasize their experience of god as vastu, reality. It is accompa-
nied by supersensual phenomena, especially the anåhata çabda, a mysterious sound which
breaks forth from within. They know the sweetness of god, they speak of the sharing of
råmarasa, the “sweet god-essence,” by the mukta.

Çaivas have a tendency to see mok‚a more in terms of Advaita Vedånta. Çaiva Purå~as
contain sections in which the state of mok‚a is described in terms of Advaita. The
Påçupatas call the final state duªkhånta, “end of suffering,” which is of a twofold nature.
The lower form is anåtmaka, impersonal; the higher form is såtmaka, personal—it means
to be like ⁄çvara with regard to knowledge and active power. Almost all Çaiva systems
know a plurality of forms of mukti. The ultimate aim is “to be similar to Çiva,” not to be
identical with him. In Çaiva Siddhånta “Çiva includes all beings who have attained the
state of Çiva.” Çivatva, Çiva-hood, is the highest stage in our development, the realization
of our true self. The difference between Çiva and the liberated j⁄vas consists in the fact that
the j⁄vas have been liberated through Çiva’s grace whereas Çiva himself is eternally free.

According to Çr⁄ka~†ha, the muktas realize the saviçe‚a body of Çiva, and though they
cannot be distinguished from brahman, they are not identical with it. Attaining the final
stage means realizing çivatva and sharing the qualities of Çiva. The mukta is not only
omniscient like Çiva but also independent and can assume and discard bodies at will. The
muktas are also all-pervasive, but they do not share the power of Çiva to create and to
destroy the world. Though they enjoy the same bliss as Çiva, there is only one lord.
Çr⁄ka~†ha describes the abode of Çiva as a place blazing “like millions of suns”
(Çr⁄ka~†habhå‚ya 4.4.22).

Pratyabhijñå claims that the state of perfection achieved by its sådhana is beyond and
above the tur⁄ya, the “fourth state” of the Upani‚ads: it is tur⁄yåt⁄ta, Çiva-consciousness, in
which the individual experiences the self as identical with the entire universe and with Çiva. 

V⁄raçaivism, as interpreted by Çr⁄pati, asserts that the final goal of the soul is aikya or unity
with Paraçiva. The soul in union with Çiva enjoys unexcelled bliss. The mukta increasingly
participates in the functions and powers of Çiva until completely absorbed in Çiva and attain-
ing the condition of Paramaçiva. Çåktas see the attainment of supreme bliss in the union of
Çiva and Çakti in the body of the devotee. Muktas assume all the forms of Çakti in their own
subtle body and become one with the force that creates the universe and gives liberation. 

One of the major controversies in Hindu religious history concerned the possibility of
j⁄vanmukti or final liberation while still living in the body. Çaµkara, on account of his
teaching that reality is identical with consciousness, comes to the conclusion that j⁄van-
mukti is definitely possible. Thus he describes in his Vivekac¨∂åma~i the state of the one
who is completely free while still living in his body: 

Satisfied with undiluted, constant bliss, the j⁄vanmukta is neither grieved nor elated
by sense-objects, is neither attached nor averse to them, but always disports with the
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self and takes pleasure therein. A child playing with its toys forgets hunger and pain;
exactly so does the person of realization take pleasure in reality, without ideas of “I”
and “mine,” and is happy. . . . Though without riches, yet ever content; though help-
less, yet very powerful, though not enjoying the sense-objects, yet eternally satisfied;
though without an exemplar, yet looking upon all with an eye of quality. Though
working, yet inactive; though experiencing fruits of past actions, yet untouched by
them; though possessed of a body, yet without identification with it; though limited,
yet omnipresent. Neither pleasure nor pain, nor good nor evil, ever touches this
knower of brahman, who always lives without a body-idea.

(536–37, 543–45)

Råmånuja, with equal logical consistency, denies the possibility of j⁄vanmukti: in order to
attain ultimate bliss, the mukta requires a supernatural body, which replaces the physical and
the subtle body (Vedårthasaµgraha 123). Most Vai‚~ava schools agree with Råmånuja,
whereas many Çaiva schools accept the possibility of j⁄vanmukti. Çaiva Siddhånta knows of
j⁄vanmuktas who are “beyond good and evil” and who behave in ways that would be sinful
for normal people (Devasenapathi 1960: 258). Çåktas also recognize the possibility of
j⁄vanmukti in very much the same way as Advaitins do. The Tripurårahasya describes the
j⁄vanmukta as “neither happy when enjoying nor unhappy when deprived of enjoyment,
looking upon the whole world as if it were a play on a stage, always appearing somewhere
far away and yet ever doing what is to be done at the moment” (chapter 10).

Krishnachandra Bhattacharyya, a modern Hindu thinker, thus describes the role of the
j⁄vanmuktas: They 

elect to continue the divine system of justice and grace by remaining in the body, by
freely continuing in the illusory form in relation to other souls. So the j⁄van-mukta souls
assist as the high priests at the cosmic yajña . . . . They move about like the imperson-
ations of the Divine grace that is dimly stirring in the bosom of the age, the beacon
lights of the universe, the realised hopes of the army of the good—never self-assertive,
sometimes even despondent—fighting out the great battle with the army of evil.

(1956: 59)

THE RELEVANCE OF MOKÍA IN OUR TIME

The texts referred to here, articulating the notion of mok‚a by the various Hindu tradi-
tions, are, without exception, “premodern.” The question arises about their relevance for
today. 

Modernity in the West began with an emancipation of society from the domination of
religion and thus came to be equated with secularism. The modern Western mind is, almost
by definition, a secular mind, dedicated to pursuing aims in this world rather than looking
towards a world to come, loath to spend energies and money on anything but the betterment
of life on earth. Modernity reached India towards the end of the eighteenth century,
when the British East India Company began to settle in India with the goal not only to do
business but also to modernize a country which was still largely living in the middle ages,
controlled by religion and oriented towards transcendent goals. 
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With the gradual spread of the British administration over large parts of India and the
expansion of the British educational system there, it was unavoidable that modern Western
secular ideas of life would influence the Indian educated classes. Seeing themselves in the
mirror of an alien civilization, pricked by unsympathetic observations of apparently
successful people, but also made aware by these self-same foreigners of the great heritage
which they possessed, some enlightened Hindus set out to modernize without losing their
souls. It was a comparatively small minority which saw in European-style secularization
the ideal to be achieved; most attempted to blend and integrate traditional Hindu values
and attitudes with Western science and technology. 

In spite of the unquestionable change which India has undergone during the past two
hundred years—industrialization, modernization of administration, urbanization, and
a tremendous increase in population—traditional religion still plays a great role in India,
and the recent past has seen significant efforts to reassert the place of religion in the polit-
ical life of the country. 

Modernity in India also meant analysis and criticism: no longer were the absolute and
total claims of religion accepted uncritically, but tradition and religion itself became the
focus of scrutiny and critique. Thus Rammohan Roy (1772–1833) successfully fought
against sat⁄, the burning of wives at the death of their husbands, a custom which had
received the sanction of the religious authorities and was defended by the traditionalists as
part and parcel of Hinduism. Dayånanda Sarasvat⁄ (1824–83) attacked the popular
Hinduism of his time as corrupt and alienated from his Vedic roots. He condemned many
traditional practices such as child marriage and insisted that religion should also aim at
improving the social and material conditions of people.

Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856–1920) in his G⁄tå Rahasya propounded a new “gospel of
action.” His karmayoga was not otherworldly. He rejected the ancient ideal of renuncia-
tion and saw fulfillment in terms of work for society and nation. Although he was
a staunch defender of the faith of his fathers, he gave it a new direction towards social and
political liberation instead of inward spiritual individual mok‚a. 

Gopal Krishna Gokhale (1866–1915), founder of the Servants of India Society, consid-
ered “the basic task” to be “the liberation of man by the development and enhancement of
his moral, intellectual and physical abilities and talents” (1916: 1231). For him service of
the nation was a sådhana. Many other less-known men and women took this suggestion
up and devoted themselves to social work in a religious spirit in the conviction that this
was the sådhana for our time, not based on myths and speculation, but on economic
progress and social welfare.

The contact with modern ideas resulted not so much in a rejection of tradition but in
attempts to reinterpret and further develop traditional teachings. The greatest personalities
of the Indian Renaissance consciously took up the essential concepts offered to them by
the philosophical, religious, and spiritual traditions of India and tried to integrate into them
modern ideas according to the necessities of time and circumstances. 

Rabindranath Tagore accepts the modern idea of the human person as “creator” and
enthusiastically endorses the idea of a “paradise on earth” created through common human
efforts. He declares in his The Religion of Man: “The idea of the humanity of our God, or
the divinity of Man the Eternal, is the main subject of this book . . . . On the surface of our
being we have the ever-changing phases of the individual self, but in the depth there dwells
the Eternal Spirit of human unity beyond our direct knowledge” (1931: 15). He also has
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his own individual “religion of an artist” in which the concept of beauty is central: the real-
ization of truth is identical with harmony and beauty. He emphasizes modern social con-
cerns and sees a person not so much as a monadic individual but as an integral part of
humanity; human life is meant to be lived in and for society. But he very clearly professes
his faith in the tradition of his forefathers when explaining his Sådhana, “the realisation of
life.” We have to realize the inherent divinity in humanity; the means of this realization is
spontaneous, selfless action in the sense of the ni‚kåma karma of the Bhagavad G⁄tå or
“realization of love.” The way to realization is love, “for love is the perfection of con-
sciousness” (Tagore 1913: 106). “Love is the ultimate meaning of everything around us.
It is not a mere sentiment; it is truth; it is the joy that is at the root of all creation. It is the
white light of pure consciousness that emanates from Brahma. . . . It is through the height-
ening of our consciousness into love, and extending it all over the world, that we can attain
Brahma-vihåra, communion with this infinite joy” (Tagore 1913: 107). 

At the same time Tagore emphasizes the need of action in the process of self-realization:
an emphasis not against tradition but in accordance with it, though with a new connotation. 

The true striving in the quest of truth, of dharma, consists not in the neglect of action
but in the effort to attune it closer and closer to the eternal harmony. The text of this
striving should be: Whatever works thou doest, consecrate them to Brahma. That is
to say, the soul is to dedicate itself to Brahma through all its activities. This dedica-
tion is the song of the soul, in this is its freedom. Joy reigns when all work becomes
the path to the union with Brahma; when the soul ceases to return constantly to its
own desires; when in it our self-offering grows more and more intense. Then there is
completion, then there is freedom, then, in this world, comes the kingdom of God.

(Tagore 1913: 128–29; emphasis in original)

Aurobindo Ghose (1888–1950) was brought up with modern Western thought; ideas of
evolution, of development, of progress deeply influenced him. He remained, nevertheless,
in the tradition of the ®‚is and the åcåryas. He revitalized ancient myths and philosophies
in his great panoramic view of The Life Divine. He analyzes the evils of our age and comes
to the conclusion that the West has created in its technical civilization a means for 
self-destruction and the East in its spiritual search has stagnated and become corrupt. The
combination of the positive elements of both East and West—progress and spiritualization—
can bring about liberation from the deadly cycle of periodic destruction or inertia.
Aurobindo sees liberation not only in terms of the individual but also of society, of whole
nations, of humankind, and, ultimately, of the cosmos. He distinguishes—as the whole
Hindu tradition does—between the “ego” and the “self,” between “mental” and “gnostic”
beings. The way to the freedom of the self and the ultimate unity of being is what
Aurobindo calls the Integral Yoga: it not only aims at the development of a part of the
human personality but also at transforming the entire person into something higher, some-
thing spiritual and not only to lead an elite to this goal but all of humanity.

Guidance for this sådhana is not provided by any particular religion or philosophy but by
the “eternal Veda secret in the heart of every” thinking and living being (Ghose 1971: 55).
The true guru is in us: “It is . . . [the jagadguru] who [enlightens us, who] progressively
[reveals] in us his own nature of freedom, bliss, love, power, immortal[ity]” (Ghose 1971:
55). This Integral Yoga is the “rebirth” into a higher sphere. Aurobindo stresses the need
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for “work” in the sense of the Bhagavad G⁄tå as liberating power and as way to truly inte-
gral knowledge. The perfect person is a j⁄vanmukta, one who has realized the ultimate in
this life and while fully participating in life, exercises a divine activity. The same princi-
ple that is working towards the liberation and realization of the individual applies to the
social forms of life: they also have to be reborn, transcend themselves, take part in the 
all-embracing process of spiritualization, which is ultimately a process of salvation
through the immanent jagadguru. Humanity, as a whole, is the supreme manifestation of
the universal self. Therefore, the sådhana, the means to the spiritual end, would not be
a purely personal spirituality, vairågya and saµnyåsa, but it would encompass the totality
of life, both individual and social. 

[A] society which was even initially spiritualised, would make the revealing and finding
of the divine Self in man the whole first aim of all its activities, its education, its
knowledge, its science, its ethics, its art, its economical and political structure. As it
was to some extent in the ancient Vedic times with the cultural education of the
higher classes, so it would be then with all education. It would embrace all knowl-
edge in its scope, but would make the whole trend and aim and the permeating spirit
not mere worldly efficiency, but this self-developing and self-finding.

(Ghose 1962: 343)

Aurobindo is aiming at the “coming spiritual age” in which the ideal of spiritual person
and spiritual society would be fulfilled—a liberated humanity, humanity that has realized
the self.

If we can see in Tagore a modern bhakta and in Aurobindo a modern jñåni, we may call
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi a modern karmayog⁄. More explicitly than anyone else,
Mahåtmå Gandhi affirmed both his indebtedness to his traditional religion and his com-
mitment to his own time. His “book of books” was the Bhagavad G⁄tå, which gave him
solace, strength, and a philosophical basis for his action. Two tradition-laden concepts—
satya and ahiµså—circumscribe his whole work and thought.

Gandhi’s life was devoted to win freedom for his people. He himself understood svaråj
(self-rule) always as transcending mere political independence. In and through svaråj he
wanted to realize truth and love; that was the real freedom he was aiming at. He often said
that he would not bother with “freedom” if it did not mean an increase in truth and love,
if it did not make those, for whom he wanted freedom, better people. He preferred Truth
to svaråj. He confessed that he considered his national service part of his sådhana, the
process that frees the spirit from the bondage of flesh. He did not desire any earthly king-
dom but only the heavenly kingdom, which is mok‚a. But he did not consider it necessary
to seek refuge in a cave of the Himålayas in order to attain mok‚a. He felt that his sådhana
was in and through his social service. We need not doubt that “freedom” for Gandhi meant
“liberation” and “self-realization” in a religious sense. The sådhana he developed, and into
which he initiated his closest fellow workers, is contained in the Ashram Observances in
Action. Not by accident he insisted on the vows of truth, ahiµså, brahmacarya, poverty,
body-labor, fearlessness and tolerance, svadeç⁄, and abolition of untouchability. They are
meant to purify the soul, to make humanity unselfish, to “humanize” the individual and
society. His is not a saµnyås⁄’s sådhana but nevertheless a true sådhana, a true way to
self-realization. The ultimate he was aiming at was truth, a truth which had to find its
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expression in daily life as selflessness, sharing the lot of the poor, social justice. But this
truth was also transcendent, was identical with god and the kingdom of god. “What I want
to achieve, —what I have been striving and pining to achieve . . ., —is self-realization, to
see god face to face, to attain Moksha. I live and move and have my being in pursuit of
this goal. All that I do by way of speaking and writing, and all my ventures in the politi-
cal field, are directed to this same end” (Gandhi 1993: xxvi).

There are unbroken traditions of Vai‚~avism, Çaivism, and Çaktism (as well as of Advaita
Vedånta), and the ancient myths and the philosophies developed many centuries ago still
give inspiration and solace to millions of Hindus who see in them the expression of eternal
and timeless truths and a way to salvation. The centers of these religions continue to draw
large crowds, and the heads of the various sampradåyas still command the respect of a vast
following. The classical texts are reprinted time and again and read and reread by a large sec-
tion of the population. Modern gurus and heroes, like Råmak®‚~a, Vivekånanda, Rama~a
Mahar‚i, Råmat⁄rtha, Råmadåsa, Çivånanda, to mention only a few, never claimed to have
found a “new salvation” but were faithful representatives of ancient ways and thoughts. 

Also among twentieth-century professional academic philosophers we find a large num-
ber who affirm their acceptance of the traditional insights into the human situation, the
way to liberation, and the aim of self-realization. They incorporate modern ideas, but basi-
cally they remain within traditional doctrines. 

For K. Bhattacharyya, “Vedånta is primarily a religion, and it is a philosophy only as the
formulation of this religion” (1956: 118). He accepts its basic tenets of the illusoriness of the
individual self. “All religion makes for the realization of the self as sacred, but the religion
of Advaita is the specific cult of such realization understood explicitly as self-knowledge”
(K. Bhattacharyya 1956: 118). T. R. V. Murti describes his conviction as follows: 

As a Hindu, I had always believed in the Law of Karma. Reflection on it has induced
in me a kind of conviction that it is quite a plausible explanation of the governance
of the universe. The conception of the hierarchy of Values (puru‚årtha) with Freedom
as the highest value has been no less a conviction. That Philosophy is not an affair of
intellectual curiosity or theoretic analysis but a serious spiritual discipline (sådhanå)
directed towards the attainment of Freedom is basic to Indian Philosophy, and I sub-
scribe to it without reservation.

(1952: 457)

For Murti philosophy is adhyåtmavidyå—as for the ancients, the aim of both religion and
philosophy. “Realisation of Spirit is the realisation of all Values, as it is Truth, Freedom
and Bliss. It is not only a vision of reality, but a consummation of life as well” (Murti
1952: 470).

Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, the best known among modern Hindu philosophers, deals in
his numerous publications mainly with one theme: the crisis of modern humanity and the
way out of it. He is sensitive enough to hear the “sound of things crumbling” in every field
of human endeavor, in political and economic structures, in beliefs and systems of thought
(Radhakrishnan 1947: 10). He is aware of the “crisis that touches the very roots of our
civilization.” The great challenge of our time lies in the fact that we possess almost unlimited
energies derived from nature by science, while our moral stature has not grown propor-
tionately. Thus these enormous powers are being used and misused against humanity.
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Radhakrishnan sees the root of all evil in our estrangement from our real self, in our “split
spirit.” Our crisis is in the last analysis a spiritual crisis: we are “secularized,” uninte-
grated, fragmented, divorced from spirit, cutoff from our spiritual source. Dictatorship,
mechanization of life, rootlessness, shallowness, and lack of inner orientation, all are due
to this deep-seated egoism which is born of humanity’s misunderstanding of true self.
What applies to the individual also applies to society: the structures of capitalism, mili-
tarism, and nationalism are intrinsically evil, inhuman, against the spirit. Radhakrishnan
points out that those who were called to show the way—philosophers, thinkers, and writ-
ers, statesmen, and religious leaders—have failed to do so. At best they are able to point
out the ills of our time, but they cannot provide any remedy. The remedy that Radhakrishnan
offers is the remedy of Hindu tradition: self-finding, spirituality, a return to the origin.
Spirituality is the spirit of unity, of universality, of transcendence. This spiritualization is
meant to transform not only individuals but also society and humankind as a whole. The
religion of the spirit is the path by which Radhakrishnan wants to lead humanity back to
salvation. It is only by the reintegration and spiritual rebirth of the individual that society
and nations can be saved. Only the individual has the spark of the spirit, which cannot be
extinguished by any power on earth. “We are all fragments of the divine, sons of immor-
tality, am®tasya putråª.” In the details of this reintegration and respiritualization of the
individual and humanity, Radhakrishnan also follows ancient tradition; individually,
meditation and concentration are recommended; for society as a whole, the caturvar~åçrama
system is supposed to make for liberation and restoration of harmony.

The result of the “rebirth” would be a “perfect individual,” a being that comes very close
to the ancient j⁄vanmukta. Those “free beings” are able to act as instruments of the spirit,
to realize the purpose of the spirit in society and humankind. Salvation does not mean to
be taken out from the world but to live in the world with a transformed spirit. All are called
to attain this status, and it is the role of society to create the necessary structures for an
education towards freedom of the spirit. The reborn live not for themselves but for their
fellow humans. The process of mok‚a comes to an end only then, when all individuals
have reached perfection and freedom. Nobody is fully liberated unless all injustice and all
evil in the world has been overcome (Radhakrishnan 1932: 306).

The realization of perfect freedom for all individuals means the rise of the perfect society.
When perfect “spirituality” and perfect “unity” are reached, all individuals will merge into
the oneness of spirit, the cosmic creator god too will become one with the spirit: 

The God who is responsible for this world, who is the consciousness of the universe,
is working through brute matter from which He has to liberate Himself and liberate us.
He Himself is suffering in each and all of us. This suffering will be at the end when
the spirit which is imprisoned in transitory matter is released, when the potential
world-spirit or spirit of the whole becomes the actual consciousness of each part,
when God becomes (in the Apostle’s word) “all in all,” when the solitary limited God
becomes the pantheistic Absolute.

(Radhakrishnan 1958: 124–25)
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PART V

SOCIAL ACTION AND
SOCIAL STRUCTURE





C H A P T E R  F O U R T E E N

KARMA

Herman W. Tull

India is renowned for its diversity. Dissimilitude abounds in every sphere—from the
physical elements of its land and people to the intangible workings of its beliefs and

practices. Indeed, given this variety, India itself appears to be not a single entity but an
amalgamation, a “construct,” arising from the conjoining of innumerable, discrete parts.
Modern scholarship has, quite properly, tended to explore these elements in isolation.
(In part, this trend represents the conscious reversal of the stance taken by an earlier
generation of scholars whose work reified India into a monolithic entity—a critical element
in the much maligned “Orientalist” enterprise.) Nonetheless, the representation of India as
a singular “whole” is not an entirely capricious enterprise; for India is an identifiable entity,
united by—if not born out of—certain deep and pervasive structures. Thus, for example, the
Hindu tradition has long maintained a body of mythology that weaves the disparate
temples, gods, even geographic landscapes that exist throughout the subcontinent into
a unified, albeit syncretic, whole. 

In the realm of thought, there is no more pervasive, unifying structure than karma. It is
the “doctrine” or “law” that ties actions to results and creates a determinant link between
an individual’s status in this life and his or her fate in future lives. Following what is con-
sidered to be its earliest appearances in the Upani‚ads, the doctrine reaches into nearly
every corner of Hindu thought. Indeed, its dominance is such in the Hindu worldview that
karma encompasses, at the same time, life-affirming and life-negating functions; for just
as it defines the world in terms of the “positive” function of delineating a doctrine of
rewards and punishments, so too it defines the world through its “negative” representation
of action as an all but inescapable trap, an unremitting cycle of death and rebirth.

Despite—or perhaps because of—karma’s ubiquity, the doctrine is not easily defined.
Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty reports of a scholarly conference devoted to the study of karma
that although the participants admitted to a general sense of the doctrine’s parameters, con-
siderable time was consumed in a “lively but ultimately vain attempt to define . . . karma
and rebirth” (1980b: xi). The base meaning of the term “karma” (or, more precisely, in its
Sanskrit stem form, karman, a neuter substantive) is “action.” As a doctrine, karma encom-
passes a number of quasi-independent concepts: rebirth ( punarjanman); consequence
( phala, literally “fruit,” a term that suggests the “ripening” of actions into consequences);
and the valuation or “ethicization” of acts, qualifying them as either “good” ( pu~ya or
sukarman) or “bad” ( påpman or du‚karman) (O’Flaherty 1980b: xi). In a general way,
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however, for at least the past two thousand years, the following (from the well-known text,
the Bhågavata Purå~a) has held true as representing the principal elements of the karma
doctrine: “The same person enjoys the fruit of the same sinful or a meritorious act in the
next world in the same manner and to the same extent according to the manner and extent
to which that (sinful or meritorious) act has been done by him in this world” (6.1.45;
Tagare 1993: 779). Nevertheless, depending on the doctrine’s context, which itself ranges
from its appearance in a vast number of literary sources to its usage on the popular level,
not all these elements may be present (though in a general way they may be implicit). 

How the elements underlying the karma doctrine coalesce, or, alternately, how they
diverge in context is treated in detail in a collection of essays—the fruit of two “karma
conferences”—published in 1980 (O’Flaherty 1980d). This collection advances consider-
ably the study of the karma doctrine; yet, because the published findings tend to be highly
specialized, it is neither possible nor desirable to restate them here. Rather, in the follow-
ing pages the karma doctrine will be sought out on general grounds, from its ancient Hindu
origins, to its development as a central element in Hindu thought, and, finally, to its
continuing existence as a defining element of the Hindu world.

THE HISTORY OF KARMA: THE PROBLEM OF 
THE SOURCES

Despite karma’s dominance in Hindu thought, a detailed knowledge of its history long
eluded scholars. As W. D. Whitney, the eminent American Indologist, noted more than
a century ago: “one of the most difficult questions in the religious history of India, [is] how
that doctrine arose, out of what it developed, to what feature of the ancient faith it attached
itself ” (1873: 61). The difficulty scholars encountered in seeking out karma’s roots may
be attributed to some degree to the arcane nature of India’s ancient textual tradition, the
vast corpus known collectively as the Veda. This body of texts is divided into several lay-
ers: Saµhitås, consisting chiefly of paeans to the god, invoking them to share in the sacri-
fice; Bråhma~as, in which the sacrificial rites are described and discussed in detailed,
though highly idiosyncratic fashion; and Åra~yakas and Upani‚ads, texts which purport to
expound a “secret” knowledge (presaged in the Bråhma~as) that frequently begins with
the metaphysics of the sacrifice and extends into sophisticated inquiries into the nature of
reality and the possibility of its direct perception through some form of transformative
knowledge (gnosis).1

The Vedic texts were composed over an enormous period of time, a period generally
agreed to have begun—albeit on somewhat speculative grounds—roughly 1500 BCE and
ending about 500 BCE. At the outset of this period, Vedic culture was situated in the north-
west corner of the Indian subcontinent and had already shed its overt connections to its
Indo-Åryan past. Over the next thousand years of its development, Vedic culture pene-
trated deeply into the eastern portion of the subcontinent, to modern Bengal, and at least
as far south as the Narmadå River (Majumdar 1951: 222, 246, 266). This movement into
the subcontinent undoubtedly influenced the Vedic tradition’s development, as the Vedic
people encountered and commingled with other settled ancient Indic populations.
However, it is impossible to judge with any precision how this commingling may have
affected the course of the Vedic religion’s development. On the one hand, the Vedic texts
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do not disclose clear lines revealing the origins of specific beliefs; on the other hand, there
is no extant textual record from the ancient non-Vedic cultures. (Substantial archaeological
remains have been recovered from the Indus Valley civilization, which clearly predates the
rise of Vedic culture; yet this civilization’s writing remains indecipherable.)

Because the karma doctrine has no obvious, clear antecedents in the earliest layers of the
Vedic literature, some scholars have suggested that karma’s origins lie outside the sphere of
ancient Vedic culture. The prominence of agricultural themes in the doctrine’s early presen-
tations—in particular those relating to rice cultivation—has been cited as evidence of the
doctrine’s non-Vedic, “tribal” origin (O’Flaherty 1980b: xvi–xvii). The anthropologist
Gananath Obeyesekere (1980) has investigated the possibility of karma’s non-Vedic origin
by looking to the beliefs of modern Indian (and non-Indian) tribal populations and then
extrapolating from them a model of belief that may have existed among the ancient Indian
populations. According to Obeyesekere, nearly all primitive and preliterate societies possess
simple theories of rebirth, theories that through a simple transformation can evolve into
a karmic eschatology. This transformation occurs with the introduction of a link between the
nature of actions in one life to either a state of retribution or reward in the next life, a trans-
formation that Obeyesekere refers to as the “ethicization” of the simple rebirth eschatology.

Obeyesekere’s supposition that the non-Vedic stream made a significant contribution to
the karma doctrine is likely correct. Moreover, his developmental paradigm opens up what
may be the most significant question in understanding the history of karma; that is, where
(and how) does the systematic ethicization of actions occur? Obeyesekere and others have
argued that the ethicization of actions cannot be seen in the Bråhma~ic-Upani‚adic milieu
(Keith 1925, 2: 468, 584; Obeyesekere 1980: 161). However, within the context of the ritual
performance, the Bråhma~ic authors do distinguish between good and bad (ritual) acts, and,
as in other ethical systems, this valuation is based on the consequences of actions (Mackie
1977: 59). Thus a typical Bråhma~ic passage declares: “When the agnihotra is being offered,
what he does mistakenly, either by word or deed, that cuts off his vigor, his own self, or his
children” (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 2.3.4.18, see also 1.5.2.15). In other words, within the
narrow confines of the Vedic ritual system a rudimentary ethical system does indeed exist.

The supposition that such an ethical system is part of Vedic culture is an important one.
The Hindu tradition, for at least the last two thousand years of its development, has looked
to the Veda as a model of cultural prestige and the legitimizing force for all sorts of reli-
gious behavior. Vedic culture however is not a monolithic entity; the texts, as well as the
beliefs and ritual practices contained in them, admit to significant variations. Moreover,
because these texts were created not by individual authors but represent the thoughts,
directives, and observations of communities of inspired sages as they were recorded over
successive decades or perhaps even centuries, they are not highly systematized. As
a result, as they now stand and as they have stood for perhaps the past 2,500 years, the
Vedic texts contain multiple, and sometimes contradictory, teachings on the same subject
(a situation that does not differ markedly from the textual traditions of other great religions). 

This fluidity however is not without limits; for at the core of the Vedic tradition certain
key values exist. Foremost are those relating to the act of sacrifice. Despite the changes in
thought and practice that may have occurred over the millennium or so of the Vedic texts’
composition and compilation, this core remains clearly discernible; the act of sacrifice—
though variously enacted and variously interpreted by the Vedic religionists—stands
always at the center of the Vedic tradition. 
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Karma is a critical component of this core. In the early Vedic texts, the term “karman”
typically denotes the action or performance of the sacrificial ritual; a usage that is so com-
mon that the term “karman” is there synonymous with the Vedic rites (this meaning is
retained in later Hinduism, where it stands along with karma’s other connotations). By the
end of this period, as reflected in the Upani‚ads, karma emerges as a doctrine; that is, in a
formulation that has a definite and extensive meaning and is reified above and beyond its
ordinary connotations. To understand karma’s history, it is first necessary to examine these
early doctrinal formulations, a point that leads back to the action of the Vedic sacrifice.

THE FORMULATION OF KARMA IN THE UPANIÍADS

The term “karman” occurs frequently in the Vedic texts. As such, karma is not understood
here as a doctrine but simply as a term denoting action, in particular, the action of the
sacrificial ritual. However, by the end of the Bråhma~a period, which is synchronous
with the composition of the early Upani‚ads, karma is presented as a doctrine, one in
particular that expresses the notion that actions in one life directly affect the conditions of
a future life.

In its first formulation in the B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad, the doctrine appears as part of
a discussion between two well-known sages, Årtabhåga and Yåjñavalkya, regarding the
fate of the individual after death. Årtabhåga first describes the dissolution of the dead
person on the funeral pyre, drawing on an image deeply embedded in Vedic thought:
upon cremation the deceased’s speech enters into the air, his eye into the sun, his mind into
the moon, his hearing into the quarters (¸g Veda 10.16.3, see also 10.90.13–14; Atharva
Veda 18.2.7). He then asks his companion Yåjñavalkya, “What becomes next of this
person?” Yåjñavalkya, however, prefers not to discuss this in public, as he states: “My
dear Årtabhåga, take my hand. We two alone shall know of this, this is not for us two to
speak of among [other] people.” The text then continues in the third person: “Having gone
aside, they entered into a discussion. That which they spoke about was action (karman)
and that which they praised was action: one indeed becomes good by good action, bad by
bad [action]” (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 3.2.13).

To many scholars this passage appears to present the fundamental premise of the karma
doctrine as it dominates later Hindu thought; that is, that an individual attains a state after
death that is a direct result of the ethical quality (“good” or “bad”) of his activities before
death (Deussen 1906: 329–30; Farquhar 1920: 34; Keith 1925, 2: 573; Oldenberg 1915:
109; Rao 1987: 28). Although the central idea presented here “that one becomes good by
good action, bad by bad” does evoke later formulations of the karma doctrine, the passage
fails to explicate several key elements that would tie it with certainty to the later karma
doctrine. In particular, the questions of what constitutes “good” and “bad” action (is it
action in general or a special form of activity such as that of the sacrificial ritual?) and
what is the precise nature of the individual’s postdeath existence (is it a new birth in
a human or animal form in this world or a movement into an otherworldly existence?)
stand unanswered here. 

Karma, as a doctrine, appears again in another B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad passage
(4.4.1–7). This passage also begins with a discussion of the fate of the individual upon the
event of his death. Unlike the previous passage, however, which relates an individual’s
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component parts (hearing, breath, and so forth) to the numerous spheres of the cosmos, this
second passage notes that the individual approaching death “becomes one,” as the vital
energies together enter the individual’s heart. Gathered in the heart, these elements then
depart through one of the body’s orifices, an event signifying the end of the individual’s
current existence. At this moment, at what appears to be the brink of dissolution, the
“deeds (karman) and knowledge and memory take hold of him [the deceased].” This “taking
hold of ” apparently leads to the acquisition of a new body, as the passage continues: “Just
as a goldsmith takes a piece of gold and turns it into another . . . so the self [of the
individual] makes another new and more beautiful shape, like that of the ancestors,
gandharvas, gods, Prajåpati, Brahmå, or other beings.” (Another recension of this text
adds “men” to the list.) The passage ends recapitulating the notion that: “How one acts and
how one behaves so that one becomes: the doer of good becomes good, the doer of bad
becomes bad” (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 4.4.5).

Although this passage does refer to the acquisition of a new body after death, it does not
refer specifically to rebirth in this world—a critical component of the later karma doc-
trine—but to some sort of otherworldly afterlife existence (the beings listed here are all
denizens of the various Vedic heavens). Immediately following this description of the
acquisition of a new body, however, the authors or compilers of the text include a verse
that describes the possibility of returning to this world: “That one together with his action,
he goes where his inner mind is attached. When he reaches the end of that action (karman)
which he did in this world here, then he comes back to this world, back to action.” Not
everyone returns to this world: “the man who does not desire . . . his breaths do not depart;
Brahmå he is, to Brahmå he goes” (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 4.4.6). Although these final
passages are quite possibly an interpolation—evidenced by their verse form and the fact
that they follow a passage that itself expresses a terminal thought—it is the sort of accre-
tion typically found in the early Upani‚ads, texts in which contiguous passages, though
perhaps unrelated in origin, reiterate specific concepts. Thus, although the teachings pre-
sented in these two passages—the one that proposes actions lead to a rebirth only in the
next world, the other that actions lead to a new birth in this world—are nominally distinct,
in juxtaposition they emphasize a common message; namely, that actions affect the con-
ditions of the afterlife.

The intimation here that the individual, on the basis of the deeds performed in life, may
be reborn in this world, or alternatively attain the world of Brahmå, appears again in an
extensive discussion found in another B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad passage (6.2), a passage
that is repeated with variations in detail in another early Upani‚ad text, the Chåndogya
Upani‚ad (5.3–10). The passage begins with an intriguing set of questions posed by an
ancient king, Jaivali Pravåha~a, to the young sage Çvetaketu: “Do you know how people,
when they die, go by different paths? Do you know how they return to this world? Do you
know how the world beyond is not filled up, even as more and more people continuously
go there?” (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 6.2.2). Çvetaketu professes ignorance to each suc-
cessive question (as well as to a number of other related questions) and returns home to
report his encounter with the king to his father, the sage Gautama. Gautama, intrigued by
his son’s encounter, approaches the king and asks him to take him on as his pupil. King
Jaivali Pravåha~a accedes to this request and then states enigmatically that the answers to
these questions have never before been in the possession of Bråhma~s. Although consid-
erable scholarly ink has been spilled over the representation of a sage entreating a king for
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knowledge, where one would expect the reverse (see, e.g. Keith 1925, 2: 492–97), schol-
ars tend now to view this situation as part of the broadening intellectualization of the war-
rior class that occurred at this time in several contemporary Indian movements (Buddhism,
Jainism) (Olivelle 1996: xxxiv–xxxv). The more significant point here is that knowledge
of this doctrine is represented as a secret—a point that echoes Yåjñavalkya’s declaration
(cited above) that karma should not be spoken of in public; for the representation of a
teaching as secret strikes to the center of the Upani‚adic mission of explicating the mys-
teries of existence and so underscores the significance of karma as a key element of
Upani‚adic thought.

In the ensuing narrative, the king describes creation—in each of several planes of exis-
tence: the world above, the clouds, this world, and man himself—as being based on and
homologous to the elements of the Vedic sacrificial fire, its flames, its fuel, and its smoke:
“That other world is a fire, O Gautama. The sun is its fuel; the rays its smoke; the day its
flame. . . .” The last of these creations occurs in the fire of the cremation. Here the
homology ends, for this fire symbolizes nothing more than itself: “the fire is the fire, the
fuel is the fuel; the smoke is the smoke. . . .” The material of the offering of this last
creation is the body of the deceased, from which, placed in the sacrificial fires, a “shining”
or “radiant” man emerges. The radiant man follows one of two paths: the path of the gods
(devayåna), which leads to a final existence in the world of Brahmå (those who attain it
are said not to return), or the path of the fathers ( pit®yana), which leads to the moon and
eventually to another birth in this world. The attainment of one or the other of these paths
is based on the type (though, significantly, not the quality—for example, “good” or “bad”)
of activity performed before death. Whereas the one who meditates in the forest and pos-
sesses an understanding of the homology of the elements of the cosmos and the elements
of the Vedic sacrificial fire (as described previously in this passage) attains the path of the
gods, the one who sacrifices and gives gifts to the priests attains the path of the fathers
(B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 6.2.9–16). 

The description of rebirth for the one who follows the path of the fathers is distinctive
for its representation of the physical aspects of this process (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad
6.2.16). Through the flames of the cremation fires, the deceased individual is first trans-
formed into smoke and then successively joins with the various worlds and elements that
make up the Vedic cosmos. Reaching finally the moon, the deceased individual becomes
the food of the gods; when this comes to an end (suggesting the depletion of his store of
merit, built through a lifetime of sacrificial performances), the deceased individual passes
into the sky, then into the wind, then into the rain, then to the earth and rebirth in this
world. The progression has obvious agricultural connotations: for once the rain falls on
the earth it generates plants, which are in turn eaten by living beings and thus contribute
to the formation of semen, impregnation, gestation, and birth. The Chåndogya Upani‚ad
version of this description alone adds that “people whose conduct is pleasant can expect
to enter a pleasant womb, like that of a priest, warrior, or common woman; but they who
are of stinking conduct can expect to enter a stinking womb, that of a dog, pig, or an out-
caste” (Chåndogya Upani‚ad 5.10.7). (It is interesting to note that the term used here is
“conduct,” cara~a, and not “action,” karman.) Both passages refer to a third path, that of
the worms, insects, and other small creatures that revolve ceaselessly through birth and
death. Neither a type of action nor a quality of action is specified for the creatures that
follow this third path.
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The Kau‚⁄taki Bråhma~a Upani‚ad, also considered an early Upani‚ad, contains
a description of the fate of individuals after death that reiterates the themes found in the
B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad and the Chåndogya Upani‚ad. According to the Kau‚⁄taki
Bråhma~a Upani‚ad, when people depart from this world they go to the moon. The moon
is the door to the heavenly worlds; to pass beyond the moon to the other worlds, the
deceased must answer the moon’s question: “Who are you?” The one who fails to cor-
rectly answer this question (the answer is, “I am you,” a statement that typifies the
Upani‚adic notion that man and the cosmos are in essence homologous) becomes rain,
thus leading to rebirth in this world “as a worm, an insect, a fish, a bird, a lion, . . . a man,
or some other creature, in accordance with his actions (karman) and his knowledge.” The
one who correctly answers the moon’s question continues his journey through the heav-
enly worlds, eventually reaching the world of Brahmå. At this point, the deceased shakes
off his good and bad deeds (literally, “that which he has done well” and “that which he has
done badly,” suk®ta and du‚k®ta), passing them on respectively to the relatives he holds
dear and to the ones he despises. The deceased passes no further but sojourns eternally in
the world of Brahmå (Kau‚⁄taki Bråhma~a Upani‚ad 1.2). 

If a single, clear representation of the karma doctrine does not emerge from these
Upani‚ad texts, it is important to consider that the early Upani‚ads were composed as
anthologies, with portions of their texts built out of stock narratives (Olivelle 1996: xxxiv).
In the case of the karma doctrine, the fundamental elements of these stock narratives—the
recurring themes of the journey to the other world (frequently bifurcated into two paths,
the path of the gods and the path of the fathers) and the physical nature of the rebirth
process (from smoke to clouds, to rain, to plants, to semen, and to rebirth in this world)—
have clear antecedents in other Vedic texts. Thus, for example, the homology of the
cosmos and the sacrificial fire is found in the Jaimin⁄ya Bråhma~a (45–46); the journey of
the deceased to the moon and sun occurs in the Jaimin⁄ya Upani‚ad Bråhma~a (3.20–28);
the representation of the process of rebirth as a cycle of generation (smoke, rain, the
generation of plants, semen, birth) is found in the Çatapatha Bråhma~a (7.4.2.22); and the
two paths to the other world are intimated in the funeral hymns found in the ¸g Veda
(10.14, 10.16). The question that now arises is why is the karma doctrine—that is, as it is
presented in these several Upani‚adic passages, a specific rule relating action or conduct
to the conditions of the afterlife—grafted onto these stock teachings? This question, how-
ever, cannot be broached without a clear understanding of the import of these teachings
within their “original” context; that is, the Bråhma~ic milieu, a milieu dominated by the
ideology and performance of the Vedic sacrificial ritual (the “original” karma).

KARMA AND THE VEDIC SACRIFICE

In its basic form, the Vedic sacrifice may be characterized simply as “the offering of a cow
to win more cows” (see Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.7.1.1; Heesterman 1978: 87). Even at this
fundamental level, the sacrifice is an event fraught with extraordinary danger, dominated
by death and destruction, as the sacrificer gives up a life in the attempt to win renewed life,
if only in the form of increased cattle, crops, and so forth. Adding to the dire nature of the
sacrificial event, as the Vedic religionists implicitly recognized, is that the animal victims
do not necessarily die willingly (see Çatapatha Bråhma~a 3.7.3.3) but that in effect are
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innocent victims, their fate a thinly veiled murder. At a deeper level, the logic of the Vedic
sacrifice, which demands an offering of a life for renewed life, implies that the death that
occurs in the sacrifice should be that of the sacrificer, for it is he and not the victim that is
the beneficiary of the sacrificial largesse. The Vedic religionists acknowledged this point,
as the authors of the Bråhma~as observed: “Now the sacrificial fires become determined 
for the flesh of the sacrificer when he sacrifices; they think about the sacrificer; they desire
the sacrificer” (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.7.1.2). Self-sacrifice however is self-defeating;
though its ideology is pervasive, in practice its occurrence is limited to the exceptional cir-
cumstances of the “final sacrifice” (antye‚†i), the cremation rite, in which the body of the
sacrificer forms the material of the oblation.2

The Vedic sacrifice is not a spontaneous event but a replication of the primeval acts that
created the cosmos; as the Bråhma~ic authors frequently declare: “This [sacrifice] done
now is that which the gods did then [in the beginning]” (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 7.2.1.4,
9.2.3.4; Taittir⁄ya Saµhitå 1.5.9.4). What the gods did then was to dismember a primor-
dial being ( puru‚a/Prajåpati), whose body parts, mind, and senses gave rise to specific
elements of the cosmos: “The moon was born from his mind; from his eye the sun was
born. . . . From his navel the atmosphere arose; from his head the heavens; from his two
feet the earth; from his ear the quarters” (¸g Veda 10.90.13–14; see also Çatapatha
Bråhma~a 6.1.1.1–3.20). As a replication of this primordial event, the Vedic sacrifice
holds enormous creative potential; each ritual performance holding out the promise of 
creating new worlds that the sacrificer might inhabit (Gonda 1966: 49). 

That the sacrifice is a replication also means that to be effective, its performance must
not deviate from its underlying model. One widespread Bråhma~ic myth thus presents
a cautionary tale about a sacrifice enacted by Aditi, a divine antediluvian being, for the
sake of obtaining progeny. Following the proper form of first offering an oblation to the
gods and then eating the remainder, Aditi is rewarded with healthy offspring. With
the same goal in mind, Aditi sacrifices again but decides this time to partake directly of
the gods’ portion, reasoning that: “If I eat first, then stronger ones will be born from me.”
This act results not in a healthy issue but in a miscarriage; that is, the wrongly enacted
sacrifice leads to wrongly formed offspring (Taittir⁄ya Saµhitå 6.5.6). The message here
is simple: the power of the sacrifice lies not in any quality inherent in the oblation but in
the process of its performance; properly enacted the sacrifice yields the desired result.3

The ideology of the Vedic ritual complex did not stop with the notion that the sacrifi-
cial performance wins from the gods only the “goods of life” for the sacrificer (the “do ut
des” principle) but further attributes to the Vedic ritual the power to grant renewed life to
the sacrificer. To indicate the element of rebirth, the sacrificial performance is replete with
symbols of birth and death—a necessary prerequisite and concomitant to new birth. Thus,
in entering the sacrificial arena, the sacrificer prepares himself for the new birth; here, he
assumes several attributes of an embryo, restricting his movement, remaining in a womb-
like enclosure, and keeping his hands closed, “since embryos have their hands in a closed
manner” (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 2.3.1.3, 3.1.3.28, 3.2.1.6; Aitareya Bråhma~a 1.3). That
the sacrificer dies, at least symbolically, in the ritual performance is indicated through his
intimate association with the victim. The Vedic religionists described this ritual death
and birth as part of a continuum, a middle point standing between the sacrificer’s natural
birth and natural death (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.2.1.1; Jaimin⁄ya Upani‚ad Bråhma~a
3.11.2–4).
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The mechanism of the sacrificer’s rebirth in the ritual is a journey to the world of the
gods. Here, the intimate identification between sacrificer and oblation is critical; for the
sending forth of the oblation to the world of the gods—through the vehicle of the sacrifi-
cial fire’s smoke—effectively carries the sacrificer to the other world: “Now it is to the
world of the gods that the sacrifice went, and thereby it leads the sacrificer” (Çatapatha
Bråhma~a 1.8.3.11, see also 4.3.4.6, 1.9.3.1).

Though the sacrifice entails a journey to the other world, it is incumbent upon the
sacrificer to return to this world. Vedic mythology makes it clear that the gods do not want
men in their world and long ago sought to make it inaccessible to them (Çatapatha
Bråhma~a 3.1.4.3, 1.6.2.1). Moreover, there is the simple fact that if the sacrificer were to
remain in the other world, his real death would ensue; accordingly, the authors of the
Bråhma~as point out that the sacrificer’s journey to the other world is one fraught with
danger (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 2.3.4.7; Taittir⁄ya Saµhitå 2.5.6). The Vedic religionists
clearly sought to avoid this possibility; indeed, the ritual system itself seems to have been
designed to entice the sacrificer to return to this world, to live, and to sacrifice again
another day.4

The sacrificer’s death and rebirth in the sacrifice, effected through the journey to and
return from the other world, is a necessary element in the sacrificer’s acquisition of the
rewards of the sacrificial performance. Journeying to the other worlds, the sacrificer is said
to become one with the world of the god to whom the sacrifice is directed (Çatapatha
Bråhma~a 2.6.4.8). The unification of deity and man is further expressed in the notion that
in the other world the sacrificer becomes the “food” of the gods (Çatapatha Bråhma~a
3.6.3.19), which suggests an element of transubstantiation but also underlines the precari-
ous nature of the journey to the other world. The sacrificer returns to this world utterly
transformed by this experience; “reborn” in the sacrifice, he is now in a condition to
acquire the sacrificial largesse, the results of his sacrificial work (karman).

The lifelong process of sacrificing—of journeying to and returning from the other world
and of acquiring the sacrificial largesse—ends with the sacrificer’s death and the “final
sacrifice” (antye‚†i), as the cremation rite is known. Here, the sacrificer’s body forms the
material of the offering (which incidentally effectively allows the sacrificer to attain the
core ritual ideology of self-sacrifice). The journey to the other world and the subsequent
rebirth that was realized in symbolic terms within the ritual arena is, in the event of the cre-
mation, actualized in real terms. And here, the sacrificer’s experience in performing the
great Vedic rites may be said to represent the “empirical” evidence for the attainments
which he will then experience again at the end of his lifetime; for just as the type of
sacrifices that the sacrificer performed in life led to the attainment of specific other
worldly realms, so too these performances clearly affect the conditions attained in the
sacrificer’s final journey.

The early formulations of the Upani‚adic karma doctrine draw heavily on the Vedic
ritual substratum. First and foremost, the mechanism of the sacrifice—that the action of
the ritual performance necessarily yields a corresponding result, that the sacrifice entails
a journey to the other world and a return to this one, and that through the sacrifice the
sacrificer acquires a new birth (and so too implicitly must die)—is a fundamental premise
to the Upani‚adic presentations of the karma doctrine. Yet, whereas in the Bråhma~as this
mechanism is applied to the sacrifices performed through the course of a lifetime, in the
Upani‚ads, in discussions of the karma doctrine, it is applied directly to the individual’s
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fate after death. That the Bråhma~ic thinkers do not directly confront the problem of
the sacrificer’s fate after death is not surprising, for such thoughts rarely intrude into the
Bråhma~ic discussions. Although death and destruction—of the victim and implicitly of
the sacrificer—stand at the center of the Vedic sacrifice, the Bråhma~ic ritual itself was
constituted to circumvent the reality of the sacrificer’s death. The Bråhma~ic ritualists
achieved this through ceaselessly employing complex sets of symbolic identifications that
effectively conceal the brutal facts of the sacrificial performance, creating, as more than
one scholar has observed, a “dream” world in which the ritualists appear to have “left real-
ities far behind them” (see, e.g. Farquhar 1920: 27). However, as J. C. Heesterman has
noted, as a result of this, “the ritualists found themselves confronted with the problem
of meaning; that is, they had to construct a way back to the lived in world of mundane
reality” (1983: 6).

The Upani‚adic confrontation with the sacrificer’s real death—expressed clearly in the
simple questions asked of the fate of the individual that frame the early presentations of
the karma doctrine—suggests just such a return to the “lived in world.” Yet, the mecha-
nism of the sacrifice—the nearly automatic acquisition of the results of the sacrificial acts
and the journey to and return from the other world through which the sacrificer is reborn
and thus prepared to acquire these goods—cannot be left behind. These elements 
re-emerge in the Upani‚adic formulation of the karma doctrine, the principles of which
are no longer limited to the actions performed in the ritual world but are now extended 
outward to the lived-in world and so encompasses all acts.

KARMA AS A MODEL OF ACTION

The post-Upani‚adic history of the karma doctrine is that of near universal pervasiveness;
for, at least implicitly, karma penetrates even the furthest corners of Hindu thought. Here,
it stands along with a handful of other doctrines that, following the Upani‚ad period, are
consistently presented as “presuppositions” of Hindu thought, such as the doctrines of an
underlying ego element (åtman/puru‚a) and its relationship to a cosmic ground of being
(brahman), of illusion (måyå), and of liberation (mok‚a) (Eliade 1969: 3). Even the 
so-called Indian materialists, the Cårvåkas, who deny references to all immaterial cate-
gories, and therefore repudiate the existence of karma, call attention to its dominance by
placing the doctrine prominently among their disavowals (Radhakrishnan and Moore
1957: 235; Stcherbatsky 1978: 32). 

Given its ubiquity, the doctrine is frequently defined by default; in the post-Upani‚adic
period, karma means, quite simply, that actions lead inevitably to certain results and that
these results are realized after death (O’Flaherty 1980b: xi; Rao 1987: 23). These two
components—the effectiveness of action and its realization in a future birth—emerge from
the pattern of ritual action deeply embedded in the doctrine’s Vedic past; that is, that an
action performed in the work of the sacrifice necessarily generates a result and that death
and rebirth—even if realized only symbolically—are necessary prerequisites to the real-
ization or acquisition of that result. In the post-Upani‚adic period, this relationship
between act, death, rebirth, and consequence leads to the notion that the nature of the exis-
tence into which the individual is reborn—whether measured by form (human or nonhu-
man), or by class (“caste,” a nonindigenous and somewhat misleading substitute for the
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general Indic term “jåti,” literally “birth”), or by circumstance (wealthy, poor, and so on),
or alternatively by no rebirth whatsoever—results directly from the deeds performed in
a former life.

Although these principles stand as the karma doctrine’s recognizable core and can be
deduced from discussions of karma that appear in a wide range of Hindu texts, the doctrine
is in application an entity of considerable complexity. In particular, lurking beneath the
general depiction of karma is the question of what precisely is the nature of action; how is
it constituted and how is it qualified. In the Bråhma~ic-Upani‚adic milieu actions are
qualified on two bases, neither of which excludes the other: by the nature of the action, in
and of itself; and by the way in which the action is actually performed. In the first instance,
actions are valued on the basis of a general morality; for example, murder may be consid-
ered in a general way to represent a “bad” act and hence generates a bad result: “A man
who steals gold, drinks liquor, takes to the bed of his teacher, or kills a priest; these four
fall, and also the fifth who follows them” (Chåndogya Upani‚ad 5.10.9). On the other
hand, actions that are “good” in a general way, such as feeding a guest or rewarding
a priest for his work in undertaking the sacrificial rituals, clearly leads to a good result
(Chåndogya Upani‚ad 2.23.1). The values associated with these sort of acts—murder,
feeding the poor—reflect general mores or values that cross cultural and chronological
boundaries; for nearly all cultures at all times have spurned such actions as murder, adultery,
and thievery, while they laud acts of charity and munificence.

Along with this notion that certain acts may in and of themselves be qualified as either
“good” or “bad” exists the notion of placing a value on actions on the basis of how they
are performed; that is, whether an action is performed correctly (represented as “good”) or
incorrectly (“bad”). The principle underlying this valuation is that of a correspondence to
an established model of action. In the case of the sacrifice, the model is presented as one
of divine provenance: “This [sacrifice] done now is that which the gods did then [in the
beginning]” (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 7.2.1.4, 9.2.3.4; Taittir⁄ya Saµhitå 1.5.9.4). Whereas
precise imitation—in symbolic if not in actual terms—leads to rich rewards, imprecision
leads invariably to disaster (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 2.3.4.18; see also Keith 1925, 2: 463).

In the Bråhma~as, this second model of action is clearly the primary one. Herein, where
the action of the sacrifice is the only action contemplated and the actors themselves are
defined by their roles (either as priest or as patron) in the ritual performance, the question
of the value of actions in and of themselves is not raised. Indeed, within the narrowly
defined ethic of the ritual system any act insofar as it fulfills the demands of the ritual, is
morally “good”; as the French Indologist Sylvain Lévi observed, “le bien est l’exactitude
rituelle” (1966: 10). In the Upani‚ads, however, the limitations of the Bråhma~ic world
begin to yield to a broader set of concerns. Among the signature developments seen in
these texts is the movement away from traditional sacrificial forms and toward a pattern
of activity in which the sacrifice is “interiorized,” as meditative states and the quest for
a transformative gnosis replace the physical performance of the sacrifice. One of the
early Upani‚adic presentations of the karma doctrine thus draws a distinction between
individuals who meditate in the forest and those who sacrifice and give gifts to the priests.
Each sort of activity garners its own result; whereas meditation in the forest leads to the
acquisition of a certain esoteric knowledge and thus eventually to the path of the gods and
freedom from rebirth and sacrifice, giving gifts to the priests leads to the attainment of the
path of the fathers and rebirth in this world (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 6.2.9–15).
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The distinction between these two paths, and the distinct types of activities that lead to
them, becomes a leitmotif in the Upani‚ads (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 6.2.9–15;
Chåndogya Upani‚ad 5.10.1–6; Ka†ha Upani‚ad 2.1–12; Mu~∂aka Upani‚ad 1.2.7–11;
Praçna Upani‚ad 1.9–10, 5.3–4). In the B®hadåra~yaka and the Chåndogya Upani‚ads,
texts with evident connections to the Bråhma~as and thus counted among the earliest
Upani‚ads, the two paths are described as simple alternatives: meditation in the forest
leads the individual after death to a heavenly path that carries him through the sun and
eventually to a permanent sojourn in the worlds of Brahmå (the path of the gods);
sacrifices, on the other hand, lead the deceased on a path that carries him to the moon and
eventually back to rebirth in this world (the path of the fathers). As described here, one
path is not elevated above the other, and there is no explicit suggestion that one path is
more desirable than the other.

In other Upani‚adic presentations of these two paths, however, the activity of the sacri-
fice and the subsequent attainment of the path of the fathers is harshly depreciated: “The
fools that consider sacrifices and gifts to be the best, they who know nothing better; hav-
ing lived in joy in the heavens [after death], enter again this inferior world” (Mu~∂aka
Upani‚ad 1.2.10; see also Ka†ha Upani‚ad 2.5–6). This denigration of the sacrifice signals
a profound change in the ancient Indian worldview, leading eventually to the expression
of a deep antipathy to the Vedic ritual tradition (seen in particular in the rise of the
heterodox schools of Buddhism and Jainism). To a great degree, this antipathy develops
from the karma doctrine’s success; that actions inevitably generate results, and that these
results are an organic element in an unremitting process of rebirth, weighed heavily as
a vast burden, if not sorrow (the Buddhist dukkha), on the Indian psyche. Taken to its
logical conclusion, this position leads to a paralysis in all actions. And, indeed, numerous
ancient Indian traditions seem to have adopted this notion of seeking the cessation of all
activity, a position that in practice leads to the dissolution of society if not culture. These
traditions are widely represented: Hindu texts describe yogins who practice “inactivity”
(Eliade 1969: 140–42); the Buddhist texts refer to seemingly well-known teachers who
decry the utility of all activity (E. Thomas 1927: 129); and the Buddha himself, before find-
ing the path to enlightenment, attempts to abandon the world of action (Buddhacarita 12.92).

Neither Hinduism nor Buddhism, in the mainstream, adopted the extreme position of
abandoning activity for inactivity. Both Hindu and Buddhist texts invariably describe the
path of inactivity to exemplify a “wrong” path (Eliade 1969: 140–42; E. Thomas 1927:
129–30). Even the Upani‚adic depreciation of the sacrifice is not a call to turn to a life of
complete stasis; for meditation in the forest is still a form of activity. Moreover, it is an
activity built on the framework of the ancient Vedic sacrifices, albeit in a “contemplative,
cognitive, and interiorized” fashion; for the Upani‚adic path of meditation takes the activ-
ity of the Vedic sacrifice and internalizes it (Kaelber 1989: 96). Here, the Vedic offerings
to the gods are absorbed in the activity of “an ‘inner sacrifice,’ in which physiological func-
tions take the place of libations and ritual objects” (Eliade 1969: 111). Given this assimila-
tion, it appears that the Upani‚adic sages direct their disparagement not at the ideology of
the sacrifice but at the nature of its performance; in particular, taking an unfavorable view
of the corporate and cooperative nature of the traditional Vedic sacrifice.

The traditional sacrificial format is an act of social cooperation with assorted priests
working in consort: one priest chants the prayers, another performs certain ritual actions,
yet another watches for errors, all at the behest of another actor, the patron who stands at
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the edge of the ritual arena but is also intimately identified with the victim, the focal point
of the sacrifice. In expressing the intimate association of this group of actors, the
Bråhma~ic authors liken them to a single being, “the patron is the body of the sacrifice and
the officiants the limbs” (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 9.5.2.16). 

The communal performance of the sacrifice engendered its own peculiar set of problems
regarding the benefits of the sacrifice; for the deep involvement of the priests, who actu-
ally perform the sacrifice and take its inherent danger upon themselves, suggests it is they
and not the sacificer who should be the recipients of the sacrificial largesse (Lévi 1966:
113; Tull 1989: 77). To some degree, a resolution to this problem was found in the giving
of gifts (dak‚i~å) that closely approximate the offerings to the officiants, thereby allowing
the sacrificer to “ransom” the benefits of the sacrifice for his own use (Çatapatha
Bråhma~a 4.3.4.5–6). Nevertheless, the problematic nature of the “karmic web” created
by the traditional sacrificial format remains a troubling factor, as reflected in a number of
Bråhma~ic-Upani‚adic notions regarding the dispensation of an individual’s merit (and
demerit) after death; that is, that it is “eaten” or given to the gods and ancestors; or it is
passed on to the relatives he holds dear and to the ones he despises; or it is given directly
to his offspring (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 6.2.16; Jaimin⁄ya Bråhma~a 1.46, 1.50;
Kau‚⁄taki Bråhma~a Upani‚ad 1.2, 2.15).

Against this background, the Upani‚adic representation of “meditation in the forest” as
an acceptable, if not superior, alternative to the traditional sacrificial performances indi-
cates a significant sociological and soteriological shift in the ancient Hindu way of life.
For, unlike the traditional sacrificial format with its complex web of actors, meditation in
the forest is clearly a path of individual attainment, a point underscored by the fact that it
is undertaken beyond the pale of the ordinary social life of village and town. Although the
model of action underlying meditation in the forest is still the sacrifice—albeit in an inter-
nalized form—the rigid social web necessary for the traditional sacrificial performances is
collapsed, and these circumstances are mirrored in the conditions of the afterlife. On one
level, this collapse eliminates the need to disperse the sacrifice’s consequences (in this
world and after death); for just as the path of meditation is an individual path, so too the
acquisition of its consequences belongs wholly to the individual. On another level, by
removing themselves from normal social intercourse, those who follow this path remain
even after death outside the ordinary world; accordingly, after death there is “no return”
for them (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 6.2.15).

In the post-Upani‚adic period, the practice of yoga is the direct successor to “meditation
in the forest.” The fundamental purpose of yoga is the suppression of the body’s and
mind’s involvement in the ordinary, everyday world of existence. To achieve this goal, the
yogin disciplines his mind and body using highly developed techniques of breath control,
concentration, and body postures. Through this discipline, the yogin no longer confuses the
“noneternal with the eternal” (Yogas¨tra 2.5) and eventually gains a state of “ultimate
freedom,” in which his inner being (åtman/j⁄va/puru‚a) is liberated from all material
existence (Radhakrishnan 1931: 351, 363). 

Among the explicit concerns of those who follow this discipline is the breaking of the
karmic process. This process begins with desire and continues to build up through attach-
ment to the things of this world. Acting on these desires creates good and bad results, the
realization of which then carries the individual through an unremitting cycle of birth and
rebirth (Yogas¨tra 2.12–14). These notions clearly represent karma in a pejorative light; for
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it is the link between act and results that keeps the actor in a state of nescience. Awareness,
and with it freedom from rebirth, is won only when this cycle is broken. Nevertheless, the
discipline of yoga is not built on a model of inaction but on one of “right action,” a path that
leads ultimately to the cessation of action. Thus, initially, the yogin adopts a set of precepts
or “restraints” ( yama) that have broad moral implications: nonviolence, truthfulness, not-
stealing, chastity, and the renunciation of material objects. The ethical tenor of these
restraints is a universal one, focusing on the nature of action in and of itself. At first, the
purpose of these restraints is to push the individual toward the “good” and thus to generate
“good karma.” However, as the discipline proceeds, the yogin seeks to generate no karma
whatsoever (Yogas¨tra 4.7). However, since this is accomplished in the ordinary world of
existence, the yogin’s “awakening” occurs while there is still a karmic residue, a state
known as “liberated-in-this-life” ( j⁄vanmukti). When this residue is consumed, freedom
from ordinary existence is won and no further rebirths occur (Eliade 1969: 30).

Like the Upani‚adic meditator, the yogin eventually must remove himself from the ordi-
nary world of everyday existence, engaging in a discipline that necessarily leaves aside all
familial and societal relationships. Although by the first century CE, the practice of yoga
attained considerable cultural prestige in India (Eliade 1969: 143), the demands of this dis-
cipline put it out of reach for all but a few religious specialists. Nevertheless, its existence
as an ideal serves as a constant reminder that a significant segment of the Hindu popula-
tion viewed the karma doctrine as an oppressive structure. The path leading to its escape,
however, is one that necessarily leads away from society and ordinary existence; for fun-
damental to the karma doctrine is the proposition that the conditions of an individual’s
existence are invariably mirrored in the conditions of future lives. In other worlds, involve-
ment in the ordinary world of everyday existence necessarily means a return after death to
that same world of existence. Its negation, though it leads to personal freedom, necessar-
ily requires individuals to remove themselves from the world of mundane affairs, partici-
pation in which is a natural element of human existence. In the end, it also leads to the
dissolution of the social fabric.

KARMA AND SOCIETY

The Hindu texts reflect a clear awareness that the elevation of “meditation in the forest”
and the path of yoga which succeed it as a viable means of life lead to the demise of soci-
ety; for they promote a way of life that nullifies an individual’s need as well as ability to
meet his or her social responsibilities, from raising a family to undertaking the sort of
labor—farming, trade, soldiering—that allows for society’s continued existence. The
Bhagavad G⁄tå, perhaps the most widely disseminated and certainly the single most influ-
ential Hindu text in India, contains among its deeply layered teachings what is clearly
a direct response to this problem. Here, in a position that became the dominant one in the
orthodox tradition, action is enjoined with the significant caveat that an individual should
do the work ordained by his or her nature (Bhagavad G⁄tå 3.8). This last notion refers to
the underlying Hindu ideology of “caste” or class ( jåti); that is, that individuals possess
inherent qualities that constitute them into specific sorts of social beings. These are defined
as four types that, in accord with their inherent qualities, are possessed of a signature set
of duties: priest (Bråhma~), warrior (K‚atriya), commoner (Vaiçya), and servant (Ç¨dra).
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The discussion of Hindu society as composed of four component classes and the duties
and activities assigned to each class is the chief topic of a class of texts collectively known
as the Hindu law books or Dharmaçåstras. These texts became authoritative sometime
in the early centuries CE but encompass directives that reach back to the Vedic period.
(The ideology of caste is extant in the Vedic period [see ¸g Veda 10.90], though given the
limited concerns of the Bråhma~ic-Upani‚adic milieu, it is rarely discussed.) The
Manusm®ti, which stands out among the texts in this class as a work of singular authority
(Doniger 1991: xviii), expresses from its outset that its purpose is to explicate the duties
associated with each of the classes (Manusm®ti 1.2). These duties are: 

For priests, he [the lord] ordained teaching and learning, sacrificing for themselves
and sacrificing for others, giving and receiving. Protecting his subjects, giving,
having sacrifices performed, studying and remaining unaddicted to the sensory
objects are, in summary, for a ruler. Protecting his livestock, giving, having sacrifices
performed, studying, trading, lending money, and farming the land are for a com-
moner. The lord assigned only one activity to a servant: serving these [other] classes
without resentment.

(Manusm®ti 1.88–91)

Following closely on this idea that each class possesses a unique and definitive set of
duties is the notion that certain actions are either incumbent upon or prohibited to the
members of each social class. On one level, these notions redefine the karma doctrine; for
they place a value on actions in accord with the parameters set forth by the duties of each
social class. In concrete terms, this means that, for example, killing an enemy is for a war-
rior a “good” act, whereas for a priest it is a “bad” act. On another level, however, these
notions may be seen as a return to the dominant Bråhma~ic-Upani‚adic pattern of valuing
actions on the basis of their conformity to an established model (which, as the Manusm®ti
expresses, is a divine one); for, insofar as individuals perform actions that replicate those
ordained for the class to which they belong, those actions are “good” and so generate
a good result: “Tirelessly he should engage in the good conduct appropriate for his own
activities” (Manusm®ti 5.155).

An individual does not choose to become a member of a particular class but is by birth
constituted as a member of a class. This is not a random process but occurs as a result of
the deeds (karman) of a previous lifetime. As described in the Manusm®ti, the process that
carries these deeds through successive rebirth begins at death, as the individual’s material
body returns to the five elements of earth, water, fire, air, and ether. Following this,
another material body, to be used in a temporary otherworldly existence, is formed from
the five elements. Those whose deeds were “lawful” (dharma) or “good” now enjoy
a temporary sojourn in heaven, whereas those whose deeds were “unlawful” (adharma) or
“bad” go forth to suffer the tortures of hell (Manusm®ti 12.16–21). It is important to point
out that the terms used here, “dharma” and “adharma,” suggest a valuation of deeds based
on their conformity to or violation of specific class rules of behavior, such as performing
a sacrifice for a priest, fighting in war for a warrior, and engaging in trade for a merchant.

Following this temporary period of reward or punishment, the body again returns to the
five elements. The three qualities of lucidity, energy, and darkness now play a determinant
role leading up to the individual’s next birth. The authors of the Manusm®ti first describe
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this process in brief: “people of lucidity become gods, people of energy become humans,
and people of darkness always become animals” (Manusm®ti 12.40). To accommodate the
full breadth of individual behaviors, which variously mixes good with bad actions, each of
these three types admits to three orders, low, medium, and high; thus, rebirth as a god (for
those in whom lucidity prevails) ranges from priests and gods who fly on chariots all the
way to the supreme godhead, Brahmå; rebirth as a human (for those in whom energy pre-
vails) ranges from wrestlers and kings to the celestial nymphs; and rebirth as an animal
(for those in whom darkness prevails) ranges from worms and horses to ogres.

Having set out this general theory of how actions in one life lead to the conditions of
a future life, the authors of the Manusm®ti present a detailed list of specific acts and their
specific results. The list begins with the fruits of bad actions: “A priest killer gets the womb
of a dog, a pig, a donkey, a camel, a goat. . . . A priest who drinks liquor enters the womb
of a worm. . . . For stealing grain, a man becomes a rat. . . . For meat, a vulture. . . .
Whenever a man has forcibly taken away another man’s property . . . he inevitably
becomes an animal” (Manusm®ti 12.55–68). Here, the underlying mechanism of the karma
doctrine appears to be a concrete relationship between cause and effect; in essence the
punishment fits the crime. The authors of the text thus declare: “a man reaps the appro-
priate fruit in a body that has the qualities of mind in which he committed that act”
(Manusm®ti 12.81). Once again, the acts described here—adultery, being disrespectful to
elders and teachers—and the negative consequences they engender, perhaps indicate a
valuation of actions based on the type of action performed. However, the authors of the
text note specifically that the nature of the actor—as defined by class (priest, warrior, and
so forth)—is a critical factor in determining the valuation of these acts, as they declare that
priests, rulers, commoners, or servants who “slip from their own duty” suffer as ghosts
after death (Manusm®ti 12.71–72). 

The notion that the value of actions lies in the performance of class-specific duties is
deeply embedded in the teachings of the Bhagavad G⁄tå. This text, composed around the
second century BCE, integrates and offers fresh interpretations of a number of significant
trends from Hinduism’s formative period, among them sacrifice, meditation and yoga, the
relationship of the individual to the cosmos, the nature of the godhead, and, of course, the
nature of action (karman) and duty (dharma), the subject presented as the ostensible con-
cern of the text’s opening scenes. 

The Bhagavad G⁄tå begins with a description of the warrior Arjuna standing amidst the
great warriors of his day, nearly all of whom are either kinsmen or friends, arrayed into
battle formations. As a fighter without peer, Arjuna foresees the immense carnage and
destruction that will ensue from his involvement in the battle and suddenly realizes the
purposelessness of “winning” on these grounds. In what stands among the most poignant
scenes in all Hindu literature, Arjuna’s eyes fill with tears, his bow and arrows slip from
his hands. He turns to his charioteer, K®‚~a (the supreme divinity, though as yet unknown
to Arjuna in this form), and declares that the forthcoming war is nothing more than a 
monstrous evil, even suggesting that a life of mendicancy is preferable to engaging in 
all out warfare. K®‚~a, however, responds to Arjuna’s despondency with contempt,
observing that Arjuna’s reasoning is that of a coward, unmanly, and inappropriate for
a warrior. K®‚~a then declares (after first delivering a lengthy discourse on the nature of
the underlying ego element and its relationship to the phenomenal world) that: “It is better
to do one’s own duty, though ineffectively, than to perform another’s duty as it should be
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done; it is better to die in following one’s own duty; dangerous is the duty of other men”
(Bhagavad G⁄tå 3.35). At the end of the Bhagavad G⁄tå, this statement is again repeated,
albeit with the added caveat that an individual, by doing the work (karman) appropriate to
his or her class, can never be defiled.

Arjuna’s dilemma arises from the coexistence of the two models of action within the
karma doctrine. The first model, that of valuing actions in and of themselves, suggests
Arjuna’s actions are “bad”; for, in a general way, killing represents a “bad” action and thus
can only have a bad outcome. The second model, that of valuing action based on the
degree to which it replicates a preordained pattern of activity, suggests Arjuna’s actions
are “good” insofar as killing is the model behavior for a warrior on the battlefield; as K®‚~a
tells him, not to perform these prescribed actions is “dangerous.”

Here again, this second model of action hearkens back to the doctrine’s origins in the
Vedic sacrificial performance. Just as the Vedic sacrificers won the goods of life through
following a particular model of action, so too the karma doctrine demands that to achieve
the good, actors must follow the model of action inherent to their class. Yet, there is an
obvious conflict between this model of action and the general ethical precept regarding
killing. This conflict was a troubling fact for the Vedic religionists who sought, through
the artifice of ritualization, to avoid the killing demanded by the act of sacrifice. In
Upani‚adic thought and its successor the discipline of yoga, this conflict is subsumed
through the internalization of action, effectively removing the individual from the world
of physical performance. That this conflict appears again as an underlying theme in the
Bhagavad G⁄tå clearly indicates that over the centuries it persisted unresolved in Hindu
thought.5

The authors of the Bhagavad G⁄tå propose a unique solution to this problem of what
might be termed “necessary evil” actions by uniting the two streams of yogic practice and
sacrificial action. Yogic practice, on the one hand, seeks the renunciation of desire as
a means of breaking away from attachment to things of this world, thereby breaking the
cycle of rebirth. The path of the sacrifice, on the other hand, enjoins individuals to perform
the ritual acts and to enjoy their fruits, thereby keeping them in the cycle of rebirth. K®‚~a,
whose teachings constitute the bulk of the narrative of the Bhagavad G⁄tå, recognizes both
positions, declaring, on the one hand, that sacrifice leads to “highest good” (Bhagavad
G⁄tå 3.11) while, on the other hand, noting that the “man who, having abandoned desires,
goes about free from desires . . . attains a state of peace” (Bhagavad G⁄tå 2.71). K®‚~a then
brings the two paths together, proclaiming that a man should act in the world—for this is
mandated by human nature (which in India is further defined by an individual’s class:
priest, warrior, and so forth)—but that he should take no interest in the results of his
actions: “Thus detached, carry out the actions that must be done; for the man who carries
out actions unattached, gains the highest goal” (Bhagavad G⁄tå 3.19).

The path recommended here is inherently contradictory. For, in essence, it recommends
that an individual remain in society, perform the duties incumbent upon him, while at the
same time it demands that he act like the yogin who has removed himself from the attach-
ments of ordinary existence. To overcome this contradiction, the authors of the Bhagavad
G⁄tå introduce a novel understanding of the karma doctrine, separating actions from the
results that, according to the doctrine, they necessarily generate: “Action (karman) alone
is your primary concern, not the consequences ( phala)” (Bhagavad G⁄tå 2.47). Taking this
one step further, the fruits are to be offered up—in effect, renounced—and given over to

Karma

325



the deity (Bhagavad G⁄tå 9.26), who accepts them as a concrete manifestation of man’s
love and devotion (bhakti) to him (4.11). 

These teachings do not negate the karma doctrine’s fundamental premise that certain
actions generate certain results. Rather, they promote the notion that these results need not
bind the individual actor to a karmic chain in which “bad” actions such as killing neces-
sarily lead to a “bad” result. Through offering up the results to the deity (in effect, 
a sacrifice, itself a defining element in the constitution of the karma doctrine), actors win
the same type of freedom as that won by those who follow the path of renunciation. In this
way, the conflict of action is resolved; and the authors of the Bhagavad G⁄tå can unaf-
fectedly recommend that individuals “perform the actions [they] are bound to do [by their
inherent nature]” (3.8).

KARMA AND THE HINDU WORLD

In separate studies, Ursula Sharma (1973) and C. J. Fuller (1992) have noted that although
the classical formulation of the karma doctrine is well known in popular Hinduism, ideas
about karma on this level sometimes exhibit significant variations. This is not surprising
given that in practice, as Sharma notes, “the individual receives the concept of karma as part
of a living folk tradition” (1973: 359). This living tradition is built up out of both textual
and nontextual sources; the textual generally represented by the epics, the Mahåbhårata
and the Råmåya~a (c.200 BCE to 200 CE), and a class of texts known as Purå~as 
(c.400–1000 CE), which are amalgamations of devotional, social, and quasihistorical mate-
rial, and the nontextual by innumerable parochial traditions localized throughout the Indian
subcontinent. On this level, karma is not an isolated concept but is frequently joined with
other concepts that suggest different types of causes for an individual’s circumstances.
These include fate, the will of the deity, and sorcery (Sharma 1973: 355).

Perhaps the most significant divergence between the popular and textual renditions of
the karma doctrine is that in practice Hindus tend to see events—in particular those that
contain elements of misfortune or are in some sense tragic—as being the karmic results of
deeds performed in this lifetime. Though on this level Hindus do not deny the connection
between karma and rebirth, they seemingly pay scant attention to it (Fuller 1992: 246–48;
U. Sharma 1973: 351, 353, 356; see also M. Srinivas 1976: 317–18). At the very least, as
U. Sharma notes, in village Hinduism, Hindus “seem to feel immediate responsibility only
for offenses committed in the present incarnation”; offenses from past incarnations belong
to “a rather remote kind of self ” (1973: 356). Although in its classical formulations the
doctrine is nearly always presented as linking actions performed in one life with conse-
quences to be realized in future births, there are textual references to the notion that actions
might generate immediately realized consequences. Thus, in the Manusm®ti (4.156–57) it
is said that good conduct (cara~a), such as maintaining habits of cleanliness and showing
respect to teachers and guests, leads to longevity, progeny, and wealth, whereas bad con-
duct results in illness and a short life. Although the term used here is “conduct” (cara~a)
rather than “action” (karman), the determinative relationship between act and consequence
is in essence that of the karma doctrine.

The notion of the “transfer” or sharing of karma is another peculiar aspect of the karma
doctrine that appears with some frequency on the popular level. In evidence of this, Fuller
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cites a village’s general response to a devastating fire. Overall, the villagers perceived the
fire to be a result of the recent sins of the village leaders. However, they also saw the fire
as retribution for the villagers’ accumulated sins, a proposition suggestive of a group
enactment of karma; “the fruits of the sins of some especially evil people had been visited
on others, just as a boatload of passengers can all drown if one awful sinner is on board”
(Fuller 1992: 247). In a similar vein, U. Sharma cites an example in which a villager
claims he was unhurt in a truck accident because “someone among the company must have
had a very good karma to counteract the danger of the situation” (1973: 353). Both Fuller
(1992: 248) and U. Sharma (1973: 352) observe that this idea of transference is especially
effective among kin groups; in particular between a husband and wife—though a man’s
good and bad karma accrues to his wife, while none of the wife’s karma accrues to the
husband.

The transference of merit between family members recalls the Upani‚adic notion that
the deceased disperses his good and bad deeds to his kin (those he likes and those he dis-
likes, respectively). In the Purå~as, the transfer of merit and demerit is represented with
some regularity; the mistreatment of a guest, for example, is said to result in the guest tak-
ing the good karma of the host and giving his bad karma in return (O’Flaherty1980c: 29;
cf. Manusm®ti 3.100). In a similar vein, the authors of the Manusm®ti (8.308) declare that
a king who unjustly taxes his subjects acquires as a result their collective demerit. These
representations stand as an emphatic reminder of the doctrine’s origins in the Vedic sacri-
fice, which is enacted as a corporate event and so garners results for all the participants
(the patron and the officiants). Indeed, on a larger scale, the good results of the correctly
performed Vedic rites—that is, “the offering of a cow to win more cows”—benefits not
just those who perform the sacrifice but is also shared among the larger community of
family and settlement. 

On its surface, however, this idea of a sharing or transfer of karma appears to contradict
the doctrine’s fundamental premises; as E. Hopkins observed: “Obviously such a view as
this is inconsistent with the doctrine of Karma. If a man’s sin is inherited it cannot be the
fruit of his own actions” (1906: 589). That the idea of transferring karma was problematic,
as E. Hopkins suggests, can be seen in the negative references to it in the epics. In the
Råmåya~a (2.27.4–5), a husband and wife alone are said to share karma and all other
kinsmen are specifically excluded; in the Mahåbhårata (12.291.22), it is said that it is
impossible for anyone to enjoy the good and bad acts of another. (However, the
Mahåbhårata [1(7)87] also contains a reference to a sage who offers to transfer to a king
all the worlds he has won through his own meritorious acts.) The negative view of karma
transference in these texts may reflect the influence of the general yogic philosophy that
isolates the individual as he strives to perfect and eventually conquer his karma. In both
the Mahåbhårata and the Råmåya~a, yogic activity is frequently portrayed as an ideal
behavior, providing a sharp counterpoint to the worldly concerns of the warrior kings
whose stories form the backbone of the epics.

In a general way, the reliance on karma allows Hindus to account for their existential
circumstances. The relationship between act and result, however, ranges from the obvious
to instances of sheer opacity. An example of the latter case can be seen in a tale recounted
in the Mahåbhårata of the grisly punishment meted out to a certain sage. The narrative
begins by describing a sage who unknowingly has his hermitage occupied by a group of
thieves. The king’s guards, having followed the thieves to the hermitage, seize both
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thieves and sage. Failing to receive any answers from the sage, who has taken a vow of
silence, the guards take the entire group before the king who sentences them to be impaled
on stakes. Though impaled, the sage remains alive for a long period of time. Eventually,
the king realizes his error and begs forgiveness from the sage. The stake however is irre-
movable, and the sage is forced to spend the rest of his days wandering about with it still
inside him. After many years of suffering in this condition, the sage approaches the lord
Dharma and asks him why he had been punished so harshly. Dharma responds by inform-
ing him that in a former life “You had stuck blades of grass in the tails of little flies, and
this was the punishment you received for that deed” (Mahåbhårata 1[7]101; van Buitenen
1973–78, 1: 238). Though eventually the god Dharma is punished for meting out this
penalty that it is so far in excess of the sin (“hurting a fly”) that led to it, the tale indicates
that no simple equations exist to determine an individual’s karmic fate. Here, the apparent
severity of the punishment may hearken back to the notion expressed in the Dharma texts
and in the Bhagavad G⁄tå regarding the importance of each individual performing the
actions appropriate to his class. The sage, who is undoubtedly a member of the Bråhma~
class, receives this severe punishment for hurting flies because it so deeply violates the
general prohibition against violence for Bråhma~s. A member of the warrior class would
perhaps not receive the same punishment, for this act would not violate his class duties as
it does a priest’s.

On the other hand, in the Purå~as, texts that generally exhibit a nearly manic concern
with karma and its effects on future lives, the relationship between deed and effect is quite
direct; a typical passage from one text thus depicts the servants of the king of the underworld
as meting out punishments that are correlated precisely to the nature of the deed: “Pierce the
ears of him who has given false evidence. . . . Cut off the tongue of the man who has
offended anyone by his words. . . . Cut off the . . . [genitals] of the man who has committed
adultery” (Våraha Purå~a 202.10–13; Iyer 1993: 619). Passages such as this seem to occur
ad infinitum in these texts, for there are “hundreds and hundreds” of hells (Bhågavata
Purå~a 5.26.37), each one with its punishments correlated to specific wrong acts. This
pattern continues as the individual attains another birth; thus, for example, dealers in flesh,
after suffering the torments of the underworld, “take birth as human beings again, but with
mutilated limbs and immersed in injury. Because of their actions, they meet with injuries in
the ear, nose, hands and feet” (Våraha Purå~a 203.13–15; Iyer 1993: 623–24).

Despite the dire conditions depicted here, the karma doctrine is not seen in the Purå~as
as an overwhelmingly oppressive structure. On one level, the Purå~ic authors recognize
that good deeds lead to good and just rewards and that those who follow this path attain
“happiness in heaven and other pleasures” and that these can be enjoyed through numer-
ous lifetimes (Bhågavata Purå~a 6.1.2). On another level, the authors of these texts look
to the gods for the alleviation of human suffering, even though that suffering is generated
by unworthy deeds. In the Bhågavata Purå~a, a story is told of a certain Bråhma~, said to
be well versed in the Vedic lore, who becomes infatuated with a low-class prostitute. The
Bråhma~ eventually abandons his wife and family, sells his ancestral property, and leads
“a licentious life censured by noble persons . . . in an impure condition and eating dirty
( polluted by a harlot’s touch) food” (Bhågavata Purå~a 6.1.67–68; Tagare 1993: 782).
After many years of living in this state, the fallen Bråhma~ approaches his death, while the
servants of Yama (the god of death) wait anxiously for their chance to drag him to hell.
However, with his last breath the fallen Bråhma~ utters, in evidence of his deep 
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devotion, the name of the god Vi‚~u. Vi‚~u, in turn, rescues him from Yama’s servants,
granting him not only expiation for his sins but also declaring that he has atoned for
his sins from thousands of past lifetimes (Bhågavata Purå~a 6.2.7). According to
the Bhågavata Purå~a (6.2.5), the god’s intervention here is not only a reward for his
devotion but also reflects the god’s assurance that the common man who “does not
understand, of his own accord, what is righteousness and unrighteousness” is not punished
undeservedly.

On the popular level, too, the interweaving of karma with notions of fate and divine
intervention temper for ordinary Hindus the oppressiveness suggested by the doctrine’s
supposition of the inevitable and inescapable retributive effects of actions (Fuller 1992:
249; U. Sharma 1973: 357). Although, as Fuller notes, on this level, karma is rarely denied,
its acceptance as the one and only cause of an individual’s circumstances tends to reflect
certain societal factors as much as it does deeply embedded structures of belief. Thus,
women, members of low castes, the poor, and the uneducated tend not to explain misfor-
tune in terms of karma; rather, belief in the absolute efficacy of karma dominates that
segment of society, the “socioreligious elite,” who have at least some understanding of its
textual validity (Fuller 1992: 250). Fuller suggests that given the complex of causal agents
ordinary Hindus rely on to explain their circumstances, “in popular Hinduism, karma
does not enjoy the currency that its fame might suggest” (1992: 250). However, it may also
be the case that the doctrine’s fame may have caused it, over the centuries, to become
embedded—though certainly not lost—within this larger complex of causality. Given its
extraordinarily deep roots in the Hindu world, the doctrine may have been, and almost
certainly still remains, the defining factor for a worldview that sees causal links—karmic
or otherwise—as a central tenet of existence. 

CONCLUSION

A well-known Vedic myth recounts how the ancient sacrificer Bh®gu journeyed to the
other worlds, where he observes the horrifying sight of men eating men. Returning to
this world, he seeks out his father for an explanation. Bh®gu learns from his father that the
men who eat other men in these worlds are the trees, animals, and plants that are eaten in
this world; and the men who are eaten there are the men that ate and used these things in
this world (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 11.6.1.1–13; Jaimin⁄ya Bråhma~a 1.42–44; O’Flaherty
1985: 32–37). This tale, which almost certainly predates the articulation of the karma doc-
trine, is reminiscent of Western depictions of the punishments of hell, where blasphemers
hang by their tongues or eat fiery coals; adulterers hang by their genitals; and those who
defiled their bodies in life are maimed even in death as they are repeatedly cast from
a precipice (Apocalypse of Peter 22–32; Gaster 1893: 602–3). In both cases, the Hindu and
the non-Hindu, these images appear to be simple effects that reverse and punish actions
performed in this world. Yet, there is a critical difference between these depictions, in par-
ticular, in the understanding of action and its valuation. On the one hand, the non-Hindu
representation of sinners being punished for defiling the body, blasphemy, and adultery
suggests a clear-cut valuation of certain actions based on specific ethical mores; thus, not
all sexual relations but a certain type of sexual relationship, adultery; not all types of
speech but a particular type of speech, blasphemy, are reviled here. On the other hand, the
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Hindu representation of punishments being meted out for eating meat and for the use of
plants and wood suggests a broad characterization that values actions without regard
to their context; that these acts are necessary for survival does not mitigate for the
Hindu thinkers the violence and killing they entail and the potential consequences they
engender. Herein lies the potential to indict all acts and, along with it, the establishment of
an unbearable psychic burden. Taken to its extremes, this burden cannot be relieved until
the cessation of all activity is achieved, a goal that is as unattainable in practical terms as
it is undesirable.

The Hindu karma doctrine removes at least to some degree the onus of action by valuing
acts not in and of themselves but in relationship to the actor who performs them.
Accordingly, despite the burdens it places on the individual, the Hindu thinkers enjoined
action; as the authors of the Bhagavad G⁄tå long ago declared: “even though it is tainted,
a man should never abandon the work (karman) to which he is born” (Bhagavad G⁄tå
18.48). This relationship between act and actor—carried through an unremitting process
of rebirth—lies at the heart of the Hindu karma doctrine: “That which they spoke about
was action (karman) and that which they praised was action: one indeed becomes good by
good action, bad by bad [action]” (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 3.2.13).

NOTES

1 Although the Bråhma~as stand as the conceptual as well as the chronological center of the Vedic
texts, the first generation of Western scholars to examine them had an unfortunate tendency to
view their richly symbolic (and often abstruse) language as evidence of intellectual degeneracy,
if not debility (E. Hopkins 1895: 199; Müller 1926: 228; Whitney 1873: 69); a situation that
spelled certain doom for the fruitful investigation of these texts as the source of the Hindu doc-
trine of karma (Tull 1989: 14–19). Thus, Müller famously characterized the Bråhma~as as
“simply twaddle, and what is worse, theological twaddle” (1867: 116); a characterization repeated
ad infinitum by a number of great Indologists: “puerile, arid, [and] inane” (Lanman 1884: 357);
“monuments of tediousness and intrinsic stupidity” (Bloomfield 1908: 44); “[unequaled] for
wearisome prolixity of expression . . . rather than by serious reasoning” (Eggeling 1882: ix).

2 To circumvent the death of the sacrificer in the sacrifice, the Vedic religionists employed 
a substitute, frequently an animal, with whom the sacrificer was identified through various ritual
subterfuges. One means of achieving this was through correlating the implements used in the sac-
rifice to the sacrificer’s physical proportions; the Bråhma~ic authors thus asserted that: “the man
arranges the sacrifice to the same extent as a man; therefore the sacrifice is a man” (Çatapatha
Bråhma~a 1.3.2.1, 3.5.3.1). This process of identification is problematic, however. In one instance
it leads the Bråhma~ic authors to forbid the sacrificer from eating the offering; for, through the
symbolic connection of sacrificer and victim, such a meal implicitly suggests autophagy (Aitareya
Bråhma~a 2.3; Kau‚⁄taki Bråhma~a 10.3; Taittir⁄ya Saµhitå 6.1.11.6). In another instance, the
Bråhma~ic authors express uncertainty over whether or not the sacrificer should touch the victim
who stands in his place. Whereas distance may indemnify the sacrificer from the killing of the vic-
tim, proximity is needed to ensure the establishment of a firm identification between sacrificer and
victim: “Now they say: ‘There [should] be no touching [of the victim] by the sacrificer; for they
lead it to death. Thus he should not touch it!’ But he should touch it; for what they lead by the sac-
rifice they do not lead to death. Thus he should touch it. For indeed when it is not touched he
excludes his own self from the sacrifice; therefore he should touch it” (Çatapatha Bråhma~a
3.8.1.10).

3 This emphasis on process underlies the development of the Vedic sacrifice into a complex system
of strict ritual forms—into what Staal has called, “the richest, most elaborate and most complete
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among the rituals of mankind” (1980: 122)—a development that stands as the driving force of the
Bråhma~a period. On one level, ritualization ameliorates the danger of the sacrifice; for the ritual
sphere represents a world unto itself (indeed, the Vedic sacrifice takes place within a specific
arena, a physically established ritual space), thereby granting the ritualists freedom to attribute
new meanings to their actions. For example, the killing that occurs as the central element in the
sacrifice becomes in the ritual world not a killing at all, as the Bråhma~ic authors assert: “That
which they lead to the sacrifice they do not lead to death” (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 3.8.1.10; see also
¸g Veda 1.162.21) or that “One does not say: ‘He strikes [the victim], he kills it’ . . . but that [the
victim] ‘went away’ ” (Çatapatha Bråhma~a 3.8.1.15). On another level, ritualization—insofar as
the ritual events are correctly enacted—ensures that the sacrifice will yield its desired goal; just
as the primordial model yielded a certain result, so too every sacrifice that follows it yields its
reward. As evidence of the workings of the ritual, the Bråhma~ic authors frequently refer to
ancient sacrificers who benefited from the sacrifice and present lists of the goods of life that can
be acquired “automatically” through its performance (see Çatapatha Bråhma~a 1.6.2.7; Keith
1925, 2: 463). However, that the sacrifice—once ritualized—guarantees a result is, as already
noted, a double-edged sword; for the failure to properly enact it leads potentially to disaster.

4 In the Vedic ritual system, the sacrifices are ordered according to the complexity of their per-
formance, each succeeding ritual presupposes elements from—and the performance of—its
antecedents (see Staal 1980: 125). Those who lived to the greatest age thus performed sacrifices
of the greatest complexity and thereby won the greatest rewards (see Çatapatha Bråhma~a
10.2.6.8, 10.1.5.4). 

5 The general confusion and lack of resolution that long dogged this conflict in Hindu India can be
seen in a discussion of meat eating and sacrifice that occurs in the Manusm®ti. The authors of this
text note first that: “A twice-born person who knows the true meaning of the Vedas and injures
sacrificial animals for these [correct] purposes causes both himself and the animal to go to the
highest level of existence”; and then, a few stanzas later, appear to reverse this position as they
observe that the “killing of creatures with the breath of life does not get you to heaven”
(Manusm®ti 5.42, 5.45). Finally, rather than take a hard stance indicating a preference for one
model of action over the other, the authors of the text state that the rewards gained by the man
who performs a horse sacrifice every year for a hundred years are the same as that gained by the
man who abstains from meat eating (Manusm®ti 5.53).
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C H A P T E R  F I F T E E N

SAœSKÅRA

Mary McGee

Alliance for Bombay settled Keralite (N. Malabar) Dhivara (Mukkuvan) graduate employed
girl 28/158 Revathi Shudha Jathakam invites from suitable boys of same caste, well settled.
Reply with full details to Box No. C-8201, Indian Express, Nariman Point, Bombay–21.

This advertisement, from the “Match Makers” section of the Sunday edition of the
Indian Express, a Bombay-based national newspaper, is one among thousands found

weekly in newspapers throughout India and abroad. The marketing division of the Indian
Express solicits such ads with this pitch: “There could be no better matchmaker than
Indian Express. With its wide and varied readership. Ensuring the right response. For just
the mate you want. Make your first choice the right choice!” Behind the facade of this
modern and commercial solicitation for a marriage partner via local, national, and even
international news publications is an age-old tradition of families actively engaged in the
process of perpetuating their lineage while at the same time protecting it. Qualities valued
in a marriage alliance, as recorded in the ancient Manusm®ti, emphasized the integrity
and orthodoxy of the extended family, not just of the intended partner, whereas
among those qualities prized today are the education and financial stability of the poten-
tial partner. In the search for the perfect wife or husband, second century as well as 
twenty-first century Hindu communities share a concern for physical traits as well as for
common social values and experiences, evidenced in a preference for attractive mates
from similar caste groups or geographical regions. In this respect, Hindu families are no
different than many other social groups throughout the world. The Hindu marriage ritual
that consecrates the union of the bride and groom—be they brought before the sacred fire
by a matrimonial advertisement, a family matchmaker, a childhood friendship, a syn-
chrony of horoscopes, or a deep love for each other—consists of rites and mantras that,
through symbol and metaphor, provide reference to the responsibilities and qualities of
men and women especially in their roles as domestic partners. This ritual, in both its
ancient and contemporary forms, sanctifies this domestic partnership and marks a social
as well as moral transition for the bride and groom. The marriage ritual effects the trans-
formation of these two individuals into one body, one dharmic unit, with new responsibil-
ities; they are incorporated into each other’s lives as well as into a larger community of
householders. 



The ritual of marriage, known as vivåha in Sanskrit, is the most preeminent of
saµskåras, rituals of sanctification and incorporation marking the life cycle of a Hindu.
While a close analysis of each of these saµskåras is not possible in such a short chapter,
this overview of Hindu saµskåras, with reference both to ancient textual prescriptions and
to changes in contemporary practice, provides examples of how religious and social val-
ues are embedded within the ritual performance of saµskåras, thereby shaping, educating,
and transforming individuals and communities. Ritual change often suggests changes in
social values, and as we explore the world of saµskåras, we will see that the practice of
several of these life-cycle rituals has waned in modern times, others have been modified
to reflect changing priorities and social practices (e.g. marriage), while yet others (such as
initiation) have become a political tool meant to emphasize the inclusion of women and
low castes as full and vital members of Hindu society. 

Before we look at some of these individual saµskåras, including a much fuller analysis
of the marriage ritual, it is important for us to situate these rituals in their religious milieu
and cultural context. One way we can do this, being situated as we are in the twenty-first
century, many of us sitting in classrooms or libraries, is to look at the textual prescriptions
for these rituals and the kind of texts such rituals are found in. This textual approach will
provide us with a sense of the continual legacy of saµskåras over some two millennia and
help us to better understand the idea of saµskåra, for saµskåras are more than just rites
and ceremonies; they constitute an idea, a belief about human beings and their develop-
ment in the world. While we want to understand the significance of individual saµskåras,
how and why they have died out or have changed, we also want to better comprehend the
traditional classification of certain rituals as saµskåras and how Hindu scholars and prac-
titioners have interpreted the presence and purpose of these rituals as part of Hindu culture
or a Hindu worldview.

SAœSKÅRAS: AN OVERVIEW OF 
TEXTUAL SOURCES

The Sanskrit term “saµskåra,” often translated as “rite of passage” or “sacrament” in ref-
erence to those Hindu ceremonials that punctuate the life cycle, also means to perfect,
refine, polish, prepare, educate, cultivate, and train. The rituals classified as saµskåras
in Hindu texts—variously enumerated from sixteen to forty-eight—such as initiation,
marriage, and even the first haircut, formally mark different stages in the physical,
psychological, and moral development of a Hindu while also preparing the person spiritu-
ally, socially, and culturally to assume the dharmic duties and responsibilities of adult-
hood. Ideally saµskåras educate and shape an individual’s moral values in their aim to
perfect and sanctify the whole human being. Situated at key developmental stages in the
human life cycle ranging from conception to death, saµskåras enable and mark transitions
from one stage of life to another, serving to incorporate the individual into the new stage
be that in this world or the next. Each saµskåra encodes within the rites, gestures, and
speech acts of its ritual process the expectations of each new stage. For example, the wed-
ding saµskåra is filled with symbols and mantras with specific reference to fertility
because the main purpose of marriage is procreation. The religious contexts within which
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these rituals are performed further sanctify these stages of life, linking them to the sanctity
of the social and cosmic orders recognized by Hindu tradition.

These Hindu life-cycle rituals are described in ancient Hindu texts on domestic ritual,
called G®hyas¨tras, as well as in contemporary ritual handbooks, such as Svayaµ
Purohita, designed for household use. Very little has changed in the textual prescriptions
for these rituals, although notably fewer of these saµskåras are observed today. The
saµskåras accompanying marriage (vivåha) and death (antye‚†i) are the most widely
observed and publicly visible saµskåras still in practice today among Hindus. Most of the
other saµskåras have lost their popularity and prestige, and although some of them are still
performed by orthodox Hindu families, economic factors as well as certain Hindu reform
movements have caused them to be streamlined, and family traditions have introduced
variations.

The ancient Vedas provide us with our earliest evidence of life-cycle rituals, especially
those associated with childbirth, marriage, and death. The mantras recited during the per-
formance of most saµskåras are drawn from the Vedic corpus of hymns, prayers, and
blessings. The earliest codification we have of these rituals is found in the G®hyas¨tras
(c.800–300 BCE), Sanskrit texts which describe the domestic rituals and responsibilities of
householders. The G®hyas¨tras represent particular ritual schools associated with different
branches of the Vedas, and therefore we would expect some variations in their prescrip-
tions for life-cycle rituals. One particular point on which there is a divergence concerns an
individual’s birthdate: some schools count from the date of conception, others from the
date the child came into the world. This seemingly small difference helps to account for
why there are discrepancies among the texts concerning the age at which one should
undergo a particular life-cycle ritual. The corpus of Vedic texts, including the G®hyas¨tras,
form the basis for the development and prominence of what later came to be referred to by
scholars as Hindu Bråhma~ical culture, with its emphasis on hierarchy, purity, and class-
based social duties (dharma). As saµskåras are an example of orthopraxy, rites that initi-
ate and incorporate an individual into Bråhma~ical culture, authoritative texts also address
the applicability of these rites to men and women of the four different Bråhma~ical classes
(var~a), namely, the priestly class (Bråhma~), the warrior or ruling class (K‚atriya), the
merchant class (Vaiçya), and the servant class (Ç¨dra). 

The G®hyas¨tras discuss saµskåras in the same category with daily domestic sacrifices
( yajña). As explained by Hindu scholastics, both are types of rituals (karma) meant to gen-
erate merit while purifying the mind and soul. Later texts distinguish life-cycle rituals from
other types of daily and occasional sacrificial rituals, and in the influential Hindu law
books (Dharmaçåstras), rites of passage rituals are specifically classed as çar⁄ra
saµskåras, that is, sanctifications of the body. Whereas the earlier domestic ritual manu-
als provide detailed descriptions on how these rituals are to be performed, the
Dharmaçåstras, which codify standards of living for different classes (var~a) and stages of
life (åçrama), list saµskåras among the duties of a Hindu without attention to the actual
performance of the ritual. The Purå~as (traditional scriptural sources for Hindu myth and
ritual) and Dharmanibandhas (medieval compendia of Hindu law) drew on popular cus-
tom as well as on the legal and ritual authority of the G®hyas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras for
their detailed discussion and prescription of life-cycle rituals. The same sources, Purå~as
and Nibandhas, are still consulted today by Hindu priests as well as scholars of Hindu tra-
ditions, who seek clarity on the proper procedure for Hindu saµskåras as well as other
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types of rituals. Within all these sources, the list of saµskåras varies not only in number
but also in the specific rituals included in the list, and the order in which the rituals are to
be performed within a given life cycle. In the more comprehensive lists, which include
daily sacrifices, we find forty-eight saµskåras enumerated, whereas some sources treat
only twelve saµskåras. By the medieval period, many authorities settled on a common
treatment of sixteen principal saµskåras of the body. Most contemporary ritual manuals
follow this practice; however, there are still some discrepancies concerning which
saµskåras are included among the sixteen. The sixteen saµskåras I discuss in this chap-
ter, along with their respective purposes and principal constituent rites, are examined in
the following order:

garbhådhåna rite of insemination
puµsavana bringing about a male child
s⁄mantonnayana ritual parting of the hair 
jåtakarma birth ceremonies
nåmakara~a naming ceremony
ni‚krama~a first outing
gannapråçana first feeding with solid foods
c¨∂åkara~a first haircut
kar~avedha piercing of the ears
vidyårambha beginning one’s studies
upanayana initiation into sacred knowledge
vedårambha introduction to the Vedas
keçånta shaving of the beard
samåvartana taking leave of one’s teacher
vivåha marriage
antye‚†i last rites

Like life-cycle rituals in many other cultures, saµskåras provide a sense of identity
marked by certain religious, social, and cultural values. Saµskåras, in particular, reflect
a Bråhma~ical system of values in which much emphasis is placed on hierarchical purity.
Therefore, it is not surprising that in practice the actual performance of saµskåras has
been restricted by the orthodox tradition largely to those of higher classes and the male
gender, groups viewed as having relatively greater purity. This bias in practice differs
somewhat from prescriptions found in authoritative texts concerning the observance of
saµskåras. While these ritual sanctifications are prescribed for all within Bråhma~ical
society, certain restrictions and limitations attend the performance of saµskåras upon
females and members of the lower classes, reflective of traditional Bråhma~ical values and
ideologies. For example, most authorities deny the rite of Vedic initiation (upanayana
saµskåra) to Ç¨dras (Manusm®ti 10.4), deemed the lowest of the four classes (var~a). By
virtue of undergoing the upanayana, a Hindu traditionally gained the right to study and
recite the Vedas as well as the privilege of cultivating and maintaining the sacred fire, both
signs of orthodoxy, purity, knowledge, and authority. Ç¨dras, whose duty it was to serve
the upper three classes, were denied access to the Vedas as well as the privilege of main-
taining the sacred fires and thus were considered ineligible for Vedic initiation. Some texts
deny the privilege of upanayana to females, but Manusm®ti (2.67) identifies the marriage
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ceremony (vivåha) as the rite of initiation (upanayana) for women, by which they became
full members of Hindu society, taking part in the ritual and social responsibilities of
householder life alongside their husbands.

The religious law texts of Manu (200 BCE–200 CE) and Yåjñavalkya (c.200 CE) address
saµskåras as the first topic under the duties of the four classes. They observe that these
rituals, beginning with insemination and concluding at the cremation grounds, are to be
accompanied by mantras. Manu and Yåjñavalkya both mention twelve saµskåras.
Yåjñavalkyasm®ti 1.13 specifically mentions that these rites are performed for females,
although he adds the qualification that the rites for females are to be done silently or, as
commentators on his text explain, without Vedic mantras. This use of mantras is one of
the important distinctions in how these rites are distinctively performed according to class
and gender. While most authorities agree that saµskåras are necessary for all members of
the upper three classes, there is a variety of opinions about whether Ç¨dras, the lowest of
the four classes, are meant to undergo saµskåras. Manu presents both sides of the argu-
ment, noting that since Ç¨dras do not have access to the Vedas and indeed are unfit to
study or even to hear the Vedas, there is no need for them to participate in the process of
saµskåras which ultimately prepare one for Vedic study and the performance of sacrifices
(Manusm®ti 3.156, 4.99, 10.126). Yet Manu also says (Manusm®ti 10.127) that Ç¨dras can
perform those religious acts undertaken by the twice-born classes, although they must per-
form them without Vedic mantras. There is a general consensus among the authorities
who address this question about Ç¨dras’ right to undergo saµskåras that Ç¨dras can and
do perform the prenatal and postnatal saµskåras from insemination (garbhådhåna) to ear-
piercing (kar~avedha), as well as marriage (vivåha), but that they must not employ Vedic
mantras in these rituals. Males of the upper three classes were expected to undergo
saµskåras from the rite of insemination (garbhådhåna) to Vedic initiation (upanayana).
Some authorities held that the saµskåra marking one’s graduation from Vedic studies as
well as the saµskåra of marriage were not necessary for those men who chose to continue
with a life of study and celibacy. Women in contrast were expected to marry, and key
authorities allow most if not all the saµskåras to them, although without the use of the
sacred Vedic mantras.

Most authorities assert that when these life-cycle rituals are performed for women or
Ç¨dras, Purå~ic mantras should be used instead of Vedic mantras. Purå~as are part of the cor-
pus of traditional, remembered sacred lore (sm®ti) derivative of the more sacred and authori-
tative Vedic revelation (çruti). Purå~ic mantras constitute a more popular, accessible form of
ritual prayer than the Vedic mantras and apparently were as efficacious for Ç¨dras and women
as were the Vedic mantras for the men of the upper three classes. By substituting Purå~ic
mantras in the saµskåra rituals of women and Ç¨dras, the Vedic mantras remained pure,
untainted by association with those classes of people who were potential sources of pollution,
such as Ç¨dras and women. The exception to this rule is found in the saµskåra of marriage
where Vedic mantras are used in marriages between men and women of the upper three
classes. Even when Vedic mantras are used, the most sacred and powerful of these, the
Gåyatr⁄-mantra, has traditionally been reserved for the highest and most pure of the three
classes, namely, the Bråhma~s (Manusm®ti 2.77–79). Similar modifications in the perform-
ance of rites within the various saµskåras accommodate different classes. According to
ancient textual prescriptions concerning the ritual of initiation (upanayana), certain accou-
trements distinguish the class of the initiate. For example, the upper and lower garments of the
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initiates differ in material and color, and the wood and height of their staff varies according to
their classes. In marriage, class distinctions were evident in the rite of på~igraha~a, during
which the couple grasped hands. According to textual evidence, if the bridal couple were of
the same class they were to hold hands; otherwise, according to Manu and Yåjñavalkya, if a
young woman was marrying a man of a different class, they held between them a symbol of
the woman’s class: a K‚atriya bride grasped an arrow, a Vaiçya bride an animal prod, and a
Ç¨dra the hem of the groom’s garment. While marriage (vivåha) and to a lesser extent initia-
tion (upanayana) are two of the most visible saµskåras still in practice today, the class dis-
tinctions within the rites are not as evident. However, whereas contemporary marriage rituals
may not embed symbols of class difference in their actual performance, as did ancient practi-
tioners, evidence from contemporary matrimonial advertisements suggests that class, caste,
and even subcaste are still of significance when selecting a life partner. 

THE RITUAL PROCESS OF PURIFICATION
AND ORIENTATION

Saµskåras in general focus on two key processes: purification and orientation. The 
saµskåra process orients individuals towards that which is considered right, good, pure,
true, auspicious, moral, and responsible within Hindu culture, and each subsequent
saµskåra reinforces these cultural values, since they orient and prepare the individual for
the next stage of his or her development and the expectations incumbent on one during this
stage. Purity is a quality greatly valued in Hindu culture as it is believed to make one more
receptive to truth and the knowledge or experience of god. Purity itself must be pursued on
several levels: physical, mental, verbal, moral, and spiritual. Various preliminary rites help
one to maintain purity or dispel impurities that may impede the efficaciousness of the
saµskåra. For example, ablutions, sipping water (åcamana), and ritual baths (snåna) are
preliminary rites meant to purify the body of those about to undergo a saµskåra, whereas
breathing exercises ( prå~åyåma), fasting (upavåsa), and sexual continence (brahmacarya)
are variously practiced to purify the senses and the internal body. Aspersion with water is
used to purify the place for the ritual as well as the objects to be used in the ritual. The
emphasis on purity within the context of these saµskåras also includes practices and pro-
hibitions meant to keep out the impure, since impurity is highly contagious and an impure
substance, person, or object could easily contaminate and jeopardize the proceedings.

The purification process itself is one way that saµskåras orient one towards particular cul-
tural values and goals. In addition to the value placed on purity, auspiciousness is another
value greatly sought after when performing saµskåras. Associated with prosperity and good
fortune, auspiciousness increases the effectiveness of these life-cycle rites. To that end, a per-
son undergoing a saµskåra is usually oriented in an auspicious direction (east or north), and
the date and time chosen for the ritual performance conform to astronomical configurations
deemed auspicious, such as morning time, the waxing phase of the moon, and the northern
progression of the sun, thus augmenting if not ensuring the efficaciousness of the ritual. 

Commentators and authorities agree that saµskåras are primarily observed either to
remove impurities or to make one fit for a particular responsibility (dharma); in many cases,
saµskåras entail rites that fulfill both purposes. The prenatal and postnatal saµskåras in
particular are concerned with the removal of impurities that are derived from blood, semen,
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and womb, the impure substances that comingle to give birth to a child. Upanayana, the
saµskåra that marks the transition from childhood to adulthood, prepares one to undertake
Vedic studies, and the marriage saµskåra anticipates the joint responsibility of sacrificing,
parenthood, and householdership during which a Hindu will pay off two of the three debts
that hold him or her back from reaching the ultimate goal of mok‚a. The three debts (®~a)
are those owed to the sages (®‚i), the ancestors ( pit®), and the gods (deva), and they are paid
off, respectively, by study, progeny, and sacrifice. Marriage is a necessary preliminary for
two of these debts, namely, procreation and the eligibility to sacrifice. 

The preeminent saµskåras of initiation (upanayana) and marriage (vivåha) also mark
transitions from one stage of life (åçrama) to another. Classical Hindu texts speak of four
stages of life represented by the student (brahmacårin), the householder (g®hastha), the
forest-dweller (vånaprastha), and the renunciate (saµnyåsin). To each stage are assigned
particular duties and goals (åçramadharma). The duties and goals of the student and the
householder, which I discuss later, are made evident during upanayana and vivåha, the
respective life-cycle rituals that initiate Hindus into these two stages of life. No particular
saµskåra is designated to signify the transition from householder to retiree, although in
modern times the sixty-first-birthday yajña has significantly gained in popularity and prac-
tice among middle-class Hindus and includes all the constituent rites of a saµskåra. The
formal transition to a life of renunciation as a saµnyås⁄ is dramatically marked by the
renunciant performing his own funeral rites (antye‚†i), burning an effigy of himself on a
small funeral pyre. It is because the saµnyås⁄ has already died to his life as a contributing
member of society that on the actual physical death of their bodies the corpses of
saµnyås⁄s are usually buried or released into a river rather than being cremated.

Many of the Sanskrit texts that detail the cycle of saµskåras as significant and
(trans)formative moments in the dharmic life of a Hindu begin their treatment with either
marriage or initiation: marriage because new life and the process of saµskåras begin as a
result of marriage, and initiation because it not only signifies a second birth but, with the
exception of Ç¨dras, also qualifies the twice-born classes for marriage and sacrificing. This
choice of beginnings is not insignificant. For many of us who think of the life cycle as
beginning with birth, the idea that life as a social being begins in early adulthood or with
the act of procreation can provide us with a fresh perspective and help us to think more
deeply about how cultural values shape the way we think. Saµskåras are part of a ritual
process that gradually incorporates the individual into a social, moral, and cultural com-
munity. Saµskåras also participate in a belief system that recognizes that an individual may
cycle through multiple births while striving for perfection. The social life of humans on this
terrestrial world is but a small part of a much larger and vital cosmos comprehended by the
Hindu tradition. Saµskåras help to situate human life within the larger cycle of the cosmos.
Indeed, that all saµskåra rituals are specifically tuned into larger cycles of time is apparent
from the saµkalpa, the ritual statement of intention, with which each saµskåra begins. The
saµkalpa notes the coordinates of the sun and the moon and their conjunctive asterisms at
the time of the ritual; the current eon, era, year, solar cycle, season, month, fortnight, lunar
day, solar day, and division of the day during which the ritual is to be performed; the con-
tinent, region, town, longitude, and latitude where the ritual is to be performed; and the
place in the family lineage of the individual undergoing the saµskåra. 

With the exception of jåtakarma and antye‚†i, saµskåras that immediately follow birth
and death, respectively, auspicious dates and times are deliberately chosen for the
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performance of saµskåras in order to ensure the well being and protection of the individ-
ual undergoing the sanctification. The ritual formula of the saµkalpa situates one in time
(kåla) and place (deça), requiring acute awareness of one’s coordinates within the immen-
sity of time and territory, as well as within the history of one’s family lineage. Each
saµkalpa also briefly states the purpose of the saµskåra about to be performed. Thus we
learn from these statements of intention that the rites of insemination (garbhådhåna) and
parting of the hair (s⁄mantonnayana) are performed in order to purify the womb, the
puµsavana saµskåra to make the fetus male, and the naming ceremony (nåmakara~a)
and first haircut (c¨∂åkara~a) to ensure the long life of the child. 

Most of the life-cycle rituals include preliminary and concluding rites found in other
forms of Hindu ritual, many of them derived from Purå~ic rather than Vedic traditions. For
example, all saµskåras begin with the purifactory rites of sipping of water (åcamana) and
yogic breathing exercises (prå~åyåma), followed by the utterance of the saµkalpa. These
preliminaries are usually followed by the worship of Ga~apati (Ga~apati-p¨jå) and various
other deities, such as the family deities, guardian deities, mother goddesses, as well as
planetary and directional deities. The rite of pu~yahavåcana, a declaration of the auspi-
ciousness of the occasion by the assembled Bråhma~s, along with nandiçråddha, auspi-
cious memorial rites bringing joy to the deceased family ancestors, are pro forma in many
saµskåra ceremonies as well. Ritual feasts and gifts to Bråhma~s or relatives conclude the
ritual process of most saµskåras. Water and fire, symbols of purification and protection,
play a significant part in saµskåra rituals, although the observance of fire-sacrifices
(homa) are no longer part of most prenatal and postnatal saµskåras. 

The life-cycle ceremonies discussed here are largely described according to their textual
prescriptions in authoritative ritual texts, although we find some variation among the texts
and in practice, reflective of the expected as well as accepted adaptability of these rites to
family and regional traditions. These rituals continued to develop and change over time,
some dropping out of usage, some becoming conflated with other saµskåras, others being
revived yet simplified by modern Hindu reform movements, such as Sanåtana Dharma and
the Årya Samåj. One should not assume that all Hindus observe the classical saµskåras,
nor that those who do necessarily follow the order or procedures profiled in the compos-
ite portraits given here. Family tradition, influenced by such things as region, sectarian
affiliation, degree of orthodoxy, class, caste, gender, health, and wealth, all greatly affect
the performance of saµskåras both historically and in current practice. This chapter
focuses on those rituals classified as saµskåras within authoritative, largely Bråhma~ical,
Hindu texts and does not include attention to other types of rites of passage observed
among some Hindus communities, such as marking a girl’s first menstruation or initiation
(d⁄k‚å) into a particular sectarian community. 

PRENATAL AND POSTNATAL SAœSKÅRAS:
TRANSITION AND INCORPORATION INTO 

THE HUMAN WORLD

Saµskåras begin even before birth with the sanctification of the womb and seed in the
prenatal saµskåra of garbhådhåna, less commonly known as ni‚eka. This saµskåra is to
be performed immediately after the wedding because the prescribed purpose of marriage
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is to secure progeny. Most texts advise that garbhådhåna be conducted on the fourth day
after monthly menses begin, when a woman’s womb is considered ripe for the planting of
the male seed. If a male child is preferred, even-numbered lunar days are advised for this
insemination ritual, whereas the full moon, new moon, and asterisms (nak‚atra) of M¨la
and Maghå are times deemed inauspicious for this ritual. Among the mantras employed
during this ceremony is the following one from the ¸g Veda 10.85, also found in the
B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad (6.4.20). The sa and ama mentioned in this hymn are under-
stood as the two component parts of the word “såman,” referring to the såman chant that
overlies the ¸g Vedic verse when it is sung; the components are gendered as feminine and
masculine, respectively, and their coming together creates såman. Chåndogya Upani‚ad
1.6 also describes the union of sa and ama, in which sa is equated with the earth, the inter-
mediate region, the sky, the stars, and the luster of the sun, whereas ama is compared to
the fire, the wind, the sun, the moon, and the dark. In comparing the married couple to the
union of sa and ama and earth and sky, the Bråhma~ical tradition recognizes not only the
inherent nature, if not necessity, of this union in accordance with natural and cosmic law
(dharma) but also sanctifies the procreative benefits of such natural unions:

I am ama, you are sa.
You are ama, I am sa.
I am the såman chant, you are the ¸g verse.
I am the sky, you are the earth.
Come, let us unite,
Deposit the seed,
To get a son,
A male child.

Traditionally male progeny have been preferred, as the continuity of the family was
maintained through the male lineage, and sons were required to perform the necessary ritu-
als that would guarantee the passage of the father’s and mother’s souls to heaven after death.
However, that daughters were also welcomed and desired, in addition to sons, is evident in
various authoritative texts such as a passage from the B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad (6.4.17)
which advises that a man who wishes “a learned daughter who will live out her full life span”
should instruct his wife “to cook that rice with sesame seeds and the two of them should eat
it mixed with gh⁄. The couple thus becomes capable of begetting such a daughter.”

Ancient Hindu medical texts assumed that the gender of the fetus was not determined
until the fourth or fifth month. Therefore, an additional saµskåra to ensure a male fetus
was prescribed for the third or fourth month of pregnancy before the quickening of the
fetus. Performed when the moon is in a male constellation, this ritual, known as
puµsavana, is meant to stimulate, consecrate, and influence the fetus bringing about
a male child. The woman who undergoes this saµskåra fasts and bathes in preparation for
it. During the ritual process she ingests a concoction of yogurt mixed with grains or beans;
the texts also prescribe that a whitish fluid resulting from the pounding of a banyan branch
(nyagrodha) be poured down her right nostril. The resemblance of these substances to
semen is unmistakable and the fertility symbolism of the rite is unambiguous. This mantra
from the Atharva Veda (3.23.2, 3.23.4), or a variant found in one of the G®hyas¨tras, is
recited during the rite: “May a male embryo enter your womb as an arrow into a quiver.
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May a man be born here, a son after ten months. By the effective seed which bulls put forth
may you obtain a son. Be a fruitful milch cow.” This ritual is followed some months later
by the saµskåra of s⁄mantonnayana, which entails a ritual parting of the pregnant
woman’s hair and is meant to ensure the safe development and delivery of the child dur-
ing the last trimester. According to some authorities, this saµskåra begins a process by
which the pollution of the fetus derived from the parents begins to be removed. Popular
tradition understands this as a rite focused on the mother, educating her while entertaining
her, encouraging her to concentrate on her own well being so as to ensure the full and
healthy development of the child. The texts discuss feeding the woman auspicious foods
as well as those that satisfy her special cravings (dohada), entertaining her with songs,
anointing and massaging her, and garlanding her with a string of unripe fruits. During the
last trimester of her pregnancy following this ritual, relatives pamper and protect the
mother-to-be, catering to her various whims. Yåjñavalkyasm®ti 3.79 warns: “By not
meeting the wishes of the pregnant woman, the fetus becomes unhealthy; it becomes
deformed or falls down. Therefore one should do what is desired by her.” Every precaution
is taken to protect the well being of the fetus. To that end, a pregnant woman is advised to
avoid inauspicious activities as well as overexertion; similarly, her husband is to avoid
impure and inauspicious activities, as well as travelling, after the sixth month of pregnancy.
These particular prenatal rituals, especially that of puµsavana, are rarely observed among
Hindus today. The garbhådhåna, for the most part, has been incorporated into the wedding
ritual. Modern vestiges of the s⁄mantonnayana saµskåra have been transformed into
occasions for celebration, for showering the mother-to-be with attention and gifts.

The purpose of the prenatal rites, as explained by the ritual utterances, is to sanctify the
mother, the womb, and the fetus to ensure the long life of the child. Ancient ritual theo-
rists debated whether these prenatal saµskåras were performed upon the mother or the
fetus. The ramifications of these discussions concerned whether the rites had to be
performed more than once during the lifetime of a childbearing mother. Although opinions
varied on this matter, the general consensus was that all the prenatal saµskåras, with the
exception of s⁄mantonnayana, were sanctifications of the embryo (garbha saµskåra) and
should therefore be repeated during each pregnancy. The ritual parting of the hair, many
agreed, was a k‚etra saµskåra, that is, a saµskåra of the field or mother, not the fetus, and
need not be repeated for subsequent pregnancies. As advised by Mitramiçra in his
seventeenth-century commentary on the Yåjñavalkyasm®ti: “Once a woman is purified by
the s⁄mantonnayana, every child produced by her becomes consecrated” (V⁄ramitrodaya
1.176).

Jåtakarma is the first saµskåra to be performed after the birth of the child, typically
taking place immediately after the delivery even before the umbilical cord is cut.
According to tradition, jåtakarma includes several minor rites, among them medhåjanana
in which drops of gh⁄ and honey, in unequal proportions, are trickled onto the newborn’s
lips to ensure strength and intelligence. Åyu‚ya, also part of the birth ceremonies, entails
uttering the names of those who have lived long lives so as to ensure the longevity of the
child. B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 6.4.24–28 provides us with a very early description of
this ritual, in which the newborn is placed on the lap of the father who whispers into the
child’s ear various sacred syllables, a secret name, and the word “vac” (speech) three
times. The father prays: “In this boy may I prosper a thousandfold and thrive in my own
house. Rich in offspring and livestock, may disaster never strike his line. Svåhå!” The rite
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of stanapratidhana follows, in which the father gives the child to the mother to begin suck-
ling while reciting: “The breast with which you nourish all you choose, give it here for him
to suck.” The rites of jåtakarma instill in the child breath, speech, and nourishment, meant
to provide the child with the intelligence and strength to live a long and full life. Touching
his newborn child, the father prays: “Be a stone, be an axe, be like imperishable gold . . .
live a hundred autumns” (Påraskara G®hyas¨tra 1.16.18; Åçvalåyana G®hyas¨tra 1.15.3).

While birth is largely an auspicious occasion, the physical process of birthing creates
a context in which impurity is rampant, making all those associated with the process
vulnerable, including sapi~∂a relations of the birthing parents. Sapi~∂a relationships in
general refer to blood relatives. Marriage and death rites require specific knowledge of
deceased sapi~∂a relatives going back as far as seven generations. Depending on their
degree of relation, sapi~∂as can experience the ritual pollution that attends birth as well
as death; during this period of pollution, sapi~∂a relatives should eat only with each other.
The ritual period of impurity usually extends from three to ten days, during which normal
religious activities are suspended. Purification rites for the mother and the newborn take
place on the eleventh day with prayers and ritual bathing. Nåmakara~a, the naming cere-
mony of the child, is prescribed for the eleventh or twelfth day after birth, allowing for the
period of impurity to pass. The natal horoscope, cast on the basis of the configuration of
stars and planets at the time of the child’s birth, often provides clues for an appropriate
name, which is different from the secret name given to the child by the father during the
birthing ceremonies. On the day of this saµskåra, after the infant is bathed and dressed in
new garments, it receives its new name, marking the child as an individual and beginning
the process by which a child is gradually incorporated and socialized into the world around
him or her. Naming the child frees the child from sin, according to the Çatapatha
Bråhama~a (6.1.3.9). Gifts are presented, and a feast of auspicious foods follows. So
begins the sequence of early childhood saµskåras. 

The G®hyas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras provide guidelines for choosing names, which differ
depending on one’s class (var~a) and gender (Manusm®ti 2.31–33). They recommend that
boys’ names be of two or four syllables, have an initial sonant, a semivowel in the middle,
and end in a visarga (an unvoiced aspiration) or long vowel; girls’ names, on the other
hand, ideally should consist of an uneven number of syllables, end in a long “a” or “i,” and
be easy to pronounce. In the case of both boys and girls, inauspicious names and those with
unpleasant associations are to be avoided. Auspicious names are recommended, such as
those affiliated with a deity, a lucky constellation, or a desirable quality. An exception to
this tradition are names given to children born into families with recurring tragedies, such
as infant death or hereditary illness. Such families are popularly advised to give their
newborns repulsive names in order to avert the bearers of the evil eye which may hasten
a child’s death. Other common names include those derived from an auspicious asterism
(nak‚atra) or its presiding deity, derivatives of the name of the father, mother, or clan
(gotra) or ones associated with the family deity, the locality, or nature’s beauty (trees,
flowers, birds). 

A child’s first outing is also occasion for a saµskåra. The ni‚krama~a saµskåra is
recommended for an auspicious day during the fourth month after birth. Some texts specify
that it should be observed on the third lunar day during the waxing fortnight of the third
month after the child’s birth; others suggest that it be performed on the same lunar day
(tithi) as the birth tithi during the fourth month. On this ritual occasion the newborn is
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taken out of the house for the first time and shown the sun (s¨ryadarçana) and sometimes
the moon (candradarçana). Looking at the sun is a rite that will be repeated again in the
Vedic initiation and marriage saµskåras. This ritual outing briefly initiates infants to their
expanding universe, exposing them to the physical environment to which they must soon
begin to adapt. A ritual bath and new clothes are also called for on this occasion. Some
families use this opportunity to take the child to the temple for the first time. Continuing
this process of socialization and physical adaptation, in the sixth month the saµskåra of
gannapråçana takes place. This ritual first feeding of solid foods is sometimes accompa-
nied by weaning, but some children are nursed well into their second year. The ritual food
fed to an infant on this occasion varies according to family tradition, although sacrificial
food (havi‚yanna or sthål⁄påka) is the most highly recommended according to textual
authorities. Food of any kind is to be treated with reverence and thanks, a lesson under-
scored by this ritual and echoed in the daily prayers of a Hindu that precede meals. The
ritual feeding of the child is followed by a feasting of Bråhma~s or relatives. Some texts
advise that the mother should eat the leftovers of the ritual foods prepared for the child.
The first feeding saµskåra, while beginning a process of weaning the child from depend-
ency on its mother, also subtly furthers the child’s developmental awareness of its
dependency on the larger world’s resources for its survival. 

The first haircut, c¨∂åkara~a or caula, is next in the sequence of early childhood
saµskåras. Intended to ensure the long life, stamina, and beauty of the child, this saµskåra
is meant to remove impurities. A full c¨∂åkara~a includes not just a haircut but also a
trimming of the nails. Concern with beauty as well as with the threat of impurities signi-
fies a transition in a child’s life. Lessons of good hygiene and the importance of ritual
purity are instilled early on in childhood and reinforced in subsequent saµskåras. As toddlers,
children increase their movement and thus their interactions with their environment,
bringing them into more frequent contact with receptacles of impurity. The texts vary in
their prescriptions as to when this saµskåra is to be undergone: some advise its perform-
ance for the end of the child’s first year, others say that it should be done by the third or
seventh year. Today this saµskåra is usually incorporated into upanayana, Vedic initia-
tion. The actual ritual cutting may involve a mere trim or a full tonsure, in which case a tuft
of hair is left to cover the soft spot near the top. This critical juncture in the body or sandhi
is known as the adhipati, and injury to this part of the head can be fatal (notably, this is
the section of the skull cracked open during obsequies to release the soul of the deceased).
The mantras that accompany this saµskåra pray for the long life, fame, and happiness of
the child. 

Before the age of four a child undergoes the saµskåra of kar~avedha; in practice this
ear-piercing usually takes place within the first month after birth. This is a minor saµskåra
not singled out in many of the early authorities on saµskåra but found in later lists of
saµskåras where it is noted that its purpose is primarily an ornamentation of the body. As
yet another rite in the socialization process of the child, the kar~avedha, with its empha-
sis on ornamentation of the body, provides cultural lessons on Hindu notions of beauty.
However, Suçruta, an Åyurvedic authority, explains that ear-piercing is done for both
decoration and protection, prescribing a needle of gold for piercing the ear of a K‚atriya
and a silver needle for Bråhma~s and Vaiçyas. The right earlobe of a boy is pierced first;
of a girl child, the left lobe. Piercing the left nostril of a girl may take place at the same
time. The piercing of the earlobes symbolizes attentiveness, the importance of hearing and
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speech, and opening the mind and ears to the wisdom of the Vedas: “O gods, may we hear
bliss with our ears” (¸g Veda 1.89.8).

A more important saµskåra introducing a child to its culture is that of vidyårambha, the
beginning of one’s studies. However, like the piercing of the ear (kar~avedha), this
saµskåra is not singled out in the G®hyas¨tras and is a late addition to the list of saµskåras.
This saµskåra is also known as ak‚arårambha or ak‚aralekhana, that is, learning to recite,
recognize, and write syllables, the equivalent of learning one’s ABCs. The rite that initiates
this process signifies a child’s readiness to learn and, depending on the authority consulted,
is performed sometime between the fifth and the seventh year. Because of the value placed
on learning and knowledge in Bråhma~ical culture, great care was taken that this saµskåra
be carried out at an auspicious time. The learning process was not to be initiated during the
rainy season or during the southern progression of the sun, both periods of inauspicious-
ness. Although most texts advise that this saµskåra should not be observed during
caturmåsa (a four-month “lenten” period), a popular exception to this rule is the celebration
of this ritual on the tenth lunar day in the month of Åçvina (September-October) immedi-
ately following the festival of Sarasvat⁄, the goddess of wisdom. However, today this minor
saµskåra is not widely performed. Instead, many mark the beginning of a child’s schooling
or the first day of school with special blessings and sweets.

EDUCATIONAL SAœSKÅRAS: TRANSITION
AND INCORPORATION INTO ADULTHOOD

The process of learning begun with the vidyårambha saµskåra is further refined and
solemnized during the period of studentship (brahmacarya), inaugurated by the saµskåra
of upanayana (also known as vratabandha and mauñj⁄bandhana). This saµskåra, which
emphasizes the value of education and knowledge, was traditionally recommended for
Bråhma~s in their eighth year, K‚atriyas in their eleventh, and Vaiçyas in their twelfth.
This period of studentship prepares one for a significant life transition from childhood to
adulthood. Like initiations in other religious traditions, such as confirmation within
Roman Catholicism or bar mitzvah within Judaism, the upanayana is a ritualized process
by which a child is introduced to the privileges, responsibilities, and sacred knowledge
held in trust by adult members of the religious community. Upanayana confers special
rights and privileges, and with that comes enhanced responsibilities and status. 

In order to impart mastery of the Vedas as well as to instill in students the values and
discipline required to maintain and adhere to the sanctity of religious knowledge,
Bråhma~ical tradition prescribed a prolonged period of studentship for the initiate, ranging
from twelve to forty-eight years. This concentrated period of study required discipline and
restraint of the senses. Students developed these virtuous habits through the practice of
celibacy, various austerities, and simple living. Other important values for the student to
learn included humility, duty, and respect for authority, which were reinforced daily
through service and obedience to the preceptor. Students were also taught the mechanics of
ritual performance, were trained to memorize and recite sacred verses and mantras, and were
schooled in various methods of purification in order to keep mind, body, and speech pure.
Bråhma~s, traditionally entrusted with the study, preservation, and teaching of the sacred
knowledge contained in the Vedas, required a longer period of studentship in order to
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master all the Vedas. While K‚atriyas and Vaiçyas also were expected to acquire some Vedic
knowledge so that they could maintain the ritual purity expected of those who maintained
sacred fires and performed sacrifices, their primary duties (dharma) lay elsewhere and thus
their Vedic education was not as prolonged. Today such Vedic education is greatly fore-
shortened and often merely entails some after-school or weekend lessons in Sanskrit, Vedic
texts, or ritual performance in the months or weeks leading up to the initiation ceremony.

One who has undergone upanayana is referred to as twice-born or dvija because the stu-
dent is given a cultural and spiritual rebirth by way of the guru or teacher who initiates him
into his new life, its expectations and responsibilities. As explained in the Çatapatha
Bråhma~a: “By laying his right hand on the pupil, the teacher becomes pregnant with him.
In the third night he is born a Bråhma~ with the Såvitr⁄” (11.5.4.12). Twice-borns not only
have special access to the Vedas, which is denied to those who have not received or are
not eligible for upanayana, but the sacramental initiation also confers upon them the
adhikåra or right to perform sacrifices. 

The actual ritual performance of the Vedic initiation, still in practice today within Hindu
communities around the world, contains many rites and symbols indicative of the values
and lessons meant to be instilled in a child as he makes his transition to adulthood. Several
of the ceremonials within the ritual mirror those performed by the bride and groom during
the wedding ceremony. For example, the rite of h®dayasp®ç, involving a touching of the
heart, symbolizes the intimacy between teacher and student and between husband and wife.
Åçmåroha~a, a rite in which the student and the wife mount a stone, symbolizes the
student’s steadfastness in devotion to his teacher and studies and a wife’s devotion to her
husband and household duties. Holding hands (hastagraha~a), looking at the sun
(s¨ryavilokana), and gazing at the pole star (dhruvadarçana) are all rites found in both the
Vedic initiation and marriage saµskåras. A sacred thread is draped around both the student
initiate and the bride during these ceremonies. A student receives a sacred thread
( yajñopav⁄ta) during the upanayana which he is to wear daily as a reminder of his respon-
sibilities to a life of purity and righteousness. Similarly, a bride is presented with a thread
of auspiciousness (maπgalas¨tra or tali), which she wears as a symbol of her auspicious
married state and as a reminder of her duties to maintain the well being and auspiciousness
of the household. The investiture with sacred thread is not a prominent feature in ancient
textual prescriptions for upanayana. However, in modern times it has become one of the
most central and prominent rites of this saµskåra so that the Vedic initiation ceremony
itself is commonly referred to as “the sacred-thread ceremony” in English-language
publications.

The yajñopav⁄ta donned on the occasion of the upanayana, although traditionally 
permitted to Vaiçyas and K‚atriyas who also were eligible to undergo upanayana, has
largely become a hallmark of Bråhma~-hood. The sacred thread thus has become more of
a mark of social status rather than of religious knowledge, although the wearers of sacred
threads are expected to adhere to stricter codes of purity and behavior than those who have
not undergone initiation. The sacred thread is usually made up of three strands, each strand
made of three threads and tied with a special knot. The significance of the number three
for the sacred thread is variously explained; some identify it with the three Vedas, others
with the three qualities or gu~as—goodness (sattva), passion (rajas), and lassitude
(tamas)—some with the three debts or three pravaras (®‚i clans), others with the three
gods (Vi‚~u, Brahmå, Çiva) or three families of gods (Vai‚~ava, Çaiva, Çåkta). Hindu
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women do not customarily undergo upanayana or wear a yajñopav⁄ta, although some
scholars have found ancient textual references that include a sacred thread listed among
the vestments worn by a bride during her marriage ceremony. Originally the upav⁄ta
referred to a particular configuration of the upper garment that was worn during the
performance of Vedic sacrifices; later it became stylized into a thread. The thread is worn
differently for different occasions. For everyday rituals and auspicious occasions, the
sacred thread is worn suspended from the left shoulder encircling and crossing the chest
to the right, falling above the navel. The thread is reversed, that is, hung from the right
shoulder crossing to the left side, when performing funerary and memorial rites for the
deceased. When engaging in activities deemed impure, such as carrying a corpse, defecating
or urinating, or having sexual intercourse, the thread is hung around the neck from both
shoulders, reaching below the heart but above the navel. Today many Bråhma~ men wear
the sacred thread daily, ritually changing it on the full moon day in the month of Çråva~a
(July-August).

Additional rites within the upanayana saµskåra emphasize the importance of purity and
the sanctity of knowledge. A boy is ritually tonsured, and his nails are pared by a barber.
This process is followed by a ritual bath, and then the initiate is dressed in a simple
garment appropriate to the austere period of his studentship soon to follow. After his 
external body is purified, the boy is taught special breathing techniques ( prå~åyåma)
meant to purify him internally. This process of purification prepares him to receive the
most sacred of Vedic mantras, the Gåyatr⁄, which is whispered into his ear by his teacher
or his father. According to the Yåjñavalkyasm®ti (1.22), every day a twice-born Hindu
should ritually bathe, practice controlled breathing, venerate the sun, and recite the
Gåyatr⁄. The Gåyatr⁄ is considered so sacred that precautions are taken to prevent this
sacred utterance from inadvertently reaching the ears of the uninitiated. In some
upanayana ceremonies, this secrecy is guarded by draping the father (or teacher) and ini-
tiate with a white cloth. Underneath the cloth the father whispers the mantra into his son’s
ear, asking him to repeat it syllable by syllable. The Gåyatr⁄-mantra, addressed to Savit®,
the sun, is found in the ¸g Veda: “We meditate on the brilliance of the god Savit®. May it
inspire our intellect” (3.62.10). Hereby the student is initiated into the sacred utterances of
the Vedas, which his studentship will lead him to further appreciate, respect, and under-
stand. The teaching of the very powerful Gåyatr⁄-mantra is one of the most important rites
of the upanayana saµskåra.

In former times, the rite of girdling the boy with a belt of muñja grass was one of the pre-
eminent rites of the upanayana. The boy was expected to wear this “chastity belt” for the
duration of his studentship as a reminder of his vow of celibacy. While the girdling is still
part of the upanayana ritual performed today, the investiture of the sacred thread seems to
have eclipsed the significance of the girdle. After the girdling, the teacher instructs the ini-
tiate in the rules governing his duties and behavior as a student: “You are a student. Do serv-
ice, do not sleep in the day time, depend on your teachers, learn the Vedas . . .” (Çatapatha
Bråhma~a 11.5.4.6ff.; Påraskara G®hyas¨tra 2.3.2; cf. Manusm®ti 2.69–73). The initiate is
now ready to join his preceptor in kindling the sacred fires and making sacrificial offerings
into the fire. This ritual art, to which the student is initiated during the upanayana cere-
monies, will be refined during his apprenticeship with his teacher.

Traditionally the upanayana required a boy to take leave of his family to go live with
his preceptor where he underwent his studentship. This transition also meant a move from
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a female-dominant world to a male-dominated environment, symbolized by the boy’s tak-
ing his last meal with his mother. The last meal with the mother, ritually incorporated into
the upanayana and still part of the ritual process today, signifies the end of childhood for
the boy. During his period of studentship a young man was dependent on alms which he
begged for on behalf of his teacher so that they both might subsist. One of the last cere-
monies in the upanayana saµskåra, still observed today, entails a symbolic begging
procession. The first person the boy approaches for alms is his mother, who, until this
moment, has been his primary nurturer and caregiver. As the first in line to fill his
bowl, which she does generously, she conveys a blessing that his bowl will always be full,
guaranteeing that his future alms-rounds will be fruitful, the patrons compassionate. 

According to çåstric teaching, those among the classes of Bråhma~s, K‚atriyas, and
Vaiçyas who remained uninitiated, and thus uneducated in Vedic lore, suffered a kind of
excommunication. These men, known as vråtyas, were denied access to privileges merited
by those of their class who underwent upanayana and a period of studentship. Ç¨dras had
no choice in the matter and have traditionally been denied upanayana, which would gain
them access to the sacred wisdom of the Vedas (cf. Manusm®ti 10.4). A modern Hindu
reform movement founded in the late 1800s by Dayånanda Sarasvat⁄, the Årya Samåj,
opposed untouchability and the exclusion of Ç¨dras from Vedic wisdom, which Årya
Samåjists believed should be accessible to all members of society, regardless of class and
gender. The Årya Samåj developed a ritual known as çuddhi, meant to purify those con-
verting to the ways and beliefs of the Årya Samåj. This rite contains an investiture with a
yajñopav⁄ta, a modified version of upanayana, signaling the purity and twice-born status
of the new convert, many of whom come from the lowest classes. The çuddhi rite includes
a fire sacrifice (homa or havana) and recitation of the sacred Gåyatr⁄-mantra along with
readings from the Vedas, all conventional marks of Bråhma~ical ritual and status long
denied to Ç¨dras. While the Årya Samåj recognizes sixteen saµskåras as described in
Dayånanda’s Saµskåravidhi, its performance of all rituals is greatly simplified in keeping
with Dayånanda’s rational philosophy. 

While there is ample textual evidence that girls underwent upanayana in earlier times,
it is likely that by the time of Manu the practice had gone out of fashion, since Manu states
that the marriage ceremony takes the place of upanayana for women. In more recent times,
upanayana ceremonies for girls have been revived in a few Hindu communities, but the
upanayana is now observed mostly by Bråhma~ families who use the opportunity to
initiate pubescent boys (usually between the ages of eight and twelve) into the rituals,
traditional knowledge, and responsibilities of the Hindu religion. 

Saµskåras that usually fell during a boy’s studentship included vedårambha, a ritual
initiating a student into Vedic studies (not included in the list of saµskåras found in the
G®hyas¨tras or Dharmaçåstras but included within later lists), and keçånta, a ritual shav-
ing of the beard performed in a boy’s sixteenth year. In modern times these saµskåras
are incorporated into the upanayana ritual. The introduction to Vedic studies is initiated
with instruction on the proper pronunciation of the Gåyatr⁄-mantra. Keçånta, very similar
in form and purpose to the early childhood saµskåra of first haircut (caula), is increas-
ingly performed as a preliminary rite to the marriage rituals. It entails shaving or trimming
of a man’s head, facial hair (beard, nose, and ears), and armpits, as well as paring of the
nails. This rite acknowledges the boy’s transition to puberty and manhood and symbolizes
the need to curb one’s physical appetites. Celibacy (brahmacarya) was a highly esteemed
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value as well as a serious vow undertaken by a brahmacårin during his studentship, and
shaving was a regular reminder of this commitment and restraint. This saµskåra antici-
pates the conclusion of a stage in the Hindu life cycle, and soon after this acknowledge-
ment of manhood, a twice-born male is ready to move on to the next stage of life, that of
a householder. 

The period of studentship ends with a ritual bath. The saµskåra that marks the comple-
tion of this stage of life is often simply called “bath” or snåna. This saµskåra is also
referred to as samåvartana, taking leave of the teacher and returning home. As part of this
ritual, the student presents his teacher with a gift or honorarium (dak‚i~å) signifying his
thanks and respect and asks the teacher’s permission to take leave. The student leaves
behind the staff and girdle that were marks of his studentship, bathes, puts on new clothes,
and is welcomed home with sweets and offerings of water to cool and cleanse him after
his journey. This saµskåra constitutes the student’s graduation ceremony, so that one who
has completed his studies is called a snåtaka, literally “one who has bathed,” signifying
the new status and purity of this twice-born young man. In more recent times, this
saµskåra has been minimized and incorporated into either the conclusion of the
upanayana process or the marriage preliminaries. Through this ritual process the young
man, who in ancient times spent his lengthy studentship in the hermitage of his teacher
away from the hustle and bustle of everyday life, is reincorporated into society and the val-
ues instilled in him during that liminal period are put to the test. It is expected that during
his studentship he will have acquired Vedic learning and discipline that will serve him well
as he moves into the world of householdership, politics, and commerce. (Today a young
Hindu does not have the benefit of this prolonged religious education, and with the fold-
ing of the educational saµskåras into the initiation and marriage saµskåras, which them-
selves have become abbreviated, these rites become mere symbols of important values
rather than celebrations of the actual inculcation of such values.) Having completed his
studies and undergone the appropriate saµskåras, a young man is considered qualified to
establish an orthodox household in which he will set up and maintain his own sacred fire
for the first time. But first he must marry, a prerequisite to establishing his own ritual
household fires.

The saµskåra of marriage, known as vivåha, is the most central of all the saµskåras,
initiating men and women into householdership and its respective duties and responsibili-
ties (dharma). Manu praises marriage as the highest dharma of men and women.
According to the Yåjñavalkyasm®ti (1.51), marital life helps one to fulfill prescribed duties
(dharma) and pay off debts (®~a) and, moreover, can be a source of prosperity (artha) and
pleasure (kåma). Many G®hyas¨tras and Dharmaçåstras begin their exposition of
saµskåras with marriage, since all other ceremonials and rituals are dependent on the
fruitfulness of marriage. More importantly, all other åçramas depend on the hospitality of
householders. “Just as all living creatures depend on air in order to live, so do members of
the other stages of life subsist by depending on householders. Since people in the other
three stages of life are supported every day by the knowledge and the food of the house-
holder, therefore the householder stage of life is the best” (Manusm®ti 3.77–79).

Most authoritative Sanskrit texts list eight types of marriage. While few of these forms
of marriage are still in practice, we find examples of them described in the Sanskrit
epics, the Råmåya~a and the Mahåbhårata, as well as in other classical Hindu literature.
Of the eight forms of marriage recognized in the Sanskrit legal texts, the highest and most
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honorable is the bråhma form, in which a daughter is given freely by her father to a man
of good character who is her equal. The worst form is paiçåca, marriage by rape. Only four
of the eight types of marriage receive approval by traditional authorities. Families with
daughters have traditionally borne a great responsibility for arranging their marriages.
Many authorities warn of the sin that incurs to families who do not arrange the marriage
of their daughters, and some even advise women to choose their own husbands if their
families have failed them. According to classical Hindu authorities, an unmarried
woman—or a woman who does not have sexual intercourse during her fertile cycle—is
like a fertile field whose potential prosperity is wasted. Such a waste, particularly of an
embryo, is deemed sinful, classified by some authorities alongside abortion. 

The fertility and prosperity of the marriage union has always been of great importance
in Hindu culture. Therefore families take great care in their selection of marriage partners
for their sons and daughters. Family priests and astrologers are consulted, family lineages
examined, natal horoscopes of potential partners compared, and the physical characteris-
tics of the prospective bride and groom are scrutinized by potential in-laws. Families
traditionally based their assessment of the compatibility of the bride and groom on their
examination of class, caste, horoscope, and family. The main guideline in selecting a
marriage partner, according to Hindu law, is to marry someone of the same class (var~a).
While authorities such as Manu and Yåjñavalkya, permit marriage of a lower-class woman
to a higher-class man (known as an anuloma alliance), this is not the ideal. On the other
hand, pratiloma unions, in which a lower-class man marries a woman of a higher class, are
greatly discouraged by tradition and in some cases banned by Hindu law. Marriage within
the same clan lineage (sagotra) or bloodline (sapi~∂a) amounts to a kind of incest and is
legally forbidden by most Hindu schools of law. The Hindu Marriage Act of 1955 revoked
some of these impediments to marriage unions. However, modern matrimonial advertise-
ments, ubiquitous in Indian newspapers, are evidence that many Hindu families still value
unions between partners of the same class and caste, while education and occupation are
increasingly important factors in evaluating potential brides and grooms. Once family
issues have been scrutinized, such as class and consanguinity, the merits and characteris-
tics of the individual are considered. Ideally a prospective bride bears auspicious mark-
ings, is pleasing to look at, has brothers, is free from disease and ill-health, and has not
previously married. Handsome, virile, well educated in the Vedas, virtuous, and wise were
among the traditional characteristics sought in a groom. Once the marriage has been
arranged between two well-suited partners, the saµskåra of marriage is performed to bless
and consecrate this union and to ensure its fertility. Many of the rites and ceremonials that
are encompassed within the marriage saµskåra are directly related to the fertility of the
couple and their joint duty (dharma) to bear offspring. Progeny ensures the continuity
of the family and aids the family ancestors’ access to heaven through the performance of
sacrifices and memorial rites (çråddha).

The wedding saµskåra begins with the premarriage ceremonials of betrothal (vågdåna)
and acceptance of the bridegroom (varavara~a). Traditionally these rites could take place
years before the ritual completion and consummation of the marriage, especially if the
betrothed were a young boy and girl promised in marriage. Today the betrothal ceremony
is performed anywhere from a few years in advance to the eve of the wedding ceremony.
The order of the marriage saµskåra, following upon the premarriage rites, falls into three
parts: the marriage sacrifice (vivåhahoma), the entry into the home (g®hapraveça), and the
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consummation (garbhådhåna). The marriage ceremony proper begins with the rite of
kanyådåna, the giving away of the bride by her parents to the groom. This is followed by
the rite of på~igraha~a by which responsibility for the bride is transferred from the father
to the groom. The groom, grasping the hand of the bride declares: “I take your hand for
the sake of marital felicity (saubhågya) so that with me, your husband, you may attain ripe
old age. . . . Come, let us marry.” The intimacy of this marriage is then indicated by the
performance of the h®dayasp®ç ceremony: touching the heart of the bride, the groom mutters
a prayer celebrating their union of mind and heart. Resolute in their commitment to this
marriage, the couple circle the sacred fire three times (agnipari~ayana or agnipradak‚i~å)
while the groom recites a prayer (Åçvalåyana G®hyas¨tra 1.7.6; Påraskara G®hyas¨tra
1.6.3), a variation on the mantra used during the rite of insemination:

I am this, you are that.
That are you, this am I.
I the heaven, you the earth.
I the såman, you the ¸g.
Come, let us both marry here. Let us unite our sperm.
Let us beget offspring. Let us have many long-lived sons.
Dear to each other, bright, having well-disposed minds,
May we live a hundred years.

With the sacred fire before the wedding couple as witness to their vows and joint dharma,
the bride makes sacrificial offerings (låjåhoma) into the fire of grain and gh⁄, symbols of
the prosperity and fertility of this union. As she offers the grain into the fire she prays,
“May my husband live long and my relations prosper. May these grains bring prosperity
to us and unite us.” The fire sacrifice is followed by saptapad⁄, the rite of seven steps,
which many consider to be the rite by which the marriage becomes legally binding.
Accompanied by the groom, the bride takes seven steps, each time placing her right foot
on a separate pile of rice grains. This prayer, or some form of it, is recited during this rite
and encapsulates the significance of marriage within the Hindu tradition (Åçvalåyana
G®hyas¨tra 1.7.19; Påraskara G®hyas¨tra 1.8.1):

One step for vigor; two steps for vitality;
three steps for prosperity; four steps for happiness.
Five steps for cattle (or progeny); six steps for seasons.
Seven steps for friendship.
With this seventh step may we become friends, 
devoted to each other.

During the rite, known as åçmåroha~a, the bride, standing alongside the groom, places her
right foot on a millstone, symbolizing her inner strength as well as her firm commitment
to this marriage and her duties as a wife. This rite is followed by the s¨ryavilokana rite,
looking into the sun, and the dhruva-(arundhat⁄)-darçana, gazing at the pole star and,
some authorities add, at the star of Arundhat⁄. During these rites, the bride murmurs vari-
ous prayers: “May I be constant (dhruva) in my husband’s family”; “I shall be near you
like Arundhat⁄”; “May my husband live long and I bear offspring.” These three rites, all
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performed by the bride, have counterparts in the upanayana in which they are performed
by the boy initiate. The boy and the bride both affirm their purity (looking at the sun), their
commitment and fidelity to their vows (mounting the stone), and their steadfastness (gaz-
ing at the Pole Star, a symbol of constancy, as is the star Arundhat⁄, which shares its name
with the faithful and respected wife of the sage Vasi‚†ha). In performing these rites, the
bride and the student both publicly affirm their respective duties; they take on the ritual and
social responsibilities of an initiated and mature Hindu, as expected of them by society and
as recognized within the community by this sequence of rites. There is, of course, variation
in the order, procedure, mantras, and rites that make up the marriage sacrifice. Indeed the
texts advise that when it comes to marriage rituals, the best authorities on regional and
family customs are women, and they should be consulted concerning such procedures.

Today the rite of maπgalas¨tra-dåna or tali-bandhana, tying the thread of auspicious-
ness, is one of the more significant rites during the marriage saµskåra. Styles of
maπgalas¨tras vary among class, kin, regional, economic, and religious groups: the s¨tra
may be as simple as a cotton thread soaked in turmeric until it attains a golden hue, as
ornate as a solid gold necklace, or as intricate as a black string threaded with heirloom gold
ornaments and black beads. As one of the final rites of the marriage ceremony, the groom
places the maπgalas¨tra around his wife’s neck, symbolizing her good fortune (saubhå-
gya) and her auspicious status and prestige as a wife. Maπgalas¨tras have become one of
the predominant symbols of marriage worn by Hindu women, similar in function to
wedding rings worn by women in some other cultures. When the husband dies, a woman
usually removes her maπgalas¨tra, along with other ornaments marking the auspiciousness
of marriage. This particular rite is not found within the ritual rubrics for marriage in
ancient Sanskrit texts, and because of this, despite its incorporation into even the most
orthodox of Hindu marriage ceremonies, Sanskrit mantras do not usually accompany the
presentation of the marriage thread. 

The marriage sacrifice concluded, a grand feast usually follows during which the
newlyweds practice hospitality, one of several virtuous duties incumbent upon householders.
Often the bride and groom serve their guests going from seat to seat, pouring a stream of
thick, rich gh⁄ upon the rice dish of each guest. The next segment in the marriage saµskåra
process entails the ritual journey to the home where the couple will set up household and
sacrifice together. As the bride enters the home, auspicious right foot first, she knocks over
a container of rice or wheat perched on the threshold, symbolizing the prosperity and
fertility this marriage and this bride bring into the family. The bride is welcomed into her
new home (often the joint family home of her husband) and blessed by the women of the
family. A series of women’s rites (str⁄-åcåra) may then be performed according to the
customs of the family or region. In earlier times, the ritual of entry into the home
(g®hapraveça) included an entry sacrifice ( praveçahoma), focused on oblations to ensure
the fecundity of the new wife. With each offering the groom prayed “May Prajåpati create
offspring for us” (¸g Veda 10.85.43–46). Today very few families maintain the special
domestic fires needed for such sacrificial rituals. 

The ancient texts prescribe for newlyweds a three-day period of fasting, austerities, and
celibacy (triråtravrata), followed by a formal coming together on the fourth day during
which the couple undertook together their new responsibilities of sacrifice and procreation.
Touching the heart of the bride in the rite of h®dayåvamarçana, the groom prays, “May all
the gods unite our hearts” (¸g Veda 10.85.47). With this union of hearts, the couple
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established the sacred household fire, shared a meal, and then consummated their union.
This ritual consummation later became equated with the saµskåra for fertilization of the
womb, the garbhådhåna ritual with which we began this explication of the Hindu sanctifi-
cation of the life cycle. This mantra, taken from one of several such mantras to be recited
as part of the consummation ritual on the fourth day of marriage, leaves us with little doubt
that procreation is the central duty of householders (Hira~yakeçi G®hyas¨tra 1.7.25.1): 

May Vi‚~u make your womb ready. May Tva‚†® frame the shape. 
May Prajåpati pour forth; May Dhåt® give you conception!
Give conception, Sin⁄vål⁄. Give conception Sarasvat⁄. 
May the two Açvins, wreathed with lotus, give conception to you!
The embryo which the two Açvins produce with their golden kindling, 
that embryo we call into your womb, 
that you may give birth to it after ten months.
As the earth is pregnant with Agni [fire], 
as the heaven is pregnant with Indra [rain], 
as Våyu [wind] is in the womb of the region directions, so I place an embryo into 

your womb.

OBSEQUIES AND MEMORIAL RITES: 
TRANSITION AND INCORPORATION INTO 

LIFE AFTER DEATH

The saµskåras performed upon a Hindu during the various stages of his or her life, from
the rite of insemination up to marriage, are known as jåta saµskåras, sanctifications of the
living, which prepare one to live a full and fruitful life in this world. M®ta saµskåra refers
to saµskåras of the dead which prepare one to negotiate life and the worlds after death.
The death saµskåra of antye‚†i and relevant memorial rites (çråddha) are not usually
treated in the same sections of ritual texts as saµskåras for the living. Most often death
and its related rites are expounded in sections dealing with purity (çauca) and impurity
(açauca) and rites of expiation (pråyaçcitta).

For Hindus death rites constitute the “last sacrifice,” antye‚†i. This final saµskåra mark-
ing death is also known antyakarma, the final ritual or last rite. Hindu death rites involve
the consignment of the deceased’s body to the fire, from which the saµskåra gets its other
name, çmaçåna or cremation. Once again the fire acts as a witness and purifying agent,
consecrating yet another transition in the life of a Hindu. Like Vedic initiation and mar-
riage, the antye‚†i saµskåra is a process involving a series of rites over several days. In
preparation for the cremation, the body of the corpse is ritually washed (abhi‚eka or
abhi‚incana) by members of the same sex, anointed, and wrapped in a new white shroud;
the corpse of a male is shaved. The deceased is to be cremated as soon as possible after
death. The chief mourner by tradition is the nearest male relative, preferably the eldest son,
who leads the funeral procession from the home of the deceased to the cremation ground.
The corpse is carried through the streets on a bier followed by friends and family.
Sometimes the bier is accompanied by a cow, which in ancient times was sacrificed in
order to accompany the deceased on his or her journey to the next world but which later
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came to be offered as a gift. Depending on local or family custom, women follow at the
rear of the procession but very few of them accompany the corpse to the cremation
grounds, a place typically associated with inauspiciousness and impurity. 

The funeral pyre is built up and the grounds are sprinkled with sacred waters to drive
away any evil or unsettled spirits (bh¨ta and preta) that may linger in the area. The body
is placed on the funeral pyre, on a north/south axis, lined up toward the southern world of
Yama, god of death. According to some authorities, all clothing and ornamentation are
removed—shroud, sacred thread, jewelry—with the idea that a body should depart this
world just as it came into this world. But there are many exceptions to this practice; for
example, some families customarily place a coin in each of the seven openings in the head,
while others place coins or jewels in the mouth of the deceased to help pay the way across
the river of death. The chief mourner circles the fire three times before lighting the pyre
with this prayer: “Agni, consume not this body to cinders, nor give it pain nor scatter about
its skin or limbs, O Jåtavedas, when the body is fairly burnt, convey the spirit to its ances-
tors” (¸g Veda 10.16.1). Oblations are offered to the fire, and the chief mourner cracks the
skull of the deceased (or pours water over the skull after it has burst) to allow the soul to
escape before the body is consumed. As the body is consecrated to the fire, a prayer is
offered, such as this one derived from the Atharva Veda (18.2.7):

May the organ of vision proceed to the sun.
May the vital air merge in the atmosphere.
May you proceed according to your virtuous deeds
to either heaven or earth or the regions of the waters, 
whichever place is beneficial to you.

After the cremation, the chief mourner is shaved (head, beard, nails pared), dons new
clothes, and observes a period of mourning during which he practices celibacy and other
austerities for the next ten days, depending on the family’s tradition. Close relatives of the
deceased are affected by a period of ritual impurity following the death, which entails
a period of social segregation as well as various restrictions in dress, diet, and interaction.
Periods of ritual impurity may last from one to ten days, depending on the degree of one’s
relationship to the deceased. Age, class, gender, and marital status may influence not only
the prescribed periods of mourning (or ritual pollution) but also the treatment of
the corpse. For example, the Manusm®ti (5.67–70, see also 5.58–62) prescribes different
obsequies for a deceased child depending on which postnatal saµskåras the child has
undergone. Manu (Manusm®ti 5.72) also advises that the relatives of an unmarried girl
endure ritual pollution for only three days rather than the usual ten. 

Offerings of water to cool the dead after the cremation process are accompanied by
mantras. Water is also used to purify family relatives of the deceased who have become
temporarily polluted by the death. Within three days of the cremation, the remaining bones
and ashes are collected by the chief mourner and are either buried in an urn and
commended to Mother Earth or are cast into the flowing waters of a river. Following this
rite, the chief mourners undergo yet another purification rite with ablutions. Although cre-
mation is the most widespread method of processing the body of the deceased, there is also
a tradition of burial in Hindu communities. Burial is variously advised for infants, unmar-
ried girls, and uninitiated boys, those who die of smallpox or other epidemics, and
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saµnyås⁄s (renunciants who have already renounced normal life and performed a ritual
cremation as part of their transition to a life of renunciation). An alternative to burial is the
ritual immersion of a corpse into a sacred river. Some sectarian groups such as the Liπgåya-
tas choose to bury rather than cremate their dead. Many of the ceremonials surrounding
death, such as preparation of the corpse and the memorial rites, remain the same whether
the corpse is cremated or buried. 

Çråddha ceremonies, memorial rites performed in many different Hindu ritual contexts,
honor and propitiate deceased ancestors. A special çråddha rite, known as sapi~∂⁄kara~a,
is performed on the twelfth day after death, once the period of impurity has subsided.
Another special çråddha is performed a year later on the anniversary of the death. In
preparation for the special çråddhas, relatives take a ritual bath and dress in new clothes.
The çråddha rites are critical to the deceased soul’s journey from bodiless spirit (preta) to
ancestor ( pit®). The offerings of rice balls ( pi~∂a) and libations of water (tarpa~a), offered
both during the funerary antye‚†i rites and the memorial çråddha ceremonies, help the soul
of the dead to form an intermediate body (bhogadeha) so that it may cross over the river
of death and join the ancestors. The sapi~∂⁄kara~a çråddha ceremony performed on the
twelfth day completes the union of the newly deceased with his or her ancestors, and
Bråhma~s are invited to be the vicarious recipients of the feasts of çråddha foods offered
to the deceased. Memorial rites are performed annually, but the çråddha ceremony imme-
diately following a death has special significance and purpose as it helps transform the
newly deceased into a revered ancestor ( pit®). Without these rites, a soul would wander
aimlessly in the intermediate world, threatening the order and well being of the family.
Here again we see how the ritual process of saµskåras not only signifies but actually
accomplishes the transformation from one status to another. 

In the funerary process, death and cremation separate the deceased from his or her
relatives. The period of ritual impurity experienced by relatives is a liminal period that
parallels the liminality of the deceased’s soul, which is in the process of forming a new
body as it moves through the spirit world. The sapi~∂⁄kara~a memorial rites literally make
(kara~a) into an ancestor (sapi~∂a) the spirit ( preta) of the deceased, incorporating the
soul of the deceased into its new realm in the world of the ancestors ( pit®). Just as prena-
tal saµskåras abet the formation of a body in the womb of the mother and the later post-
natal saµskåras work at incorporating this body into its new environment and community,
so mortuary saµskåras contribute to the formation of an ethereal body and its subsequent
incorporation into a new life after death. Both in life and in death, saµskåras sanctify the
human body; they acknowledge the transformation of the body, taking account of its phys-
ical developments and natural bodily functions. Ideally a twice-born Hindu was expected
to undergo all sixteen saµskåras, a process believed to make the body whole, perfect, and
pure, and thus a fit offering for the final sacrifice.

SAœSKÅRAS IN TRANSITION: THE PERFORMANCE OF
SAœSKÅRAS YESTERDAY AND TODAY

Hindu saµskåras are conventionally described in English reference works as “sacraments”
or “rites of passage.” “Rites of incorporation” may be a more appropriate and evocative
label for saµskåras, if we consider both the Latin root and contemporary meanings of
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incorporation. The Latin verb incorporare means “to form into a body,” and indeed these
saµskåras, notably singled out as bodily saµskåras (çar⁄ra saµskåra), quite literally aid
in the formation of the body, from the prenatal rite of garbhådhåna, which gives rise to an
embryo, to the postmortem rite of sapi~∂⁄kara~a, which aids in the transformation of the
deceased from a food-body (bhogadeha) to an ancestor ( pit®). In contemporary usage,
incorporation signifies a process by which one thing becomes united with something
already existing or by which someone is admitted to an organization. Saµskåras indeed
serve to admit and unite individuals into an idealized corporate body, best represented by
the cosmic human body in the Puru‚as¨kta, a famous ¸g Veda hymn (10.90) which
describes the creation process, the evolution of society, and the natural duties of the
different classes. Saµskåras incorporate individuals into an ideal culture of duties and
responsibilities (var~åçramadharma), traditionally governed by an organic ethos of
interdependence. From a religious perspective, saµskåras constitute and sanctify the
individual and corporate body simultaneously. 

The early Bråhma~ical Hindu tradition conceived of these rituals as compulsory,
necessary for the development of the total person. Penalties for laxity in performance were
prescribed for those who failed to undergo the full course of saµskåras. The decline in the
number of saµskåras observed as well as changing attitudes toward their performance
suggest that most Hindus in modern times do not feel obligated to undergo these
saµskåras in order to fulfill religious or social goals, although many choose to do so.

The saµskåra rites as prescribed in the ritual and classical texts of the Hindu tradition
not only require a great technical expertise in their performance but also involve a signif-
icant outlay of goods and funds by the head of the household. Most saµskåra rituals
detailed in the texts entail knowledge of special mantras and their correct pronunciation,
oblations into the sacred fire, feasting of Bråhma~s and relatives, new clothes, and gift-
giving. Nowadays few families maintain the traditional household fire around which these
saµskåra ceremonies were to be performed, and over time popular (laukika) family tradi-
tions and customs have come to replace many of the orthodox (çåstrika) Sanskritic rites,
decreasing the need for and expense of priests with specialized ritual knowledge. As tra-
ditional education declines among Bråhma~ priests, so does the number of young men
choosing to enter this hereditary profession. As a result of this trend, families increasingly
rely on ritual expertise within the family, often in the hands of the women, or on popular
ritual handbooks for the maintenance of life-cycle rituals. Ritual handbooks are readily
available in the marketplace, providing procedural guidelines in vernacular languages for
streamlined ritual formats as well as appropriate Sanskrit prayers, blessings, and mantras
for use in saµskåras. While many families still observe some form of temporary segrega-
tion due to the ritual pollution attending birth and death, this practice has also been greatly
modified by many families to fit the economic and social realities of the contemporary
work world. The traditional Hindu calendar ( pañcåπga) found in most Hindu homes
usually contains an appendix that succinctly summarizes rules on ritual pollution due to
births and deaths within a family.

Today few of the classical saµskåras are observed, and those that are still performed
have been significantly modified. Of the few prenatal and postnatal saµskåras still cele-
brated today, most are performed in the context of the home without the formality of
priests or mantras, the fanfare limited to the immediate family. The more orthodox the
family, the more orthodox the observance. The long period of traditional studentship
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initiated by upanayana is no longer observed, and upanayana now serves a symbolic
function celebrating a child’s coming of age and his increased social and religious
responsibilities. However, for those increasingly few young men from Bråhma~ families
who choose to carry on hereditary roles as pujår⁄s (priests) and pa~∂itas, a significant
amount of traditional learning and training in ritual as well as the oral transmission of the
Vedas is still required. For those who do not pursue the priestly occupation, minor
saµskåras, such as tonsure (caula) and introduction to the Vedas (vedårambha), are usually
incorporated into the initiation of adolescents to their Vedic heritage, and increasingly
upanayana itself is becoming a perfunctory rite within some communities, tacked on to the
preliminaries of the marriage ceremonies. While most families spare no expense when it
comes to marriage, the wedding saµskåra itself has been economized into a more concise
ritual format of a half-day, although some weddings with their related preliminaries and
receptions span three days. Maπgala kåryålayas, “halls of good fortune,” have sprung up
throughout urban centers in India and are rented out for auspicious functions, such as
initiations, marriages, and sixty-first birthday celebrations. In the United States and Great
Britain, saµskåras are one of the many services provided by priests affiliated with the
Hindu temples that serve growing communities of immigrant and second-generation South
Asian families. Temple brochures list special occasion rituals, which largely include p¨jås
and saµskåras and their respective tariffs, to be performed by priests either at the temple
or in homes, depending on the wishes of the patron. Both in India and abroad, family tra-
dition largely dictates which saµskåras are celebrated and how, whereas family finances
influence the degree and pomp of the celebration. 

Significant stages in the life cycle continue to be marked in Hindu communities by
social and ritual occasions, although the religious elements of these celebrations may be
less obvious in some observances today. The religious acknowledgment of these stages
incorporates the human cycle into the cosmic cycle, providing human life with a sense of
purpose and destiny. Such occasions and ritual performances like saµskåras express the
Hindu tradition’s acknowledgment of the natural and social development that is part of
the human life cycle. There is still a strong sense that saµskåras, like sacraments in the
Roman Catholic tradition, prepare one to lead a moral and socially responsible life, as a
Hindu fulfills his or her religious and social duties. This moral life, sanctified by
saµskåras, also leads one towards mok‚a, liberation, the ultimate goal articulated by many
great Hindu teachers and philosophers. Saµskåras serve to bring out one’s fullest poten-
tial, as they refine, polish, transform, and perfect different dimensions of a human being.
Like a photograph developing before one’s eye, blurred splotches of color intensifying and
transforming to define precise lines and features, so the development of human character
unfolds during a lifetime, aided by saµskåras which refine and purify individual traits and
qualities, bringing out the best in an individual. As the Paråçarasm®ti so elegantly
explains: “Just as a picture of myriad parts gradually becomes perceivable, in that man-
ner, the state of Bråhma~-ness [individual perfection] is brought out by saµskåras when
properly performed” (8.19).
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C H A P T E R  S I X T E E N

VAR¡A AND JÅTI

McKim Marriott

DEFINITIONS AND ASSUMPTIONS

The word “var~a,” which means “light” or “color” in the language of the ¸g Veda, is
used in later Vedic and subsequent discourse for each of four cosmogonic human types

whose properties are attributed also to gods, animals, plants, and other things. Jåti, an
equally early word meaning “birth” or “genus,” is used for any set of beings supposed to
cohere as a biological and/or social “community” (samåja)—a race, clan, region, occupa-
tion, religion, language, nation, gender, or var~a (Kane 1930–62, 5.2: 1632–33); most often
it designates one of the many, now thousands of marriage and kinship networks existing
among South Asian families. The varied ways such networks have related to each other
and to var~a types over three millennia are summarized here from texts, histories, and
twentieth-century observations, with special attention to indigenous categories and logics.1

Var~a and jåti names evoke “particular coherences” (svadharma) or styles of life and
thus suggest an English gloss of “class.” But unlike social classes, which are attributed to
human action, the style of a jåti is conventionally attributed to its original “natural sub-
stance” ( prak®ti) as well as to the kinds of “action” (karman), more or less coherent with
that origin, by which its members have since lived. A jåti’s, like a person’s, substance is
malleable and carries whatever “markings” (saµskåra, våsanå, do‚a, and the like) are
inscribed in it through nutritive and other actions—personal, interpersonal, ancestral, and
cosmic—starting before conception and continuing after death (M. Davis 1983: 81–107;
Inden and Nicholas 1977: 36–66; Pandey 1996). Earlier markings are thought alterable by
later actions, and alterations too are thought transmissible to associates and descendants
(E. Daniel 1984: 9, 102; S. Daniel 1983; Lamb 2000: 30–37; Wadley and Derr 1989).
The idea that acquired characteristics are heritable aligns Hindu thought with Chevalier de
Lamarck rather than Charles Darwin and distinguishes it from purely genetic racism. The
assumed vulnerability to change of most Hindu entities (M. Davis 1983: 45–80) and their
capacity for mutual influence encourages diverse strategies—greater openness by those
who would give their own or take some other’s markings, attempted closure by those who
would not, and alienation by those who are denied wanted markings from others or are
rejected because of their own. 

Since the nineteenth century, jåtis have been widely but mistakenly equated with theo-
retical “castes”—entities imagined from fragmentary, mostly priestly information to be



uniform, strictly hereditary isolates assigned by divine fiat to certain fixed var~a ranks.
Such entities have been imagined as determining the occupations, political behavior, and
religious beliefs of their members and as forbidding the exchange of food or making of
marriages with others. The “rigid caste system” made up of a collection of such entities is
not likely ever to have existed, although, as Ronald Inden (1990) and Nicholas Dirks
(2001) point out, its prevalence has been asserted rhetorically by most of India’s published
critics—Christian missionaries (Forrester 1980), colonial officials like James Mill (1817),
and Indian reformers such as Jawaharlal Nehru (1946)—and elaborated in armchair theo-
rizing by Max Weber (1958), Louis Dumont (1970), and others. The supposition of such
a caste system guided the gathering of official information and influenced social policy
debates throughout the final century of colonial rule. It continues to preoccupy many
recent descriptions of Hindu society.

As observed in the late twentieth century, however, most jåtis consist of dispersed,
named networks of families, also larger, internally stratified clusters of such networks, that
attempt to preserve or raise their collective natures by the ways they intermarry, interdine,
and subsist. Jåtis may mark themselves with distinctive titles, genealogies, and var~a
styles and may maintain some specialized occupational skills, but unless concentrated in
cities, may lack political organization. Members may collectively worship one deity, yet
personally worship many others. They may be ready to give food to people of other jåtis
who are willing to receive it but prefer to take food from and exchange wives only with
others with whom they are either previously related or whom they consider to be similar
to or better than themselves. Jåtis’ so-called “rules of endogamy” (marriage within a net-
work) vary if members differ about their jåtis’ exact extent and may be qualified by pref-
erences for females to marry hypergamously (into better networks). Such interactions, like
the work members do for and have done for them by others, affect jåti, family, and per-
sonal substances and reputations, as exemplified by studies in Gujarat (Pocock 1972; Shah
and Desai 1988), Bihar (C. H. Brown 1983), Tamilnadu (Dumont 1986: 145–69), and
elsewhere (Karve 1968: 16–49; Silverberg 1968). 

People of Hindu culture commonly evaluate the natures and actions of jåtis, persons,
and other entities for their appropriateness or “dharma,” a term that is conceivable as
a comprehensive moral and cosmic order and is thus often glossed as “law” or “religion.”
However, since dharma judgments are made from diverse perspectives rather than one,
concern complementarities rather than uniformity, and attend to practice and substance
rather than faith, “dharma” is glossed herein as moral “coherence”—a contextually vari-
able value (Ramanujan 1989). 

VEDIC LOGICS

Differences are emphasized from the beginning. Before the first millennium BCE, Vedic
recitations of knowledge “heard (from the gods)” (çruti) by priestly “seers” (®‚i) attribute
inherent “brightness” (tejas) to their own “noble” (årya) people and “darkness” (tamas) to
their non-Åryan “enemies” or “slaves” (dåsa, dasyu). Within Åryan society the earliest
recitations name two elite types—those of the “priest” (Bråhma~) and the “ruler”
(Råjanya)—plus a nonelite comprising the Åryan commoners or “householders” (Vaiçya).
Later these three types are called “var~as” and the ruling type “protector” (K‚atriya). If
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instructed and vested with their distinctive var~a threads by priests, the young males of all
three are declared “twice-born” (dvija) and are charged with the powers and duties respec-
tively called “knowledge” (brahman), “protection” (k‚atra), and “productivity” (viç)
(derived from a word for “house”). Named in the Vedas but not explicitly classified in
any of the three types are numerous other occupational jåtis—bards, chariot-makers,
ironsmiths, potters, barbers, medicine men, tanners, and so on. 

Twice-born Åryans may participate in the Vedic sacrifice and enjoy its fruits, which
include dominance over enemies and immortality for their souls. Their hymns represent
them as subsisting on herding, hunting, and predatory warfare in which each Åryan var~a
“feeds” itself upon the next or all three feed upon the non-Åryan peoples whom they con-
quer (B. Smith 1994: 46–48). Added to Åryan society as it expands is a fourth, initially
peripheral “servant” (Ç¨dra) var~a, consisting of people who work for the twice-born but
are excluded from Vedic learning and the sacrifice (Kane 1930–62, 2.1: 25–54).

In “priestly manuals” (Bråhma~as) and “teaching texts” (Upani‚ads) from the early first
millennium BCE, priests represent themselves as able to control the universe and manipu-
late people of the other var~as through the sacrifice by metonymic gestures, some of them
violent. Ordered lists in the sacrificial texts link the var~as with growing numbers of
cosmic concepts: Agni, god of the heaven-reaching sacrificial fire, is allied with the
priestly var~a in its functions; Indra, the divine king, is allied with the var~a of rulers; and
Prajåpati, the god of reproduction, among others, is allied with the commoner var~a. Other
lists link the var~as with celestial bodies, layers of the cosmos, cardinal directions,
elements, seasons, times of day, sacrificial personnel and equipment, kinds of texts, utter-
ances, hymns, meters, gestures, the species and ages of animals, and degrees of virility 
(B. Smith 1994: 27–82). Although the contents of these lists vary in later centuries, think-
ing in triads and the making of such metonymic “homologies” (bandhu) are logics that
continue strongly in later Hindu discourse (B. Smith 1994: 314–22).

Extensive cosmic analogies develop similarly in classical Chinese civilization, as repre-
sented by speculation based on the I Ching (Ronan 1978: 127–90). Linkages like the Vedic
ones between human and environmental features have been called “humoral” in classical
Greece and the medieval West, while alliances between kinship categories and natural
species in many nonliterate societies have been called “totemic” (Lévi-Strauss 1963). In
the terms of C. S. Peirce (1934: 73), Vedic and later homologies are “indexical” to the
extent that they are understood as sharings of substantial properties or components rather
than as mere poetic fancies. 

Cohesive, competing, and ranked relationships are described as occurring among
persons of different var~a style through their transactions around the sacrifice. Libations
of the legendary soma juice are described as being drunk communally, or first by priests,
then by other sacrificers (Wasson 1968), or by both, possibly in ludic combat. The remains
of oblations to the gods are bestowed on loved ones as favors or are forced upon guests as
defeated rivals of the sacrificing host. Each transaction is construed as transforming the
participants’ natures and relationships—uniting givers and takers, or reconstituting the
givers as winners or auspicious, the takers as losers and burdened with evil, or vice versa
(Heesterman 1985). Constructing moral order through prestations is a continuing social
process, explicit in the texts and rituals of all South Asians. 

In late Vedic and classical texts, priests claim that they can destroy evils in sacrificial
fires developed within themselves; they end, thereby, the agonistic transfers among the
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twice-born that had previously been at issue in many soma sacrifices, J. C. Heesterman
notes. Yet transfers not only to priests but also to gods, spirits, wife-taking affines, and
persons of other jåtis specialized in the disposal of evils are reported as continuing at
births, marriages, funerals, harvests, elections, and otherwise in twentieth-century India
(Mines 1997: 179–82; Parry 1994: 75–81; Raheja 1988: 68–92).

In late Vedic texts, the var~as are further related and ranked by their greater or lesser
scope. The priestly authors declare their own var~a to embrace the universe as defined
either by the earth and all that it generates or by all that the sky surrounds. They assign to
the ruling var~a control of the stormy air or the earthly human domains and populations
for which the rulers offer sacrifice. To commoners they ascribe the myriad denizens of
the sky or the numerous animals, crops, and other goods produced in their domestic
sphere, but to servants they ascribe just their houses and persons (B. Smith 1994: 133–36).
Such rankings by inclusion occur in taxonomies and bureaucracies throughout the
world, although the domains ascribed to the var~as are peculiar to the late Vedic social
cosmology. 

Debated are speculations as to whether the early “color” meaning of var~a is pejorative,
descriptive of biological differences, and/or arbitrary; how the var~a styles became
attached to jåti collectivities from what seem initially to have been personal roles
(Kane 1930–62, 2.1: 25–49); whether thinking in threes, a general Indo-European trait,
preceded (Dumézil 1958) or followed (Durkheim and Mauss 1963; Gonda 1976) the Vedic
institution of var~as; and whether the Vedic var~as’ cosmic homologies are chaotic or
systematic (B. Smith 1994: 13–19). 

In the much-cited “sacrifice of the cosmic man” (Puru‚as¨kta) hymn near the end of the
¸g Veda (at 10.90), the four types later called var~as are depicted as metonymic products
of a primordial action by the gods: they emerge, along with gods, animals, planets,
elements, and the seasons, from the severed higher and lower parts of the victim, a body
of universal scope. The Bråhma~ emerges from the body’s mouth, the Råjanya from its
arms, the Vaiçya from its thighs, and the Ç¨dra from its feet. Elsewhere in priestly litera-
ture all the var~as are said to have been emitted by the original divinity or to have been
successively generated by the first-emitted of them—the Bråhma~—which is itself
reckoned as divine (B. Smith 1994: 89). In each of these scenarios, as in the predatory
feedings favored earlier, the four var~as and sometimes other entities are depicted as
connected with divinity by asymmetric movements of bodily or body-nourishing “matter”
(dravya). All var~as are thus said to participate, if only sequentially, passively, or
indirectly, in divinity and in a single ranked, organic order. 

In the sixth century BCE, a time of heterodoxies, Gautama Buddha and Vardhamåna
Mahåv⁄ra, both born rulers and thus potential sponsors of collective “coherence-making”
(dharmakårya) or “ritual” for their domains, refuse to participate in the Vedic sacrifices.
Mahåv⁄ra and his Jainist followers recoil from the sacrifices’ extravagant violence against
animals, while the Buddha declares all Vedic ritual irrelevant to the root cause of human
suffering, which he sees as worldly attachment. Jainism and Buddhism are two among the
several movements led by “ascetics” (çråvaka or çrama~a) who abandon attachments to
their elite households in favor of wandering, meditating, and (in later centuries) monastic
living. Both Buddhists and Jainists develop alternative forms of coherence: they devise
rituals without animal sacrifice and openly recruit celibate males to perform learning,
teaching, and gift-taking functions like those provided by noncelibate Vedic priests. For
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myths of the var~as’ emergence from divinity the Buddhists substitute myths of social
contract between rulers and others, but while they and the Jainists ignore Vedic gods and
cosmogonies, the texts of both continue to describe people by their var~a styles. The
Jainists revalue people by their avoidance of violence and by their souls’ separation
from bondage to substance, while Buddhists often list rulers ahead of priests and in their
judicial doctrines evaluate personal conduct without regard to var~a claims (Basham
1954: 82, 141, 246; Jaini 1979: 134–85, 241–73). 

Two or three centuries later a partial overriding of var~a distinctions is offered to
Hindus of Vedic tradition, too, in the Bhagavad G⁄tå, where at 9.32 Lord K®‚~a, a supreme
deity, invites direct access to himself by both females and males of all var~as without
mediation by the Vedic sacrifice or Bråhma~ priests. His offer may have been stimulated
by Buddhist, Jainist, and other non-Vedic competition and encourages the “devotional”
(bhakti) movements, especially those of the theistic, northern variety that grow and
flourish thereafter, gradually capturing adherents from the non-Vedic systems.

CLASSICAL CODIFICATIONS

Transitional for peoples of Vedic culture to the agrarian, classical phases of their civilization
early in the first millennium CE are attempts, reflected in debates within the princely
Mahåbhårata epic and elsewhere, to collect and reconcile various ideas on social order.
While the texts of Jainists, Buddhists, and other non-Vedic systems stress personal action
and intention, the conservative priestly “Manu Memorandum” (Manusm®ti), also called the
“Manu Group’s Coherence Book” (Månavadharmaçåstra), foregrounds substantial distinc-
tions among the var~as. Assembled between about 200 BCE and 200 CE from a range of
views held by priests of the Vedic tradition, it is the largest and most authoritative of such
social “compilations” (saµhitå) (Doniger 1991). Its opening statement regarding the var~as
may be rendered as follows: 

For Bråhma~s (the lord) ordained teaching and learning (the Veda), sacrificing for them-
selves and sacrificing for others, giving gifts and receiving gifts. For a K‚atriya, protect-
ing his subjects, giving gifts, having sacrifices performed, learning, and remaining
unattached to sensory objects. For a Vaiçya, protecting his animals, giving gifts, having
sacrifices performed, learning, trading, lending money, and farming the land. For a Ç¨dra
he ordained only one activity—serving the other var~as without resentment.

(Manusm®ti 1.88–91)

Presuming familiarity with ¸g Veda 10.90, Manu (Manusm®ti 1.31) further urges acting in
consonance with the unilinear order of the var~as’ first emergence as described there. It treats
the priority of the priestly and ruling var~as as proving their superiority and the posteriority
of the others as proving their relative inferiority. In contrast with the predatory attitudes voiced
in the earlier Vedas, however, it has the var~as relating usefully to each other.

Although Manu (Manusm®ti 6.91–92, 10.63) lists virtues, such as self-control and truth-
fulness, as incumbent on all people, it discriminates strongly when estimating their
incidence in the different var~as. Truths affirmed by Bråhma~ priests are to be credited
more than those affirmed by others (Manusm®ti 8.73, 12.108–15), and “punishment”
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(da~∂a) for delicts, often physical, is to be graded from lightest for priests to heaviest for
servants (4.169, 8.124, 8.267–69, 8.276, 8.279–81, 8.337–38, 8.374–85). The afterlife
envisioned by Manu (2.201, 12.39–50) is even more stratified: following divine punish-
ment or reward, souls must await rebirth in wombs of nine suitable ranks, each subdivided
into three further grades that mingle gods, animals, and human var~as. 

The appropriateness of earthly conduct is to be judged by Veda-knowing elites
(Manusm®ti 2.6–12) whose decisions seem likely to reinforce the privileges that they claim
for themselves. It is so for example with wealth: a priest may seize any property he wishes
from a servant (Manusm®ti 8.417). However, priests’ concerns with their relative standings
in wealth or influence (“advantage-disadvantage” [artha-anartha]) are treated as secondary
to their special concern with “coherence-incoherence” (dharma-adharma) (Manusm®ti 4.3,
4.33, 12.38)—a conceptually distinct scale in knowledge of which members of their own
var~a potentially excel.

While Bråhma~s may not generally expect to excel on the scale of advantage, they do
claim to stand first on two other scales—those of cosmic precedence and moral coherence,
which they see as parallel. However, since they control divine knowledge that is indis-
pensable to rulers and since rulers control most advantages, these two var~as are expected
by Manu to agree and to make social reality out of a partial correlation also between
advantage and coherence. The text accordingly advises nonelites to accept relatively mar-
ginal and less advantageous placements that match the less coherent natures imputed to
them by the elites. Popular uses of cover terms like “high” and “low” in the twentieth cen-
tury continue to conflate these several scales. 

Persons of the putatively more coherent ruling and priestly var~as are assumed to need
less time to heal the social ruptures of birth and death (Manusm®ti 5.83; Mines 1989) as
well as other disasters. As innate embodiments of cosmic coherence, persons of the
priestly var~a are allowed the most flexibility in ways to survive incoherent “emergency”
(åpad ) conditions such as famine: unlike people of other var~as, they may eat anything or
earn by any means without corrupting their natures (Manusm®ti 10.101–17). Made into
centers of coherence for their kingdoms by extensive priestly affusions (Inden 1978),
kings need observe no breaks for mourning in their capacities to reign (Manusm®ti
5.93–94). 

Manu also prescribes differences in “attachment-nonattachment” (kåma-ni‚kåma), a 
concern that rearranges the var~as (also the life “stages” [åçrama]) along a scale that is
orthogonal to both of the other scales. It urges priests, students, and servants to minimize
their outer attachments by practicing a meatless diet, fasting, and reciting—techniques
employed to “(internalize) heat” (tapasyå). For servants this urging is consistent with the
advice that they content themselves with whatever they receive from their masters. For
rulers, commoners, and married householders (who are the principal patrons of priests), how-
ever, Manu urges disciplined attachment to their productive, often externally heating tasks. 

Manu lists the above “trio” (trivarga) of “principal human concerns” ( puru‚årtha) in
an order of priestly preference, with coherence first, advantage next, and attachment last.
(It also mentions a fourth and ultimate concern not discussed further here—obtaining total
“freedom” or “release” [mok‚a] from engagement with this world—a goal available only
to twice-born ascetics [Manusm®ti 2.244, 6.34–37] and ideally sought by all Buddhists and
Jainists [see Babb 1996].) Rather than assigning each concern to a different var~a, how-
ever, Manu (Manusm®ti 2.2–5, 2.224) treats all concerns as incumbent on all persons, but
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variously according to their circumstances. A king for example should consider all three
concerns, even though they may seem mutually conflicting (Manusm®ti 7.151–52), and a
priest may properly overrule even coherence when the other two concerns are especially
pressing (4.176). Often stated as three pairs of contraries (as “coherence–incoherence” and
so on), the three moral concerns constitute an indivisible set of nonparallel scales to be 
artfully combined (Malamoud 1981). 

Typically, however, the var~as are assumed to differ innately in their default combina-
tions of concerns, and these should guide them, for example, to appropriately different ways
for a man to get a wife—as a prize, payment, or gift, with dowry, or by purchase, mutual
choice, capture, or stealth (Manusm®ti 3.20–44). The first four ways (all nonattached, advan-
tageous, and coherent) are advised for the Bråhma~ var~a, while stealth, a cold, low, messy
(i.e. a nonattached, disadvantageous, incoherent) way is recommended only for the one
var~a presumed to embody those traits—the Ç¨dra. Mutual choice (an attached and coher-
ent way) is approved for others, while capture, dowry, or purchase (which allow display of
power and wealth) are declared suitable for rulers, who are typically attached as well as
advantaged and coherent. By calculations especially involving two concerns—disadvantage
and incoherence—the offspring of matings between persons of different var~a are assigned
by Manu to diverse jåtis (see pp. 378–79). 

Recent scholars model classical India by variously applying European concepts and
comparisons, and few go beyond priestly texts. Thus Dumont (1970: 33–91) following
Marcel Mauss (1947: 9–10) sees Hindus as wholists, but following Émile Durkheim
(1947) also as split between sacred and profane, and following Claude Lévi-Strauss (1963)
as also splitting cultural and natural domains; he posits further a church-like “hierarchy”
linking priests with untouchables by an “ideology” (Marx 1948) or “value system”
(Parsons 1949) whose ideal of “purity” (translated as “freedom from the organic”)
“encompasses” (surrounds but does not penetrate) a “middle” domain where other jåtis
compete “shame-facedly” for secular “power” (Weber 1946). Faulting Dumont for reify-
ing religion and for crediting archaic priestly claims of hegemony that gained plausibility
only after British administration had deprived the native rulers of their powers to decide
on jåti ranks, Dirks (2001) holds all structures to be “political” in origin. 

Seeking indigenous formulations and observing that “organic,” “political,” and other
concerns are aspects of all Hindu interactions, McKim Marriott (1968, 1976, 1989), Gloria
Raheja (1988), and others reject the unilinear postulations and dualities of all the above-
mentioned models. Recognizing the several Hindu scales that invite social diversity, they
also obviate Dumont’s effort to combine dualities with holism by means of the ambiguous
term “encompassment.” Other scholars offering two- or three-dimensional models are
Richard Burghart (1978), Veena Das (1977), and J. P. S. Uberoi (1996), who relate var~as
and jåtis through the contrasting roles of priest, king, ascetic, and householder. 

INDIGENOUS ANALYTICS: SÅM. KHYA

By systematizing ancient categories and logics that are still in everyday use, the early
classical, nonpriestly Hindu philosophic tradition called “Enumeration” (Såµkhya)
(Larson 1987) affords fuller, more analytic understandings of var~as and jåtis than are
available in either priestly writings alone or in the European social sciences. Some of
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Såµkhya’s components resemble the humors and elements of early Greek and Chinese
sciences but are configured differently. Its terms often appear in the Manusm®ti, in the
Mahåbhårata, in many “ancient (tales)” (Purå~as), in classical Hindu “biology”
(Åyurveda), in Jainist cosmology, and in the common food, health, and social practices of
both Hindus and Buddhists (Kane 1930–62, 5.2: 1352–84). Although they or their
equivalents still permeate popular discourse in South Asia (as exemplified by M. Davis
1983; Khare 1976b; Kurin 1981), they have yet to be used by scholars to analyze the topics
addressed here. 

Adding to Manu’s trio of moral concerns, Såµkhya thinking elaborates on four sets of
components that are fundamental to Hindu ideas of physics, biology, and human social and
pscyhological life—the five “gross elements” (mahåbh¨ta), the five “impulses” (indriya),
the three “humors” (do‚a), and the three “strands” (gu~a). Apart from Såµkhya’s “pure
consciousness” ( puru‚a), which like åtman and mok‚a has no substantial properties,
everything else in its dual universe, including the subtle substance of human minds, is linked
indexically with the elements ether (sky), air, fire, water, and earth combined in various
proportions. Such a “reductive materialism” (Larson 1987: 76–77) approximates the
common sense of South Asia’s peasants, who know those elements firsthand. 

Såµkhya does not merely list its components but also correlates and always combines
them. It correlates the five elements with the five sensory-motor impulses—ether with
sound, hearing, and speaking; air with touch, feeling, and grasping; fire with light, heat,
seeing, and walking; water with flavor, tasting, and excreting; and earth with place,
smelling, and coupling (Larson 1987). From the inner trio of the elements (air, fire, and
water), it derives the “three humors” (trido‚a) called “wind” (våta), “bile” ( pitta), and
“phlegm” (kapha)—principal terms of popular dietary, medical, seasonal, and political
discourse. Not explicitly derived from the elements, humors, or moral concerns, but
popularly treated as homologous with them is the subtle set of Åyurvedic mental components
called the “three strands” (trigu~a)—“goodness” (sattva), “passion” (rajas), and “dark-
ness” (tamas)—prime constituents and causes of human behavior as revealed by Lord
K®‚~a in the Bhagavad G⁄tå (14, 17–18) and employed widely elsewhere. 

Using any of these triadic sets assumes that each of its components varies independently
between “more” and “less” ( påra-apåra) (Caraka Saµhitå, S¨trasthånam 1.49; Bhagavad
G⁄tå 14.10). Each set can thus be visualized as an inseparable group of variables or scales
intersecting orthogonally in a three-dimensional space (as in Figure 16.1). At each point
in such a space the three components combine in different proportions, necessarily creat-
ing diversity. 

Since the several sets of components are conceived as homologous—mutually constitu-
tive and formally congruent (thus overlapped in Figure 16.1)—inferences can be made
from one set to another. For example, a human entity showing itself to be morally “pure”
or çuddha (nonattached, advantaged, and coherent in Manu’s terms) can be presumed also
to be pure biologically (cool, refined, and stable) and mentally (dispassionate, truthful, and
enlightened) (Caraka Saµhitå, S¨trasthånam 7.39–40, Çar⁄rasthånam 4.34–37).
Furthermore, this entity should find gold, honey, and gh⁄ congenial, since such things are
understood to be pure physically. Should any such presumption prove incorrect, explana-
tion must be sought in the componential analysis. 

Orthogonal to the scale of “pure–impure” (çuddha-açuddha), different combinations
of the same components generate other common Hindu social variables, such as 
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“great-small” (mahå-h⁄na), “subtle-gross” (s¨k‚ma-sth¨la), and “violent–nonviolent”
(hiµsrå-ahiµsrå), contrary qualities shown at the eight corners of Figure 16.1. The
humors and elements combine variously to generate in six of those corners the “flavors”
(rasa) of both foods and the seasons—sweet, salty, bitter, sour, astringent, and pungent
(Caraka Saµhitå, S¨trasthånam 1.64–66, 6.5–48). A similar set of eight personal “emo-
tions” (bhåva) paired with a set of sentimental “essences” (rasa)—pleasure, pity, pride,
wonder, mirth, anger, fear, and disgust, later also tranquility—can be seen as differently
combining the major moral concerns (Nå†yaçåstra 6–7). These flavors and emotions 
correlate with each other and with the above-mentioned social variables—for example,
sourness with anger and violence and sweetness with purity. Further combinations of the
same components, including mixtures of the contraries, are theoretically countenanced 
and perceived in everyday practice as well as in literary discourse.

COMPONENTS OF THE VAR¡AS

The mutually corresponding elements, humors, strands, and moral concerns are collated
here under five headings and are written together on those sides of the cube in Figure 16.1
where they are most strongly present. A component’s contrary, if textually named, is
written on the cube’s opposite side, where written or not, the same component should be
understood to be weakly present. The eight major social qualities shown at the cube’s
corners are commonly attributed to the var~as, jåtis, and persons whose components and
social relations are estimated to put them at those loci.

Sky,  ether,  heaven,  space

“Sky” (åkåça), an invisible element distinct from but often conflated with air, may be
understood also as “empty space,” “ether” (the medium of sound), and “heaven.” It has no
homologue among the strands, humors, or moral concerns but fills the background, also
the channels among, pores through, and cavities within all entities. Being pervasive and
extensive, it allows all the other elements to operate, particularly permitting movements
everywhere of human and divine spirits and other “(ethereal) energies” (çakti). Whoever
speaks or hears deals with this element, but adepts in the gods’ own Sanskrit language
claim greater skill in transacting with heaven. Pronouncements by ether’s adepts—bless-
ings for coherence, curses for the contrary—are thought to be particularly potent.
Conceived in the twentieth century as the medium for electronics, ether began to attract
many new masters, many of them from Bråhma~ jåtis, following their priestly
antecedents.

Air,  wind,  darkness ,  and ( in)coherence

These are the components that cause such transformative changes (flux, inertia, or
entropy) as celestial movements bring to the seasons, breathing brings to the body, birth
and death bring to life, night brings to day, and peripheral beings—gods, spirits, or other
alien, subtle, violent, or impure persons—may bring to social situations. Their intransitive
actions tend to reverse, negate, divide, or distance whatever they encounter. The positive
contraries of these components—calm, illumination, and coherence—are cultivated by
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gross and nonviolent nonelites as well as by elite priests and rulers in the orderly centers
where their interests reside. A similar opposition between the order established by culti-
vators and the disorder of the jungle has long been a prime axis of distinctions among jåtis,
especially in Tamil and other southern areas (Pfaffenberger 1982). 

The central elites typically express anaerobic, windless, bright, and coherent attitudes—
satisfaction with their purity, pride in their greatness, continuity with their ancestry, and pity
for the weaker, less pure people among whom they attempt to enforce tranquility, deference,
and humility. Controlling their own food, regularizing their actions, and keeping in touch with
each other help elites to limit disruptive change, as does their gifting of troubles to priests and
others (Raheja 1988). Priests receiving such troubles counteract them by fasting, repeating
mantras, and “(controlled) breathing” ( prå~åyåma)—practices intended to replace air’s inco-
herences with the emptiness of ether—while nonpriests may hand troubles along to affines.

The subtitled components are likely to figure largely in the lives of servant jåtis that deal
with loose, messy materials. Scavengers are “the worst of men” according to Manu
(Manusm®ti 10.12) because, like twentieth-century untouchables, they not only live on
trash but also are reputed to descend from mismatched parents. Other experts in
incoherence include Vedic “hunters” (ni‚åda) and twentieth-century peripatetic “tribals”
who deal in wild, distant things and possibly in witchcraft (Selwyn 1981), also barber and
washerman jåtis who are charged with removing loose human substance domestically. 

Alcohol, being produced by fermentation and producing incoherent human action, is
reputed to be Ç¨dras’ drug of choice, as darkness is their favored time, sleep their refuge.
At a superior altitude, the influential “subtle” professions (discussed next as a Bråhma~
variant) exemplify a positive mastery of incoherence. 

Fire,  bi le ,  attachment,  and passion

These components with their contraries constitute a thermal variable running laterally
throughout Hindu life, indexing any entity’s relative openness (heat) or closure (coolness)
and thus its greater or lesser readiness to exchange properties (Kurin 1981; McGilvray
1998; Marriott 1976; Moreno and Marriott 1989). Temperature thus differentiates the jåtis
(or persons) of rulers and ascetics, locals and immigrants, carnivores and vegetarians
(Hiebert 1971: 54–62; Mayer 1960: 33–60; Srinivas 1955: 19–26). It also distinguishes
between entities of the “impure” and “small” and “violent” and “subtle” types shown at
the corners of Figure 16.2 (and discussed as “Var~a Variants” later). The same compo-
nents also index larger and smaller group size.

Relatively strong in expansive, hot components are jåtis of the ruling style, which tend
to develop large populations. These jåtis’ more open, nonreflexive natures, and their
efforts to control, protect, and punish others, move them toward intense interactions with
allies and rivals. As warriors, commanders, employers of many servants, enjoyers, and
providers of salty food, and often eaters of wild or domestic meat, they are dealers in
human and animal flesh as well as creators of social friction. They thrive not by reflecting
on principles, as suits priests, but on vigorous, impulsive action (Bhagavad G⁄tå 18.20–21,
18.41–42). Their openness and heat favor friendship and generosity but also stimulate
greed, lust, and anger (Manusm®ti 4.185)—external attachments and deployments of
energy that Manu (1.89, 7.221) seems to recognize as inevitable for warm-blooded rulers
but would restrain.
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Bråhma~s’ classically ordained tasks of learning and teaching require them to minimize
their fire component, to restrict inputs and outputs, to seek auricular and visual rather than
actional experience, and to store up energy rather than expending it kinetically. To cool
attachments and to incinerate both sins they have committed and faults received from 
others, Manu (Manusm®ti 6.69–72, 11.234–47) advises everyone, but especially priests, to
practice heat-internalizing austerities. Although priests also continue performing fire
sacrifices in the twentieth century, their aggressive alliance with the Vedic fire-god Agni
fades from its former textual prominence (Heesterman 1985). 

The sweet, vegetable diets classically urged for priests and ascetics, which contrast with
the regimes of extravert rulers, reinforce the thermal differences appropriate to these two
var~as. In maintaining their outer cool, priests tend to keep their jåtis small and make less
expansive alliances, both prandial and marital. Their characteristic attitude of “pity”
(karu~å) for others is paralleled by their preference for colorless, delicately flavored,
gently ripened foods and for white clothing (Manusm®ti 4.35)—features that contrast with
the fiery, engaged, hyper-“male” (v⁄ra) attitude represented by rulers’ preferences for red
and for elaborately cooked feasts. 

Nonelite jåtis may differ on the same lateral dimension by moving in either thermal
direction in complex ways: commoners may act with more passion but work alone in
cooler places with closed substances like grain, metals, or money; servants may work less
diligently in an outwardly cooler manner but do so in groups, in hot fields, interacting with
animals and for more exposed rewards like cooked food or reciprocal labor. Cool Vaiçya
jåtis, especially in urban areas, are famed for their small population sizes and close-knit
structures; Ç¨dra jåtis, especially those in the hot work of rural labor, can on the other hand
be large in numbers and diffusely organized (Shah and Desai 1988).

The vegetarianism of some Bråhma~ jåtis and the trend toward it in the sects favored
by a wide range of aspiring commoner jåtis suggest a correlation between cool regimes
and high rank (Srinivas 1955). But this correlation is probably low in the general popula-
tion, for the warmer, carnivorous, ruling style remains common, especially among estab-
lished agriculturists: the men of an estimated half of twentieth-century Hindu families
(including those of several Bråhma~ jåtis) favor the eating of fish, chicken, or mutton
(Marriott 1976; Shah and Desai 1988: 62), even if they cannot often afford it. Not fire and
the other thermal components, nor the wind components as discussed here, but the set of
components headed by water best distinguish differences of rank.

Water,  phlegm, goodness ,  and advantage 2

Gravitating as fluids or rising like vapors, these components readily index asymmetric
movements between more and less valued entities. Movements between sky and earth,
high and low, upstream and down, wet and dry, source and sink are essential to life and
seen continually in speaking and hearing, giving and receiving, feeding and being fed,
teaching and learning, marking and being marked. Upward movements of fluid from root
to branch to flower may also be used to represent ancestry (Rossi 1998: 198–201) or
sacrifice, although temporal sequences between before and after, past and future, and
senior and junior are more often conceived as descending lines. 

By assiduous bathings-away of lowness and by marking their progeny with divine learning,
people of Bråhma~ var~a support their claim to excel all others. Their var~a also rises by
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teaching members of the other var~as and by sending the others’ sacrifices to the gods that
control the higher sources of water. As Bråhma~s rank high, so is “mind” (sattva) thought
to reside high in the body, as are semen, the humor phlegm, and other “unctuous”
(snigdha) substances (Caraka Saµhitå, S¨trasthånam 20.8). The influences of all these
can be thought of as moving, much as do milk, food, oil, and love from parent to child,
marking and ranking all those from and to whom the benefits descend (Inden and Nicholas
1977: 30–31, 87). Bråhma~s are said to thrive on mountains or deltas where water is sweet
and plentiful (E. Daniel 1984: 85–86) and to prefer a relatively expensive sweet, white,
and fluid diet. Manu’s assignment of the duty of gift-receiving—preferably gifts of 
cows (Manusm®ti 2.246, 3.29, 3.53, 3.95)—exclusively to Bråhma~s (1.88) encourages a
beneficent lifestyle close to, if not necessarily so affluent, as that of rulers.

Aided by their deep vertical lineages and numerous followers, rulers collect tribute and
consequently have much to give. They are expected to bestow benefits upon their priests
and servants and to provide water and food to their supporters and to the needy. If they
distribute their gains generously, their goodness may be celebrated by their bards and
subjects. They become experts in asymmetry through making such distributions as well as
through commanding and punishing.

The commoner var~a is enjoined in Manu to be the producer of food and livestock and
the provisioner of other goods—superior gifts for priests, tribute to rulers, sustenance for
servants, and a surplus to lend or exchange for profit. With assets thus usually in flux,
however, a Vaiçya jåti’s net advantages are likely to be uncertain—a cause for both close
calculation and flexibility in its strivings. Conventionally represented by the colors yellow
or brown, it may be expected to feed variously on a wet and flavorful or on a dry diet, as
its commercial fortunes vary. 

Servants are subordinated to the twice-born var~as by receiving commands and bene-
fits while being able to offer up only their labor—a lesser good—in exchange. Working
on less advantageous lands, they are typically eating dry, pungent, or astringent foods, and
represented by the color black, Ç¨dras are at the receiving end of social asymmetries.
Vertical relations are generally less developed within each Ç¨dra jåti, while distances are
more strongly kept between different Ç¨dra jåtis (Shah and Desai 1988), consistent with
their supposedly greater wind or darkness components. 

Earth,  place

Earth is the locative, cumulative, and containing element that facilitates the other four
components’ combinations into viable entities. As in the common trope of the womb as
the field needed by the male seed, earth provides places for reproduction and growth. In
the figures the cubic outlines represent such places and the entities that develop in them.

People generally exchange qualities with the earth and houses where they reside
(E. Daniel 1984: 61–104), but those absorbing more of the earth component should have
narrower scope and outlook, becoming less pure, more odorous, and less sensitive to odors
and more capable of stable, engrossing, womb-like reproductive functions. Agricultural
workers—usually commoners and servants by classical theory—are thus more subject to
control by local elites. They may also be seen as inherently fertile, participating as they do
in the often low and dirty but “auspicious” (çubha) places where they raise crops and
animals. 
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Less earth in an entity’s nature favors a broader outlook, greater purity, more sensitivity
to odors, distaste for root crops, and a subtler (that is, male) role in sexual reproduction.
People of the Bråhma~ var~a evince all these effects, as they are the most widely distrib-
uted, the principal users of perfume and incense, the inseminators in ritual (E. Daniel 1984:
117–26; Marglin 1981). 

The wanderings of renouncers and the journeys of pilgrims to remote shrines are ways to
loosen bonds to particular loci (A. Gold 1988: 262–98); processions to the farthest lands or
anointment with tokens of all the world’s soils may similarly raise kings to a transcendent,
Bråhma~-like status—that of earth’s god-like husband (Inden 1978: 43–44). 

VAR¡A VARIANTS

Since the sets of components outlined here have been in continual use over the past two
millennia, various past ratings of the var~as can be compared with each other and with
twentieth-century ratings, as in Figure 16.2. Used for comparisons here is the set of three
strands—goodness, passion, and darkness—and the strands’ popular, regional homologues.

Not shown in Figure 16.2 but adding to its set of var~as are four other, var~a-like types
whose qualities are logical extensions of the same variables into the unfilled corners of the
Såµkhya paradigm (Figure 16.1). Although lacking standard names, these additional types
are populated with kinds of people who are already well known from learned and popular
texts—people who seem mostly to have been either elites moving competitively toward
less coherence (priests toward greater subtlety and rulers toward violence) or nonelites
moving toward more coherence (Vaiçyas toward nonviolence and Ç¨dras toward the
gross style). Along with the other moves with and among the var~as (as sketched below),
the moves of people toward these spaces are likely to have generated many new jåtis.

Bråhma~s:  pure and subtle

Rated by the three gu~a strands, the Bråhma~ var~a (B) is unique: according to all the six
sources cited in Figure 16.2, it is the sole var~a that is high in goodness, minimally pas-
sionate, and (being enlightened by knowledge) minimally afflicted by darkness. Manu
parallels these evaluations by portraying the Bråhma~ type as properly nonattached,
moderately advantaged, and highly coherent. In all these ways the Bråhma~ var~a
exemplifies the quality called “purity” (çuddhatva). 

So much agreement on gu~a ratings is not found regarding any other var~a. This does
not mean that different appraisals of Bråhma~s cannot be found using other criteria. For
example, Bråhma~ priests’ demands for small ritual fees may be seen as gross or servile.
Bråhma~s who have become rulers, soldiers, farmers, or artisans, as some have done
throughout the centuries, might also, of course, evoke quite different evaluations.

Resembling the Bråhma~ var~a in most respects (located just behind it in a high and
cool but dark corner of Figure 16.2) and often recruiting priestly as well as Ç¨dra person-
nel is the alien and less coherent but influential social type that is here called “subtle”
(s¨k‚ma) and that is sometimes popularly designated simply as “other” (anya). The subtle
locus is crowded with playful and elusive gods, spirits (auspicious and otherwise),
renouncers (both genuine and phony), fortunetellers, sorcerers (Raheja 1988: 37–67),
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courtesans, musicians, dramatists, and clowns (Shulman 1985). They may perform visual
and sonic transformations that astonish or transport audiences, especially devotees and
admirers of the ordinary or gross type located diametrically opposite to them.
Hallucinogens are favored among them, ecstasy and trance are not uncommon responses
to them. Some subtle people use their more ethereal components to create lyric, narrative,
or philosophic works on aesthetics, erotics, devotion, or “release” (mok‚a). 

The large gifts that certain Bråhma~ priests receive for representing the spirits of the
deceased or for absorbing evils make them objects of both honor and fear. Jonathan Parry
(1994: 75–81) calls the latter variety “degraded,” although their combination of cool
strangeness and superiority likens them more to other subtle specialists than to untouch-
ables. Other high but arcane specialties, such as astrology, accounting, banking, and
medicine, may inspire similar combinations of admiration and distrust, whether the
practitioners claim affiliation with the Bråhma~ var~a (Manusm®ti 4.220).

K‚atriyas:  gross ,  great ,  and violent

Notably diverse opinions are found regarding the relative rank of the K‚atriya var~a (K in
Figure 16.2). While this var~a is always rated both passionate and coherent, literary
sources of two earlier millennia rate it low in goodness, hence as “gross.” In
Çaµkaråcårya’s more inclusive and refined 3 � 3 � 3 ratings, however, K‚atriyas rise to
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intermediate goodness, and in the two rural assessments sampled from the twentieth
century (Figures 16.2[e] and [f ]), they join Bråhma~s on the upper level, occupying the
“great” corner. In these villages no local group actually claims the K‚atriya label or wears
its thread, but in both, as often elsewhere in rural India, the resident landholders operate
as local rulers. Increased security in their landholdings seems a probable cause of these
lordlings’ rise and of the var~a’s higher rating. 

Not represented among the evaluators of Figure 16.2 are those who may resent their
rulers’ punitive controls (Gold and Gujar 2002) and relegate the K‚atriya var~a to the “vio-
lent” corner of Figure 16.1 (Bharati 1983). Those competing for rule necessarily employ or
threaten destructive tactics like those suggested in the classical “treatise on advantage”
(Arthaçåstra) of Kau†ilya. In the same remote corner of the paradigm may be found angry
gods, “giants” (daitya), sour-faced “demons” (råk‚asa), “barbarians” (mleccha), bandits,
and ruffians—any energetic antagonists of an existing order. Colonialists, communists,
capitalists, strong ethnic minorities, and enemy nations have all been cast in this well-
known role in recent centuries.
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Figure 16.2 Varn.as rated by strands (gu~as).
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Vaiçyas:  great ,  impure,  and nonviolent

This large var~a (V in Figure 16.2) is even more variously rated than the K‚atriya in the
present sources, probably because it comprises a miscellany of ordinary occupations, some
rural, others urban—classically farming, livestockbreeding, commerce, and moneylending.
Perhaps because the word “vaiçya” implies no one salient style of life, it is ignored by the
elite-focused Mahåbhårata in one of its few comparisons of var~as at Açvamedhaparvan
39 (Figure 16.2[b]). Elsewhere, however, possibly comparing rich and generous traders
with landless warriors claiming K‚atriya status, another book of Mahåbhårata
(Çåntiparvan at 188.6) treats the Vaiçya var~a as superior to the K‚atriya and equally
central—as manifesting a combination of goodness, passion, and enlightenment that is
usually reserved for “great” rulers (Figure 16.2[a]).

On the other hand, both in the fifth-century Vi‚~u Purå~a (at 1.6; shown in Figure
16.2[c]) and among some very rural twentieth-century villagers of Midnapur, West
Bengal, who are acquainted with no actual group called “Vaiçya,” people of that designa-
tion are reckoned to be just another jåti of poor peasants—passionate, low in goodness,
and dwelling in unenlightened darkness (M. Davis 1983: 51–52; shown in Figure 16.2[e]).
Çaµkaråcårya, again offering more refined and moderate opinions in his tenth-century
Bhagavadg⁄tåbhå‚ya (18.41), concurs on Vaiçyas’ low and passionate natures but brings
them half-way out of darkness and toward “gross” coherence (Figure 16.2[d]).

Vaiçya-style heroes of nonviolence are Jainist ascetics whose ultimate exercise is self-
starvation and twentieth-century Gandhian passive resisters against colonial oppression.
Peaceful commoners, such as traders and moneylenders, are typical victims of their violent
contraries—bandits, angry gods, and predatory rulers. Such are the reputedly nonpassion-
ate “Vaiçyas” observed by Marriott (Figure 16.2[f]) in a village of western Uttar Pradesh
where that label is preferred by a landed, vegetarian, thread-wearing jåti of farmers and
traders otherwise known as Bårahseni Baniyås. Skilled in marketing, this group is locally
considered to be at least as central and coherent, if not so advantaged in land or influence
as the dominant Sanådhya Bråhma~ and Jå† farmers with whom its members exchange
feasts. 

Ç¨dras:  small ,  impure,  and gross

Ordained in Manu to work as directed by people of the three other var~as, persons of this
servant category (S in Figure 16.2) often have to shift among different low tasks and
food sources that they do not themselves control. Ç¨dras’ natures are accordingly rated by
all the classical sources as low and dark. While decreasing numbers of jåtis label
themselves as “Ç¨dra” in the twentieth century, any who work under the commands of
others are likely to be classed as “servants,” using equivalent words of the regional
languages. 

The Bengali villagers of Figure 16.2(e) describe Ç¨dras as embodying the combination
of classical components called “small” in Figure 16.1, which amounts to calling them
weak, lazy, and fearful, although their local populations may be among the largest. On the
energy levels of Ç¨dras, however, these sources vary. Çaµkaråcårya (Figure 16.2[d])
credits them with an intermediate degree of passion, which brings them closer to the 
quality “impure.” Likewise in twentieth-century Kishan Garhi, an old village of western
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Uttar Pradesh (Figure 16.2[f ]), the category “kam⁄n” (a Hindi equivalent of Ç¨dra) implies
a notable output of energy and a corresponding demand for a heavy, bland diet. As the
dozen kam⁄n jåtis in that village include artisans, specialized agriculturists, and service
providers who contribute both new skills and outside earnings to the local economy, public
opinion is also moving them closer to the central establishment—into the more coherent
corner labeled “gross” in Figure 16.1. What endures, it seems, is less the natures of the
jåtis than the paradigm in whose terms they are compared.

JÅTIS FROM VAR¡AS

Twentieth-century scholars hold from good evidence that for at least three millennia South
Asian jåtis have been many and that their present large number has developed mostly from
the internal processes noted above but also from the absorption of alien groups, both
autochthonous and invasive (S. Bayly 1999: 25–63; Karve 1968: 58–65). Colonial policy
emphasized the latter interpretations to portray India as needing foreign administration to
organize its heterogeneity: in provincial compendia hundreds of jåtis were described as
culturally distinct entities—specimens of arrested progress toward an assumed goal of
national homogeneity (Risley 1915: 154–301). 

Manu, as noted, holds the reverse of this view, insisting on humanity’s single origin and
its subsequent devolution toward heterogeneity and chaos. As outlined below, that text
shows how degeneration may continually produce separations from the Bråhma~ var~a
and how miscegenation among the primordial four var~as has produced many more. But
it fails to note the contrary tendency for rulers to agglomerate jåtis and for commoners
to move flexibly about the middle of society. Jåtis of each var~a have actually displayed
several distinctive styles for forming additional jåtis.

Bråhma~s divide

Medieval texts describe the Bråhma~ var~a as having anciently comprised just five
regional divisions in the north and five linguistic divisions in the south, but nineteenth-
century surveys name hundreds of Bråhma~ jåtis. More detailed twentieth century
inquiries show many of those to be further divided by region, dialect, Vedic branch, sect,
occupation, class, diet, or other traditions into smaller marriage networks of unknown
number (Saraswati 1977: 39–81). The prominence of this small but most divisive var~a
may explain the prevalence of the notion that all jåtis are segments of var~as, while in fact
only a minority of non-Bråhma~ jåtis make any var~a claim and no other var~a presents
so elaborate an internal taxonomy as the Bråhma~.

The plethora of Bråhma~ jåtis is easily explained in classical terms, as their var~a is
conceived as initially most pure—heavenly in speech, minimally attached, superior in
intellect, expert in moral coherence, universal in domain, and transcendent in conscious-
ness. Such purities permitted Bråhma~s the widest liberty but also the widest opportuni-
ties for impurity and schism. Departure from the var~a’s reputed original residence in
the “noble land” (åryåvarta) where the gods’ own language was spoken was one early
cause for splits that have since continued on a vast scale. Concurrently deplored were some
errant Bråhma~s’ failures to provide full initiations—necessary rituals of marking—to
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their members (Kane 1930–62, 2.1: 188–201), a game in which twice-born jåtis of
twentieth-century Bengal continue to compete (M. Davis 1983: 91–98; Nicholas 1995).

Males subsisting solely by priestly activities seem from Manu (Manusm®ti 4.4–6) never
to have constituted more than a small minority of the Bråhma~ var~a but had become rar-
ities by the end of the twentieth century. By then, few received their var~a’s full classical
set of sixteen major marking ceremonies or spent more than a fraction of the recommended
twelve or more years in Vedic study. Of the learned, fewer still were wanted for Vedic
teaching or found sufficient employment to live by reciting or performing sacrifices for
others. Lacking the knowledge to conduct even their own domestic rites in Vedic style,
most others subsisted by agricultural or other nonpriestly work. Although Bråhma~s
should be feasted at funerals and other occasions, says Manu, and although feeding any
starving priest earns merit for the feeder, those Bråhma~s who are unlearned or corrupt in
the above-mentioned ways should not be fed and should be excluded from other trans-
actions with the networks of learned and orthoprax families (Manusm®ti 3.150–82). 

Bråhma~s’ unique duty of receiving “gifts” (dåna) threatens them with incoherence, for
what is given may contain the donors’ unwanted problems. If the receivers are unpre-
pared—if they have not undertaken the austerities needed to digest evil—they are advised
not to risk trying to live on such prestations (Manusm®ti 3.179, 4.84–91, 4.186–91). Nor
would donors benefit because undigested evils would remain attached to the donor. Priests
who subsist by accepting the larger gifts made at funerals especially endanger themselves
and their chances for continuing food and marital exchanges with others of their respective
jåtis (Fuller 1984: 65–68).

The greater or lesser advantages enjoyed and attachments avoided by Bråhma~ jåtis 
also help to explain their var~a’s continual diversification. The most learned, wealthy, and
independent Bråhma~s contend for the highest degree of goodness and purity: they prefer
not to accept either gifts or employment (Manusm®ti 4.159–60, 4.186, 4.218), especially
not from kings of doubtful reputation (4.85–91). Beneath them are domestic priests, the
higher serving only selectively, the lower accepting jobs from anyone of any jåti willing
to pay (Manusm®ti 3.151, 4.205). Temple priests, who must deal with masses of
worshipers for petty fees, are generally ranked still lower (Manusm®ti 3.152). Even less
advantageously employed are those many who work at astrology or medicine (Manusm®ti
3.152, 3.162), or at cooking, for which their supposed purity qualifies them, or at other
menial tasks (4.6). 

Advantaged by their relative independence, yet more attached to worldly matters are the
many Bråhma~s who subsist by farming, although if they plow themselves, violating
Mother Earth and killing her small creatures, they lose moral purity (Manusm®ti 10.84).
If they take up professions that may be more remunerative, such as stockbreeding, trade,
crafts, or a ruler’s civil or military service, they may be scorned as subordinate and morally
dubious by the priestly types whose opinions Manu (Manusm®ti 3.64, 4.218) continues to
represent. Thus prominent Bråhma~ jåtis, such as Någar administrators of Gujarat,
Citrapur Sårasvat professionals of the Konkan, Niyog⁄ soldiers of Tamilnadu, and
Bh¨mihår landlords of the middle Gaπgå, are admired for their nonpriestly achievements
but have generated sections that dine and marry separately. The movements of Bråhma~s
into occupations of the subtler type as noted earlier—astrology, medicine, moneylending,
gambling, and so forth—involve kinds of incoherence also meriting division (Manusm®ti
3.159). While some Bråhma~ jåtis continue to fracture along these dimensions of
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impurity, others seeking to regain lost coherence reconnect (scandalously, according to
conservatives) across previous lines of fission.

Some features of the Bråhma~ic priestly style—mastery of Sanskrit texts, command of
ritual, knowledge of the gods, abstention from corruptions such as liquor, heat-producing
foods such as meat, and widow remarriage—are emulated by non-Bråhma~ jåtis hoping
thereby to gain respect. Such emulations, which have flowered at intervals in the past and
in the later nineteenth and early twentieth century, have been called “Sanskritization” by
M. N. Srinivas (1962). Epitomizing such emulation and its frequent futility is a common
version of a famous ancient story in which the ruler Viçvåmitra is continually frustrated in
his attempts to gain powers like those of the priest Vasi‚†ha. Especially to be shunned, says
Manu (Manusm®ti 3.169, 4.200), are those non-Bråhma~s who counterfeit Bråhma~s’
priestly roles. Non-Bråhma~ ascetics, fortunetellers, preachers, singers, temple custodians,
and the like do nevertheless successfully purvey their services to low and peripheral jåtis
as substitutes for those offered or denied to them by Bråhma~ priests.

Like competing Jainist, Buddhist, and other movements that had begun during preclassical
times, alternatives to the Vedic tradition with its Bråhma~ priesthood have been continually
presented by immigrant missionaries—Christians from the first century CE, Muslims from
the eighth, Neo-Buddhists in the twentieth. In medieval times popular indigenous devotional
movements such as that of the Çr⁄vai‚~avas of South India seized the imaginations even
of Bråhma~s. The Gau∂⁄ya Vai‚~avas of Bengal and the V⁄raçaivas of Karnataka from
the twelfth, the Vårakar⁄s of Maharashtra from the thirteenth, and the Sikhs of Punjab from
the sixteenth—all preferred regional vernaculars to Sanskrit, a move that parallels the
abandonment of Latin by reformist Christian sects; these also developed their own non-
Bråhma~, nonhereditary equivalents of Bråhma~ priesthoods. During the nineteenth
and twentieth century, some literacy movements in Bengal, Maharashtra, Punjab, and
Tamilnadu more sweepingly urged every Hindu to be his own priest. Many such devotional
movements together with that of Kab⁄r and the other greatly simplified, noniconic
“strandless” (nirgu~a) cults beginning in the fifteenth century have taken with them 
one-sixth or more of the non-Bråhma~ population and some Bråhma~s, too.

In the twentieth century, more people nevertheless still claimed membership in the
Bråhma~ var~a than in any other—about 5 percent of independent India’s total popula-
tion. The Bråhma~ var~a is the only one that is well represented in all regions of the 
country, its proportion varying from 2 percent in parts of peninsular India to nearly 10 
percent in Hariyana and Uttar Pradesh.

Accretions to the Bråhma~ var~a from outside have probably been few, as even
nonpriestly and less learned Bråhma~ populations have defended their purity by refusing
any attachments that seem doubtful. Learned Bråhma~s are organized according to
branches of Vedic study that require proof of ancestral enrollment. The preceptorial 
lineages of most Bråhma~ jåtis, named for semidivine Vedic seers, are enshrined in well-
known texts and refreshed through frequent repetitions (Saraswati 1977: 41–43), while their
clan genealogies are guarded by officers within the jåti. Where disputes have arisen within
the elite Bråhma~ or non-Bråhma~ jåtis of their kingdoms, local rulers have often had to
decide on clan ranking, such formality further suggesting fixity; but since clan ranking deci-
sions depend on the flux of actual marriages, change is always threatened and has often pro-
duced further divisions among jåtis (C. H. Brown 1983; Inden 1976: 45–76; Khare 1970:
96–98; Parry 1979: 195–317). Nevertheless, by competing for more perfect “purity” (or
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honor) in these divisive ways, Bråhma~ jåtis have in the aggregate kept their var~a closed
to others.

K‚atriyas mult iply

No K‚atriya genealogy is continuous from the Vedas; indeed, according to legends wide-
spread in India’s southwest, the original ruling var~a was exterminated early by
Paraçuråma, a vengeful figure of partly Bråhma~ descent (Shulman 1985: 110–29). To fill
the gap legends have it that the great K‚atriya clans emerged either from the primordial
Bråhma~ or directly from the sun, moon, fire, or serpents (Karve 1965: 165–70).

Greek, Çåka, Pahlava, Yüeh-chih, Ku‚å~a, and other invaders from Central Asia are
likely to have replaced some Vedic lineages during the early centuries of the Common Era,
adding to the class of ruling jåtis (Basham 1954: 58–62). Jainist legends tell of certain
K‚atriyas who abandoned their kingdoms when converted to Jainism (Babb 1996:
139–70). Traditions of the northern Himålayan slopes tell that the Hindu rulers surviving
there had been driven out of their domains in the plains by Muslim invaders beginning
from the eleventh century, but interactions between Hindus and their Mughal overlords
during the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries also helped to replace them with the hybrid,
ostensibly indigenous K‚atriya warrior jåtis of northern India called “ruler’s sons” (Hindi
Råjp¨ts) (S. Bayly 1999; Kolff 1990).

Weaknesses in existing kingdoms, if not filled by non-Vedic invaders, have generally
been filled by lesser chiefs from nearby ruling or landed lineages, not all of them of
K‚atriya pedigree. New aspirants to rulership have generally demonstrated their “great-
ness” (mahattva) first by mobilizing a superior fighting force, a task understood to require
divine support. The benisons of Vi‚~u, Çiva, or Allåh may help, but particularly vital is the
“energy” (çakti) that can be provided by autochthonous goddesses, as exemplified from
Kathiawar by Harald Tambs-Lyche (1997). 

Once in control, aspirants claim connection by descent and/or by marrying with established
ruling groups. The providers of suitable genealogies to Råjp¨ts are neutral professionals of
Bråhma~ or bardic jåtis (such as Bha†s or Cåra~s), who keep secret books to please their most
generous patrons (Shah and Shroff 1959). Ceremonial inauguration into rulership then
requires several other sorts of priests. The seventeenth century, Bråhma~-assisted rise to
quasi-K‚atriya status by the Maharashtrian Ku~b⁄ king Çivåj⁄ is the most prominent and best-
documented case, although many lesser chieftains of peripheral peoples in other and marginal
regions have traveled similar paths, bringing their jåtis with them (S. Bayly 1999: 39–63).

The advantage that a large fighting force and many allies gives to rulers encourages
them to disdain the exclusivity and divisiveness by which Bråhma~s have cultivated their
vaunted purity. To expand their territories, rulers have made wide alliances both marital
and prandial, opening their groups to still others’ claims of belonging and continually
increasing the K‚atriya var~a’s internal heterogeneity. Passionate competition for honor
among lineages within and among ranked clans has raised some to kingship while
lowering others to servitude, but marriages among higher and lower, central and periph-
eral families continually spread the ruling style and blur what might otherwise have been
jåti distinctions (Karve 1968: 19–22, 41).

Probably less than 1 percent of males wore the thread of twice-born K‚atriyas before
India’s twentieth-century independence, after which hundreds of kingdoms disappeared.
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But some 15 to 20 percent of the population retained personal or group names or myths
that suggest their descent from former rulers. At least 5 percent of people in northern and
central India belong to lineages that since later medieval times have been calling them-
selves Råjp¨ts, while larger proportions in peninsular India use jåti names, such as
Marå†hå, Kha~∂åit, Kamma, Re∂∂i, Okkaliga, Vê¬å¬ar, Kavu~†ar, or Nåyar, that imply
their present or one-time regional dominance as landholders or warriors. The widespread
use of courtly and military titles as personal names or affixes—words translatable as
“king,” “lord,” “prince,” “chief,” or “lion,” for example—also keep the ruling style alive
for many groups that actually have little landed power. Counterfeiting may be punished
where there are locally dominant Råjp¨ts (Cohn 1955; Rowe 1968), but elsewhere the
K‚atriya style is readily accessible: thus in Tamilnadu some Çå~års whose toddy-tapping
labors had kept them low and peripheral gained wealth through trade, invested in land and
politics, and renamed their jåti “lords of the land” (Nådår) (Hardgrave 1969). 

Vaiçyas f lex and burgeon

The commoner or Vaiçya var~a is known for its occupational breadth, mobility, and
flexibility, its most conspicuous trend being toward society’s middle, into tranquil but
energetic commerce. By the twentieth century the term “vaiçya” usually signified only
“trader,” any former var~a and jåti names for persons of commercial occupation being
replaced with regional mercantile titles, such as Çe†h, Ce††i, or Mahåjan.

Commoner jåtis specialized in cultivating and herding are usually large and widely
dispersed over the rural landscape; when able to rise above subsistence, they have tended
to move into Råjp¨t-like roles, as did the Kanb⁄s of Gujarat in medieval times. But in
twentieth-century central Gujarat when (as perhaps in Figure 16.2[a]) traders became
wealthier than village rulers, “På†idår” farmers dropped first their Råjp¨t, then also their
Vaiçya claims, and settled in cities, thereafter calling themselves simply “village head-
men” (Pa†els) (Pocock 1972; Shah and Desai 1988; Shah and Shroff 1959). 

When peaceful conditions prevail, some people of all social categories and faiths (about
4 percent in the twentieth-century population) turn to commerce in the cash markets. In
Tezibazar, a crossroads town of eastern Uttar Pradesh, alongside shops run by longstanding
Vaiçya jåtis, members of the rural oil presser, brass worker, and distiller jåtis all became
“merchants” to their customers (Fox 1969: 83) and formed cross-jåti, guild-like relations that
must have developed often in the pasts of India’s urban places. So also networks of the Måhisya
(formerly Kaivarta) jåti, formerly lowly cultivators of West Bengal, shifted to Howrah City and
gained a predominant place in the manufacturing and selling of machine parts, importantly
aided by their hands-on approach to factory careers and their frank reliance on jåti-fellows
(Owens and Nandy 1977: 98, 131). The authors call the Måhisyas “the new Vaiçyas.”

More advantaged near-elites such as the small but privileged and ubiquitous “scribe”
(Kåyastha and other) jåtis are reputed to have grown by defections to state service from
jåtis of priestly, ruling, or other var~as. In Punjab, the several jåtis of Khatr⁄s represent
similar blends of landholding, trading, and other literate service professions. The Jainists
of western India, now generally known as “Vaiçyas,” declare their ancestors to have
converted from ruling to trading (Babb 1996: 137–73). 

Many such traders such as the Jainist Mårvå®⁄s are wealthy and influential in political
life, yet exhibit styles of life that attempt no such extremes of purity or greatness as typify
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the old elites (D. Gupta 2000: 124–27). In general, they appear to mix moderate doses of
all the classical components, retaining the flexibility needed to exploit new opportunities
as they appear. The Sikh faith honored by many jåtis of Punjabi farmers, soldiers, traders,
and artisans seems to celebrate its centrality by the balanced set of five signs it requires
its adherents to wear—hair that is long (dedicated) but combed (controlled), dagger 
(masculinity), iron bracelet (femininity), and short pants (sexual discipline) (Uberoi 1996:
10–13). 

However heterogeneous the jåtis from which they are recruited, people who earn their
livelihoods in cash markets, particularly those mainly residing in cities, tend toward a style
of life that minimizes dependence on priests or rulers, on other jåtis, or on extrafamilial
attachments generally. Their households and jåtis tend to be self-sufficient, contrasting
with the maximally interdependent style of rulers. The family firm is its own center 
(C. Bayly 1983: 369–93), and since traders can often operate efficiently using only close
relatives, they tend to minimize both lineal and marital ties. Specializing in commodities
like grain, cloth, and metals helps them further to minimize outside labor costs. Reputed
as cold and closefisted, the merchants of Tezibazar limit intimate feedings to their own
jåtis and generally elide ranking issues (Fox 1969: 82–107)—tactics that gain traders
wealth but may earn them goodness estimates well below the top (Carstairs 1957:
119–24).

If they reside in agricultural villages but deal in the subtle media of money or metals and
do not hold land or participate in local cults, artisans, merchants, and moneylenders may
be regarded as permanent strangers, assigned to the “left-hand” faction in some Dravidian
regions or to a separate set of ranks as regards food (Srinivas 1955: 22–24). They may
favor Jainist, V⁄raçaiva, Vai‚~ava, or other faiths unconnected with the land or develop
forms of worship ministered by priests of their own jåtis.

Ç¨dras permutate

Characterized by the classical priestly authors as low, morally “incoherent” (adhårmik), and
therefore of Ç¨dra var~a are all people in the world who do not perform Vedic sacrifices. If
nonsacrificers’ ancestors did not originally emerge as Ç¨dras, they must be supposed to have
sinfully given up sacrificing, thus degenerating into that var~a—so reason the classic texts
(Manusm®ti 10.43–44). Like such explanations in their theme of loss and decline, many
origin myths told in the twentieth century by people of nonelite jåtis assert their origin from
a deity or person of elite var~a, followed either by rejection for some sinful act, such as
killing a cow or eating impure food, or by being forced into servitude (Deliège 1999: 71–88).
B. R. Ambedkar (1948), political champion of untouchable jåtis and constitutional lawyer,
endorses the latter explanation as part of his general theory of Ç¨dra origins.

Sexual “mixing of the var~as” (var~asaµkara), another common kind of incoherence,
is attested in Manu as another way of continually producing lower and more peripheral
jåtis. Only matings within one var~a are seen as fully reproducing the parents var~a qual-
ities. For the var~a of an offspring to approximate that of its father, texts hold that its
mother’s var~a must be, if not the same as the father’s, then no more than one step lower
in the var~as’ primordial order. If she is of a var~a two or more steps lower, her offspring
will belong either to an inferior grade of her jåti or to a new, still lower jåti—one that may
bear an insulting name (Kane 1930–62, 2.1: 51–104). 
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When evaluating the offspring of inter-var~a marriages, Manu considers not just the
parents’ var~as and their relative ranks but also the correlation (the degree of coherence)
between the ranks of their var~as and their ranks as spouses, the husband being presumed
sexually superior to the wife. The pairing of a higher-var~a man and lower-var~a woman
agrees “with (the natural slope of ) the hair” (anuloma), that is, it correlates their sexual
and var~a rankings positively and makes the natural fault in the offspring less. Although
unlikely to be achieved or proven, repetitions of positive marriages for seven generations
should in theory restore the faulty descendants to their male ancestor’s var~a (Manusm®ti
10.64–65; Kane 1930–62, 2.1: 61–66).

But a lower-var~a man’s impregnating a woman from a higher var~a goes “against (the
slope of ) the hair” ( pratiloma), that is, it correlates the two rankings negatively and
produces a very faulty offspring suited only to a different jåti that is both lower
and less coherent than either of the parents’. Implicitly concurring with Manu are many
twentieth-century Hindus: people of the woman’s jåti generally feel themselves dis-
honored and, if they do not disown the errant couple, may find themselves equally
degraded and peripheralized.

Manu (Manusm®ti 10.5–39) names twelve separate jåtis that have been generated by
marriages mixing the four original var~as and further names at least thirty of the one 
hundred ninety-two lower and less coherent jåtis that are or can be generated by a second
round of mismatchings among those twelve and the original four. The most negatively cor-
related marriages are those that yielded the Cå~∂åla and the Ni‚åda jåtis, foreshadowers if
not actual forbears of recent history’s most incoherent and disadvantaged “untouchable”
(Hindi ach¨t) or “oppressed” (Hindi dalit) jåtis. During the present “degenerate era” (Kali
Yuga), classical texts anticipate a continuing increase of inappropriate matings and the
production of even more disadvantaged and incoherent jåtis. 

Most recent scholars dismiss such mismatchings as incapable by themselves of provid-
ing plausible origins for the innumerable jåtis that exist. The names of the new jåtis
claimed by Manu as products of miscegenation—a miscellany of occupational, regional,
linguistic, and tribal designations—suggest a society that is differentiating internally and
simply outgrowing the classical prescriptions as it absorbs other populations. Yet inter-
var~a matings by marriage, concubinage, and informal liaisons are also attested through-
out Hindu literature, history, and ethnography (Karve 1968: 16–17; Nicholas 1995). Even
if such matings in the past never constituted more than the tiny fraction reported in recent
surveys, continuation of those rates for two millennia could have large cumulative effects.
Since dozens of jåtis are today understood to have been generated not only through
incoherent matings but also by inversions of relationships in feeding, fighting, and
work, Manu’s permutative formula might better be extended than rejected as a historical
hypothesis.

Untouchables  separate

Any jåti, person, or thing whose impurities—attachments, disadvantages, and/or incoher-
ences—are relatively greater may be regarded as “untouchable” by others who would
avoid acquiring such qualities. In the twentieth century, the label was applied most widely
to jåtis dealing professionally with incoherent materials, such as dirt, garbage, human
exuvia or excreta, and dead animal bodies or their parts.
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Kept at a distance by other jåtis, often required to reside in separate settlements, some
impure jåtis specialize in worshiping deities that exhibit incoherent properties like those
imputed to themselves, such as Kål⁄ with her necklace of skulls or MåriammaŒ who may
bring polluting diseases. In the same way that priests of Bråhma~ var~a may mediate with
elite gods to convey spirits from impure jåtis to heaven, so priests of Ç¨dra and untouch-
able jåtis may be employed by purer people to propitiate deities whom they fear to
approach themselves. As in incoherence-removal and in much other work, more-and-less
pure jåtis need each other to be distinct and different in just these ways and may be
reluctant to see their mutually exploitative relations redefined (S. Bayly 1999: 306–41).
Thus a century of colonial-period agitations to abolish discrimination against impure jåtis
in temples, military service, and education succeeded only partially and then against much
resistance.

Members of disadvantaged and peripheralized jåtis themselves often seek spiritual and
social advancement in devotional cults, for while servitude is despised in classical priestly
doctrine, it is celebrated in devotional discourse as a means of approaching deities more
intimately. Without abandoning var~a distinctions, in the early twentieth century
M. K. Gandhi tried by devotional service to ameliorate the lives of untouchables (whom
he renamed “children of god” [harijan] with moral but slight practical effect).
Untouchables who are less hopeful both use and reject parts of the classical paradigm in
diverse, often confusing ways (Deliège 1999)—some imitating more advantaged jåtis,
some joining one of the many “strandless” cults that attend only to souls (Khare 1984),
some insisting on personal autonomy from all categorization (Vincentnathan 1993). Still
others have converted, usually in clusters of families, to non-Vedic faiths, mainly to
Christianity and Islam in previous centuries, and since 1957 to Buddhism, led by the
militant Ambedkar, himself of untouchable origin. 

RECENT RECLASSIFICATIONS

Governmental reforms of the twentieth century had encouraged victims of jåti discrimination
to seek more tangible remedies through political agitations, and these were led in divergent
ways by Ambedkar and Gandhi. Although still limiting voting rights to a literate minority, the
Government of India Act of 1935 guaranteed proportional legislative representation to candi-
dates from the previously most disadvantaged and peripheralized jåtis (14 to 17 percent of
India’s Hindu population). These hundreds of “scheduled castes” included dozens of small,
scavenging jåtis along with the large leatherworking and laboring jåtis. Legislative seats were
later reserved also for three hundred more jåtis (6 to 8 percent of the population) living mainly
in economically marginal areas and called “scheduled tribes.” Seats were reserved, too, for
other minorities—Muslims, Christians, Anglo-Indians and European minorities, women, and
certain occupational categories. 

Independent India’s 1950 Constitution confirmed the 1935 provisions and went further.
It avoids the words “var~a” and “jåti” but opposes discrimination by birth and declares
that “untouchability is abolished and its practice in any form is forbidden.” Consequent
legislation against discrimination proved difficult to enforce, however. Aiming for greater
future equality, the Constitution also directs that “special care” be given to the nation’s
“backward classes” and “weaker sections”—terms later construed as referring to
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categories whose past exclusion from public facilities had kept them relatively ignorant
and disadvantaged. Legislation accordingly prescribed compensatory discrimination in
public education and governmental employment as the remedy (Galanter 1984).
Successive commissions interpreted the excluded categories to have been jåtis, rather than
individuals or families, so millions organized formally through their jåti networks to doc-
ument their collective disabilities and to demand future preference for all their members.

By the end of the twentieth century, jåtis containing nearly half the nation’s Hindus had
been listed for help and classified in four large categories. To the colonial scheduled caste
and scheduled tribe categories were added a large (20 percent of the population and still
growing) category of “other backward classes,” initially comprising over four thousand
jåtis (S. Bayly 1999: 266–305). While the more assertive scheduled caste and scheduled
tribe jåtis were and are often called “impure,” the other backward class jåtis were once
called “small” in popular discourse—a now obsolete power distinction along the familiar
hot-cool scale. The dwindling other half of India’s Hindus, economically diverse but
including all Bråhma~s and most other jåtis that once claimed twice-born status, remained
without preferment—an elite by omission. A categorization of jåtis whose distinctions
resemble those classically made among the var~as has thus been legally reinstituted in
inverted form. While in the name of equality var~a labels are used less and less, most jåtis
have been politically activated. The legal duration of these categories and logics remains
indefinite, and so their long-term effects remain to be assessed. 

CONCLUSION

Cosmogonic types in Vedic thought and ritual, the four “color” (var~a) classes of “priest,”
“ruler,” “commoner,” and “servant” became major categories of classical social discourse.
Their ranked, contrasting, and interdependent styles came to be understood in both popu-
lar and learned terms as differing combinations of the universe’s natural components—its
elements, humors, moral concerns, and strands. Var~a styles were pursued and varied by
hundreds of kinship and marital-“birth” ( jåti) networks competing for advantage by
managing their attachments and coherence through relations in food and work. Over the
centuries, jåtis divided, multiplied, shifted, and intermingled, producing today’s thousands
of networks of still more diverse natures and unequal resources. Without using var~a
labels but aiming to correct inequities, Indian governments of the twentieth century
recognized thousands of jåtis as units for compensatory discrimination and classified them
in four categories that roughly invert the var~as’ primordial ordering.

NOTES

1 Indigenous concepts are identified herein by Sanskrit or Hindi words that have near-equivalents
in most of the regional languages of South Asia. Of the thousands of published twentieth-century
ethnographic observations, it has been practicable here to cite only representative examples. 

2 Consistent with the homologies noted earlier among the other moral concerns and strands,
namely, attachment with passion (as at Bhagavad G⁄tå 3.37) and incoherence with darkness, a
logical and popular but noncanonical homology is recognized here between the concern for
“advantage” (artha) and the strand of “goodness” (sattva). Both terms state axioms of the Hindu
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world, advantage and goodness agreeing that nonsymmetry—a relation of superiority and inferior-
ity—generally exists between any two entities. This homology differs from Manusm®ti 12.38,
which links goodness with coherence (the prime concern of priestly instruction) rather than with
advantage, and goes on to link advantage with passion and attachment with darkness—linkages
that may suit priestly homiletics but do not agree with the Såµkhya logics employed here.
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N T E E N

ÅÇRAMA

Walter O. Kaelber

THE “ÅÇRAMA SYSTEM” AS IDEAL-TYPICAL
CONSTRUCT

The term “åçrama” in mainstream Bråhma~ic thought generally refers to four distinct
social locations within which the Hindu male may pursue cultural as well as specifi-

cally religious goals. These social locations—often correlated with particular spatial loca-
tions as well—are quite clearly “places of toil or exertion.” Such “exertion” (çram) was
ultimately perceived to serve a moral and/or spiritual purpose. The correlation of åçrama
with ascetic activity is evidenced by the repeated pairing of the roots çram and tap in
Bråhma~ic literature (Kaelber 1989: 30; Olivelle 1993: 9–11). The term “åçrama” takes
on its best-known meaning in the context of a preeminent construct of Hindu theology or
self-interpretation: the “åçrama system,” a system of four “orders of life.” 

Although the åçrama system was reinvented and reinterpreted over time, the best-known
or “classical” (Olivelle 1993: 129–30) formulation of the system can be found, with vary-
ing degrees of consistency, in the Dharmaçåstra literature composed during the early
centuries of the Common Era. The çåstra literature prescribed normative or ideal-typical
stages in the life of the “twice-born” (dvija) Hindu male. In time, this system of stages
became an integral element of Hindu dharma, the moral order. The åçrama system coupled
with the system of four social classes (var~a) constituted var~åçramadharma. This term,
referring to the duties appropriate to one’s social class and stage of life, is often regarded as
synonymous with Hinduism itself. The progression or succession of four stages culminates,
according to many Hindu sources, in mok‚a or release from transmigration, ignorance, and
suffering, a soteriological goal embodied in the term “mok‚a-dharma.” Thus, appropriate
place and opportunity are given—at least in theory—to both participation in the socioritual
world and renunciation of that world. 

The classical åçrama system delineates four successive stages. According to
Manusm®ti, for example, the first åçrama was that of a celibate student (brahmacårin).
Following a period of prolonged study, lasting possibly twelve years, the twice-born male
married, thereby entering the second åçrama, that of householder (g®hastha). When his
hairs turned gray, however, and when his skin became wrinkled and he saw his children’s
children, it was time for him to enter the third åçrama, leaving society behind and becom-
ing a forest hermit (vånaprastha). Here, dedicated to austerity, his intentions turned



progressively toward release from worldly and social entanglements. Finally, renouncing
the material world and its attendant desires, the twice-born Hindu male was initiated into
the fourth and final åçrama. Throughout these four, successive life stages of the classical
system, the dvija thus traverses a path characterized by distinctive goals and corresponding
forms of ascetic activity. The Bråhma~ic path of moral and religious exertion articulated
in the åçrama system is therefore a path of asceticism or tapas as well. 

This system of åçramas, however, was never equivalent to—or identical with—social
institutions as they actually existed in space and time. The system—with its description of
stages and respective duties, goals, and activities—was presented by the Hindu authors as
a normative, ideal-typical system. Engaged in a grand process of inclusion, the s¨tra and
çåstra literature sought to bring at least theoretical order to the multiplicity of ascetic
lifestyles present in ancient India as well as to the often conflicting aims and inclinations
expressed through those lifestyles.

THE HINDU TRADITION: CHALLENGE, TENSION,
AND RESOLUTION

Simply stated, the fundamental tension which the åçrama system sought to resolve was
centered in the conflicting, even mutually exclusive, aims of the ritual world of marriage,
on the one hand, and the aims of “liberation,” which sought to leave that world behind, on
the other. That socioritual worldview, challenged by the ideologies of “liberation,” was in
fact the very heart and essential legacy of the ancient, Vedic tradition as articulated in the
Saµhitås, the Bråhma~as, and the Çrauta literature.

Åçrama: misconceptions and modern scholarship

Misconceptions regarding the origins and development of the åçramas are clearly visible
not only in the Hindu tradition itself but also in modern, critical scholarship. Modern schol-
ars, many of them Western, have opined with Albert Schweitzer that the åçramas were
“born as it were in a cloudless sky.” That is, they—along with the ideal and practice of
renunciation—were “self-originated” or present in Hinduism “from the very beginning”
(Olivelle 1992: 19). Even more critical scholars, such as Robert Ernest Hume, Paul
Deussen, and Nikhilånanda, saw the system already present in some embryonic or latent
form as far back as the earliest of the principal Upani‚ads. Consider, for example, Hume’s
ill-founded observation regarding the celebrated passage in the B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad
wherein the renowned sage Yåjñavalkya “goes forth,” leaving his domestic world behind.
Hume states that Yåjñavalkya is here going forth to become a vånaprastha, thereby enter-
ing stage three of the fourfold åçrama system (Hume 1921: 98). Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan’s
(1953: 195) comment on the passage is virtually identical. These observations are indefen-
sibly speculative. Neither the terms “vånaprastha” nor “åçrama” appear in the text. In point
of fact, Hindu pa~∂itas such as Çaµkara himself granted the åçramas an ancient legacy, in
order to hallow the ideal of renunciation and a quest for liberation or mok‚a.

More recent scholarship, however, particularly the work of Patrick Olivelle,
J. F. Sprockhoff, J. C. Heesterman, and Walter Kaelber, has shed new light on the complex
issue of the emergence and formation of the åçrama system. Despite remaining uncertainties
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and ongoing discussion, it is evident that the classical system of four successive life stages,
as presented in Manusm®ti and other Dharmaçåstra literature, came as a response to—and
as a hoped for resolution of—a fundamental tension or even conflict within the Hindu
tradition. Any attempt to understand åçrama, the classical åçrama system, as well as the
ongoing Bråhma~ic debate must do so with an eye to that fundamental tension.

Building blocks:  the Vedic heritage 

The central social institution of Vedic India was the family. Marriage, domestic life,
procreation, and ritual performance were the initially unquestioned foundations of cultural
stability. A confident affirmation of Vedic tradition and its complex ritual structure held
sway in an essentially tribal world still centered in village life. 

The Vedic Student: Members of the upper three classes were initiated into adulthood
through a ritual of purification and transition known as the upanayana. Through this most
significant of all adolescent saµskåras (consecrations), the individual enjoyed a spiritual
rebirth, therewith receiving the title of “dvija” (twice-born). The “Vedic student”
(brahmacårin) is already described in the Atharva Veda. Although the first extended
reference to the upanayana is found in the Çatapatha Bråhma~a, there is no question that
this initiation—as well as other activities of the brahmacårin—are of archaic origin
(Gonda 1965b: 233; Kaelber 1989: 111). For as many as twelve years or more following
the upanayana, the student prepared himself for full participation in the cultural world of
his day. 

The ancient term “brahmacarya” refers to the sexual abstinence enjoined upon the
initiate until marriage. In fact, sexual abstinence was only one of many ascetic restraints
that the student observed in order to fully immerse himself in the power-generating world
of Vedic study. The ancient brahmacårin was in fact a tapasvin, one dedicated to the
practice of tapas, one absorbed in tapas, one saturated with the power-laden heat of
tapas. Atharva Veda 11.5 glorifies the “Vedic student” in exaggerated fashion. Here the
brahmacårin protects the Bråhma~ic life with tapas, filling the world with his asceticism
(çram; tap). Jan Gonda (1965b: 295) has, in fact, observed that the entire learning
endeavor of the brahmacårin rested upon a foundation of tapas. The observance of several
vratas (vows of austerity) by the Vedic student clearly indicates his dedication to tapas.
As part of his learning endeavor, the brahmacårin is obligated to engage in such ascetic
practices as fasting, prolonged silence, begging, isolation in the forest, remaining awake at
night, sleeping on the ground, standing for prolonged periods of time, and, of course, the
observance of chastity (Kaelber 1989: 110–24).

Clearly, the institution of “studenthood” was part of the Vedic heritage. It existed before
the åçrama system came into being and, in a very real sense, continued to exist independ-
ently of that system once the latter came into being. The institution of brahmacårin must,
therefore, be seen as a component or building block later integrated theoretically into the
various configurations of the “åçrama system.”

The Householder: In a similar fashion, the institution of marriage—as well as the
complex rituals of sacrifice which characterized the householder’s life—preceded the con-
struction of even the earliest åçrama system. Marriage and sacrifice must, therefore, be seen
as components later integrated into the various “systems.” The norms of Bråhma~ic tradition
stipulated that only married men could perform sacrifice. In fact, for sacrificial purposes
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the man of the house together with his wife constituted a single ritual persona (Olivelle
1993: 40–41). From the Vedic perspective, a man becomes complete only after marriage
and the birth of a son.

Sacrifice was, in fact, the central religious activity of Vedic life. The intricacies of the
sacrificial procedure—if properly executed—produced a cornucopia of benefits for the
householder. In addition to rainfall, fertility, and abundant crops (Kaelber 1989: 15–28),
the sacrifice generated progeny, therewith ensuring immortality for the sacrificer through
offspring (29–33). Unlike the far more elaborate Çrauta sacrifices performed by special-
ized priests and requiring three fires, the domestic rituals could be performed by the house-
holder (i.e. g®hastha) himself. The daily sacrifices of the householder were relatively
simple procedures. Homa sacrifices, in which cooked food was offered to various gods,
were essential. So also were the pañca-mahåyajñas, the “five great sacrifices,” articulated
in the Dharmaçåstras. These, in fact, are still observed in many Hindu homes today. They
are devayajña: the obligation to burn an offering to the gods, or to make a sacrifice of milk,
curds, or butter, or to place a bit of wood sprinkled with gh⁄ in the fire; brahmåyajña:
the daily expression of debt to the sages by studying, repeating, or meditating upon some
portion of the Vedic scriptures; pit®yajña: libations of water or the setting aside of rice
balls as a daily remembering of ancestors; bh¨tayajña: the recognition of spirits or an
offering to animals, birds, and insects; and narayajña: the daily obligation to honor ties
of fellowship with humans by showing hospitality to guests, friends, or even a beggar
(Organ 1974: 206).

A large number of saµskåras or ceremonial sacraments also punctuated the life of the
householder and his family, celebrating significant events in domestic life. Although
the precise number of saµskåras varied from source to source, the G®hyas¨tras, in the first
systematic description of the rites, detailed sixteen specific performances. Among the most
important of the saµskåras were the upanayana, initiating the son into adulthood, and
vivåha, the marriage rite, through which he himself became a householder.

It was also the sacrifice that enabled the householder to be reborn spiritually, thereby
ensuring his ultimate immortality after death. Just as the gods had attained their own
immortality through the ritual sacrifice, so now does the householder. During the ritual
scenario, the sacrificer became an embryo, soon to be reborn out of the sacrifice itself. So
had it been for the paradigmatic god, Prajåpati. So too was it now for the householder.

The final saµskåra of an individual’s life was the funeral rite. This too however was
understood as a sacrifice. The cremated body of the deceased was now offered up in the
sacrificial fire, this rite generating the third and final rebirth of the dvija. After a liminal
period, usually lasting twelve days, the yajamåna was fully reborn in heaven, now joining
the “fathers,” the ancestors, for his immortal reward.

The changing cultural  world of  the s ixth century B C E

During the sixth century preceding the Common Era, gradual but dramatic changes took
place in the social, economic, and religious life of northern India. Starting in the west,
these changes gradually spread eastward, dramatically affecting life in the Gaπgå River
Valley. Concurrent with agricultural abundance and food surplus was the rise of an urban
culture. Relatedly, older, traditional political units were slowly challenged, even eclipsed,
by the rise of monarchies and the rule of kings. With the increased possibility of safe travel
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and the lure of economic gain, an enterprising merchant class began to emerge. Commerce
and a related communication of ideas over ever-wider areas became more commonplace.

The provincialism of village life, with its emphasis on kinship ties, was challenged
by a new worldview. Old allegiances and values were questioned under the impact of a new
freedom—indeed, a new individualism—and an urban perspective. This new world gave
rise to social organizations different from the traditional allegiances of “tribe” and family.
Merchants, for example, began to organize themselves with an innovative eye toward
common goals and shared concerns. This new world with its growing sense of individual-
ism (Olivelle 1992: 32–34) nourished a new and growing phenomenon: the possibility
of choice. With a widening range of cultural options came the wish among many urban
individuals to choose from this growing array of values and visions.

But with the possibility of choice came also the possibility—even the anxiety—of making
incorrect choices. A new uncertainty hovered in the Indian air. The challenge, even the
threat to village-centered life—as well as to the tradition kinship ties and values upheld by
that life—troubled the Hindu psyche. Not only were the old social structures thrown into
question, but so too was the soteriological value of ritual itself. The efficacy of the sacri-
fice, the very heart of Vedic stability, was now in doubt. Innovative members of society,
particularly Bråhma~s influenced by the new currents, sought alternative avenues toward
salvation. Rather than affirming the old values and the social world out of which they
emerged, these new soteriological visions often challenged—even threatened—traditional
views and practices.

This new worldview, emerging in northern India, would eventually become a funda-
mental feature of Hindu thought. Although never eclipsing the traditional worldview, the
new vision and the religious practices it fostered altered Hindu culture as it continued to
develop through the centuries. The salient features of that new worldview are well known.
They include the doctrines of karma, transmigration, and liberation from an endless cycle
of rebirth. 

The word “karma,” long applied to ritual activity, began to assume an additional mean-
ing. No doubt influenced by the growing individualism of the day, karma now referred to
the deeds, both positive and negative, performed by the individual as well as to the
consequences of those deeds. Immortality in heaven, long seen as attainable through
traditional ritual, was no longer assured. The notion of a “re-death” ( punarm®tyu) in the
heavenly realm eventuated in a firm conviction that the individual would be reborn in
another earthly form. The characteristics, the circumstances of that rebirth would be deter-
mined by the karma of one’s preceding life. Good karma led to a good life; bad karma to
the contrary. In many ways the doctrines of individual karma and transmigration
(saµsåra) embodied the pessimism of the age.

Accompanying the doctrines of karma and saµsåra, there emerged a new soteriological
vision. Ultimate salvation was now possible only through “release,” deliverance, or freedom
from the cycle of rebirth. A new religious ideal began to sweep over the landscape of northern
India. In many circles, mok‚a or liberation began to challenge the traditional values, long
associated with village life: marriage, kinship ties, and sacrifice.

It is during this period as well that the two most evident rivals of the Vedic tradition
unfolded themselves on the Gaπgå plain: Buddhism and Jainism. Rejecting a worldview
centered in Vedic ritual, these ascetic communities were nourished by a growing
individualism, cosmopolitanism, and freedom of motion. Just as the emerging merchant
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guilds constituted a voluntary order with values appropriate to their distinctive secular
goals, so the early Buddhist and Jaina monks constituted a voluntary order with values and
practices appropriate to their distinctive soteriological goals. 

Building blocks:  renunciat ion

It is difficult to accurately assess the impact that these radical soteriological systems had
upon the evident changes that would take place in Bråhma~ic thought and practice.
Scholars remain divided on the issue. Clearly, however, Bråhma~ic orthodoxy with its
Vedic heritage did not turn a blind eye to these movements. Coupled with the other social
and economic changes of the century, mainstream Bråhma~ic thought was compelled to
respond to the challenges of a new age, challenges coming not only from without but also
from liberal-minded Bråhma~s within.

As the temporal efficacy and soteriological guarantees of the traditional Vedic ritual
were thrown into question and as new visions of salvation eased the anxiety of a changing
world, rejection—indeed, renunciation—of that ritual-centered world became more and
more prevalent. The culturally sensitive, even skeptical, liberal-minded members of the
Bråhma~ic world saw renunciation of that world as a growing option. Renunciation of
that traditional world entailed, then, a rejection of traditional institutions, among them:
marriage, procreation, and extended kinship ties. But perhaps most evidently, renunciation
of the traditional worldview meant renunciation of its ritual and sacrificial procedures.

From an ideal-typical point of view, the village householder with his traditional values
now stood in contrast or opposition to that new “individual” who chose to renounce
the traditional world and its sacrificial structure. Within the context of Bråhma~ic self-
understanding, the renouncer is first and foremost one who abandons the implements and
procedures of the sacrifice. On the theoretical level, the renouncer stood over against the
conservative, tradition-minded “man-in-the-world” and his defense of Vedic ritual.

This “debate” is well evidenced in the early Upani‚ads. Proponents of the new soteriol-
ogy are clear in devaluing the efficacy of sacrificial procedure. Ritual activity, at best, can
lead one to the “realm of the fathers,” a postmortem state which—from the perspective
of this new worldview—is less than optimal. Only by leaving behind the entanglements of
domestic life, only by renouncing the concerns of society and sacrifice, could one travel
a higher path to a more desirable state. More and more, it was a particular form of gnosis,
a mystical knowledge, which came to be seen as the preeminent means of attaining such
release from the woes of karma and transmigration. From the perspective of this new
worldview, it was not through doing but through knowing that one could attain release and
freedom.

A clear watershed emerged in Hindu thought and self-understanding, a watershed
theoretically separating “action” (karma) from “knowledge” ( jñåna). From a certain point
of view this watershed is historical. The soteriological significance of a mystical knowing
is new, at least in terms of emphasis. But the watershed is also and more significantly struc-
tural. The values of both karma—with its traditional activity in a world of kinship ties and
ritual—and jñåna—with its renunciation of that traditional world—sought inclusion within
a robust new theology. These two soteriological visions eventuated in the karmakå~∂a and
the jñånakå~∂a, respectively. It is this opposition, this conflict, this tension between two
soteriological visions and the effort to somehow resolve that opposition which gave birth
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to the åçrama systems. In fact, the early and ongoing debates in Hindu theology over the
respective importance and place of the various åçramas can be fully understood only from
the perspective of this tension (Kaelber 1989: 73–81).

The opposition between renouncer and householder was, however, often more theoretical
than real. This can be seen clearly in the paradoxical position taken by Bråhma~ic thought
regarding one’s postmortem condition. From the perspective of the karmakå~∂a, the prop-
erly performed funeral rite still delivered one to immortality with the ancestors for whom
ritual gifts were still offered. From the perspective of the new soteriology and the
jñånakå~∂a, however, the individual’s postmortem fate was the consequence of his or her
very own past deeds. From this perspective, one was reborn biologically from an earthly
womb rather than spiritually with a new immortal body in the beyond. These two views,
dramatically opposed to each other at a theoretical level, coexisted at the more pedestrian
level of day-to-day life.

There was, in fact, actual dialogue and social interchange between members of both
“worlds.” This is well reflected, for example, in the life of Yåjñavalkya as presented at
B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 3.5.1. Having attained a mystical knowledge of ultimate reality,
Yåjñavalkya does not retire to perpetual solitude in the forest, imparting his wisdom
secretly and serenely to only select disciples. He rather appears at the glorious court of
King Videha. This ruler had, in fact, called together priests and self-proclaimed wise men
from the entire kingdom in order to see who among them had the supreme knowledge.
Although challenged by other participants, Yåjñavalkya emerges victorious, claiming the
very worldly prize of cows and gold. 

At the ideal-typical level, however, the conflict between the older and the newer world-
views was often stark, over simplified, and sharply drawn. Traditional ritual and its rewards
were challenged by a soteriologically empowered knowledge. The prestige of priest and
sacrificer was challenged by ascetics of the forest. Asceticism in service to sacrifice was
challenged by asceticism in service to meditation. Asceticism of limited duration was
challenged by asceticism as a lifestyle. The value of worldly goals was challenged by a
pessimism regarding rebirth. The value of karma was challenged by a salvation beyond
conventional morality. The efficacy of funeral rites was challenged by the doctrine of
transmigration.

In time, Bråhma~ic theology forged a synthesis of these theoretically conflicting worlds.
Room was made for innovation, yet tradition was maintained. Throughout this process of
Hindu reinterpretation and self-understanding, however, Bråhma~ic literature bears witness
to an ongoing tension, even conflict of opinion.

EMERGENCE OF THE ÅÇRAMA SYSTEM AND 
THE POLITICS OF INCLUSION

Heurist ic  models

The emergence and development of ascetic lifestyles, renunciation, and the later åçrama
system is a complex issue and therefore best illuminated from various perspectives. Any
investigation of Bråhma~ic asceticism and renunciation is thus greatly aided by considering
a number of heuristic models, each throwing light on the issue from a particular perspective.
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Although such models often conflict with each other in theory, their consideration and
application can help us to apprehend the “robustness” of the phenomena in question.

A particular model for understanding the relationship between ritual and renunciation
emerges implicitly but clearly in the work of Madeleine Biardeau (1976). Biardeau singles
out sacrifice as being the most significant aspect of Vedic culture, the unifying and organiz-
ing principle of its religious life. She then moves beyond the Vedic tradition into Hinduism,
using sacrifice as the “unifying theme to organize the confusing richness of Hindu religious
thought and practice” (Heesterman 1985: 81). The model that emerges from Biardeau’s
investigation is, therefore, one of sacrifice as a protean and ever-expanding concept, capable
of engendering and embracing diverse and variegated aspects of Vedic and post-Vedic
tradition. Given its protean and embracing quality, sacrifice itself is able to establish 
continuity between diverse and sometimes opposing elements within the socioreligious
complex. Working from her particular perspective, Biardeau is able to demonstrate
continuity in areas where it has frequently been overlooked.

A number of her observations are relevant in the present context, bearing as they do
upon the relationship between the theoretical institutions of sacrifice and renunciation.
In her discussion of the prå~ågnihotra (the inner sacrifice performed in the fires of breath),
Biardeau (1976: 64) emphasizes the continuity between the traditional external sacrifice of
the yajamåna and the ongoing but revalorized sacrificial concerns of the vånaprastha and
the saµnyåsin or renouncer. The practices of the renouncer are seen, therefore, not in
opposition to the traditional institution but as an extension or modification of it. In a
related fashion, she is able to demonstrate continuity between the second and the third
åçramas by observing that the “five great sacrifices” were essential in both life stages. In
fact, Biardeau’s observations regarding the vånaprastha show how the hermit could serve
as a transitional figure, bridging the institution of sacrifice as upheld by the g®hastha with
the renunciatory “sacrifice” of the saµnyåsin. Relatedly, Biardeau points to the practice of
purification that links the yajamåna to the renouncer. The saµnyåsin, because he uninten-
tionally kills minuscule creatures, requires purification as does the yajamåna, who takes
the life of the sacrificial victim (Biardeau 1976: 64–68).

Biardeau’s model, despite its evident heuristic value, is not without its limitations.
But this is virtually inevitable. Illuminating a tradition from a particular perspective invari-
ably leaves certain phenomena in the shadows. Heesterman (1985: 82) therefore suggests
that sacrifice may indeed be too limited a rubric under which to subsume the variegated
aspects of Hinduism. One might also observe that the growing significance of knowledge,
particularly in the early Upani‚ads, is not always well served when comprehended
solely from the perspective of the sacrifice. Biardeau’s model, with its focus on continu-
ity, is less able to apprehend the tension and conflict so often conspicuous in the tradition.
Biardeau’s model appears unconcerned with what Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty (1971:
279) has called the “deep-seated anti-asceticism” in orthodox Hinduism. With her insis-
tence on continuity, Biardeau highlights how the tradition of renunciation grew rather
naturally out of the householder’s life. The model is thereby less concerned with the effort
required by the mainstream Bråhma~ic tradition to assimilate innovative and often
challenging beliefs and practices. The Bråhma~ic tradition most certainly demonstrates
continuity. The issue, however, is often whether that continuity emerged rather smoothly
and naturally from within or whether it was diligently put in place despite reluctance,
resistance, and ambiguity. Although Biardeau (1976: 65) characterizes renunciation and
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sacrifice as the poles of Hinduism, she clearly stresses the continuity rather than the
tension between them.

Heesterman, in an effort to explain the emergence of renunciation and Bråhma~ic
asceticism, has generated a heuristic model of his own. His model, in many ways, aligns
itself with that of Biardeau, in that both models affirm the continuity between sacrificial
endeavor and renunciation. In fact, Heesterman, even more emphatically than Biardeau,
maintains that renunciation as a lifestyle is the logical, indeed, inevitable outgrowth of
ritual concerns. 

The Çrauta sacrifice, for Heesterman, is a self-contained, transcendent realm of perfect
order, guaranteed success, absolute purity, and unchanging grandeur. It is also, according
to Heesterman (1985: 3, 26, 82, 188), a realm of no utilitarian benefit and no connection
with the world of change, turmoil, and uncertainty surrounding it on all sides. But it was not
always so. The Vedic myths still bear witness to an earlier time in which the sacrifice was
clearly a part of the worldly realm including its struggles and violence. Heesterman (1985:
26–35, 50, 68, 86–87) observes that the enemies of the ritual, so evident in myth, were once
the flesh and blood adversarial partners in an “agonistic,” indeed life-threatening, ritual
combat. This agonistic and precarious sacrificial endeavor was, however, changed in what
Heesterman (1985: 91) regards as a dramatic ritual reform. The sacrifice was removed
from the realm of turmoil and enshrined unchangingly in its own sacred enclosure. This
reformation produced a sacrifice that was both “individualized” and “desocialized”
(Heesterman 1987: 234). It no longer performed a public function, serving now only the
individual, the yajamåna, for whom the rite was performed. Making reference to the myth-
ical scenarios in which Prajåpati overcame death, Heesterman sees the paradigm of the
yajamåna’s own autonomy. The yajamåna, like the sacrifice itself, unifies all opposites
through mythical and ritual connections. Leaving behind the conflict-ridden and mundane
world, the sacrificer could enter, for a time, the sacrificial enclosure and enjoy the tran-
scendence afforded him by the ritual. As an individual, the yajamåna fashioned his own
transcendence. With its attained perfection the ritual lost all connection with the mundane
order; and the yajamåna—or more correctly, Heesterman’s “ideal Bråhma~”—achieved
his autonomy and transcendence only by turning his back upon the world of change and
turmoil (Heesterman 1985: 4, 32–34, 45, 50, 91, 101). There is then an unbridgeable gap
and tension between ritual and reality. But, suggests Heesterman, that gap is bridgeable by
the ideal Bråhma~ who, as an individual, voluntarily chooses to move from one realm to
the other. “Janus-faced,” the ideal Bråhma~ renounces the world during the ritual and
returns to it at the conclusion of the rite (Heesterman 1985: 3, 5, 9).

The autonomy of the yajamåna was, however, not yet complete. Although he had been
delivered from his dependence upon a rival, he found himself still dependent upon the offi-
ciating priests. It is for this reason that Heesterman regards the prå~ågnihotra, the internal
sacrifice of the vånaprastha and the saµnyåsin, as the inevitable outcome of the ritual search
for individuality as well as autonomy. From this perspective, the permanent renunciation
of the saµnyåsin is the inevitable endpoint of the ideal Bråhma~’s quest for transcendence.
Turning his back on the world, not only temporarily but also permanently, the saµnyåsin
disengaged himself from the opposites of the worldly order (Heesterman 1985: 38–44). In
his quest for purity, the ideal Bråhma~ had to break all relations with the impure social
realm. “Ideally, the brahman should stand outside of society, the highest brahman being
the one who has no power or wealth or even provisions for the next day, and who performs
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the ritual in and for himself alone” (Heesterman 1987: 238). But herein lies one of the many
paradoxes that Heesterman throws into relief. By turning his back upon the world, the
saµnyåsin may speak to it. Because he is disengaged from the world, he may engage him-
self with it. So again, the ideal Bråhma~ bridges the unbridgeable gap between the transcen-
dent realm of renunciation and the mundane order. “Having emancipated himself from the
world, the renouncer can from his sphere of independence reenter into relation with the
world, where he now enjoys unequalled prestige” (Heesterman 1985: 43).

Heesterman’s model is bold and enriching. It is unafraid of embracing the paradoxical
aspects of Vedic and post-Vedic culture. For Heesterman, even more than for Biardeau,
the saµnyåsin’s renunciation seems to grow naturally, in fact inevitably, out of the Çrauta
rite of the householder. 

It is often thought that the institution of renunciation emerged as a protest against
brahminical orthodoxy or that it originated in non-brahminical or even non-Aryan
circles. The theory of the four åçramas, or stages of life, would then have been an
attempt at legitimizing the renunciatory modes of life and drawing them within
the orbit of brahminical orthodoxy. There is of course full scope for recognizing the
influence of extraneous beliefs and practices, for instance, in the matter of various
forms of ascetism. But the important point is that these influences do not seem to have
made a decisive irruption in the development of religious thought. They seem rather
to have fitted themselves into the orthogenetic, internal development of Vedic
thought.

(Heesterman 1985: 39–40)

Heesterman’s use of the term “orthogenetic” is significant here. His model clearly perceives
the full-blown institution of renunciation as emerging naturally and in a “straight line” from
within the orthodox tradition itself (Heesterman 1987: 236). 

An alternative to this “orthogenic” model may be termed the model of “challenge and
assimilation.” It is now quite clear that the institution of renunciation, once alien to main-
stream Bråhma~ic dharma, became an integral element of Dharma literature only gradually
and in the face of clear resistance. Emphasis on continuity should, therefore, not blind us
to the challenges faced by Bråhma~ic theology and the long struggle for resolution.

An influential example of the “challenge and assimilation” model is already found in the
classic essay by Louis Dumont, “World Renunciation in Indian Religions” (1960). The
author observes how Indian society and religion have “tended to absorb formerly heretical
inventions” (Dumont 1960: 36). Dumont’s specific concern here is the saµnyåsin and the
way in which his initially challenging conceptions ultimately enriched the orthodox tradi-
tion. Influenced by the typology of Max Weber, Dumont highlights two distinct and “ideal-
typical” individuals: the “man-in-the-world” and the “renouncer.” Relatedly, Dumont poses
a clear dichotomy or bifurcation between two disparate realms. One may remain in “the
world” and thereby be denied any real individuality, or one may turn his back upon
that (sociocultural) realm, becoming a renouncer and simultaneously an “individual.”
Only the renouncer “thinks as an individual and this is the distinctive trait which opposes
him to the man-in-the-world” (Dumont 1960: 46). Dumont perceives the ideal Bråhma~
as very much the man-in-the-world and not the renouncer at all. “We must in fact make a
distinction. The Brahmans, as priests superior to all other men, are comfortably enough settled
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in the world. On the other hand, it is well known that classically whoever seeks liberation
must leave the world and adopt an entirely different mode of life” (Dumont 1960: 44).
For Dumont, only the saµnyåsin, not the yajamåna, may be described as the “extramundane
individual” (1960: 52). In generating a “system of oppositions” (Dumont 1960: 41), the
author also juxtaposes the “worldly” values of kåma, artha, and dharma against the
saµnyåsin’s “value,” namely, mok‚a.

Initially, according to Dumont, there was “hostility” to renunciation as a lifestyle.
Relatedly, mok‚a was perceived as “fatal” to the other three values (Dumont 1960: 45).
But the poles of worldly life and renunciation may be seen as “complimentary” (Dumont
1960: 41). In time, a dialectical relationship emerged between them. The man-in-the-world
supports the saµnyåsin, and the saµnyåsin in turn provides the man-in-the-world with
alternative perspectives, new religious possibilities, the hope for individuality, and the
promise of liberation. What is crucial for Dumont is the growing “dialogue between
the renouncer and the man-in-the-world” (1960: 37–38). That “extraordinary post-Vedic
and pre-Hindu” period beginning with the first Upani‚ads and ending with the Bhagavad
G⁄tå is seen by Dumont as a “golden age of speculation in which emerge . . . the dominant
tendencies of Hindu thought” (1960: 49). The creative and fructifying force behind this
process is the saµnyåsin. “Rich and diverse as this movement appears,” continues
Dumont, “it is the work of renouncers” (1960: 49). The emergence of Hinduism is there-
fore a “process of aggregation to orthodoxy of sanyasic values” (Dumont 1960: 51). To
simplify: for Heesterman, the yajamåna, the ideal Bråhma~, “informs” the saµnyåsin; for
Dumont, the saµnyåsin “informs” the g®hastha, the “man-in-the-world” (1960: 46).
Quoting Dumont: “The man-in-the-world, and particularly the Brahman, is given the
credit for ideas which he may have adopted but not invented” (1960: 47). Relatedly, “the
true historical development of Hinduism is in the sanyasic developments on the one hand
and in their aggregation [that is, assimilation] to worldly religion on the other” (Dumont
1960: 47n21). 

Recent and more sophisticated attempts to understand the emergence of renunciation,
ascetic lifestyles, and the åçrama system have interwoven insights from both the “ortho-
genic” and the “challenge and assimilation” models. The insights and scholarship of
Olivelle, in particular, demonstrate the rewards of critically integrating previous models,
rejecting or accepting their perspectives under the impact of careful textual consideration.
Further, by drawing critically on the sociological theories of Peter Berger and Thomas
Luckmann (1966), Olivelle (1992: 46, 51) raises the traditional investigation to a new level
of understanding.

Not only were the traditions and values of the Vedic world challenged from without by
new goals and lifestyles, they were also challenged from within by what Olivelle regards as
more liberal-minded Bråhma~s, cosmopolitan Bråhma~s receptive to the emerging urban
culture of the day with its ability to foster more “individualistic” points of view. It was this
cultural milieu—and not that of the village—which nurtured the possibility of individual
choice (Olivelle 1992: 36–37). Lifestyles were no longer simply given by tradition; they
were now presented as possibilities. 

The process of assimilating these new worldviews and lifestyles was, according to
Olivelle, a “two-way street” (1992: 52). Going beyond Berger and Luckmann, who argue
that the process of assimilation is initiated solely by the “custodians of the established
order,” Olivelle (1992: 52) suggests that it was also the “champions of the new world” that
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sought acceptability and power at the institutional as well as at the ideological level.
Therefore, rather than seeing the new worldview as simply a threat from without that had
to be neutralized through compromise and inclusion, Olivelle sees the proponents of this
new worldview as willing participants in the process of inclusion or assimilation. 

Significantly, it was the original or “preclassical” åçrama system that emerged as the most
significant product of that drive toward inclusion. “The purpose of creating the system was
clearly to legitimize celibate modes of life by providing a place for them within the sphere
of dharma. In so doing they expanded the meaning of dharma; it is made to include insti-
tutions and ideals of the old as well as the new world” (Olivelle 1992: 53). The dharma of
society is now supplemented with a dharma of renunciation and liberation. The traditional
values of dharma (moral behavior), artha (worldly success), and kåma (sensual pleasure)
are supplemented with a fourth value or goal, namely, liberation or mok‚a. 

The åçrama system, with its drive toward inclusion, is in many ways similar to the older
system of class (var~a). Both systems “aim at managing diversity not by eliminating it but
by recognizing and including the diversities within an overarching system. The creators of
the åçrama system intended to do to the diversity of religious life styles what the creators
of the var~a system did to the diversity of social and ethnic groups. In this sense it was a
forward-looking and reformist scheme rather than a defensive wall put up by beleaguered
conservatives” (Olivelle 1993: 101). 

The original  system and the issue of  choice

The original åçrama system differed significantly from the better-known, classical system
that evolved from it. In the original system the four åçramas of Vedic student, householder,
forest hermit, and renouncer were understood to be permanent careers or vocations. The
four orders were not sequential, as they would be in the later system. According to the
original system, the twice-born Hindu male would choose one of these four orders as a
lifelong vocation. This choice was made after the dvija had completed a period of Vedic
study. This preliminary period of study was not regarded as an åçrama in the original
system. It was rather a precondition for any of the four careers, including that of perpetual
student.

It is important to realize in this context that the åçrama system did not create the institu-
tions that it sought to organize. As indicated before, the brahmacårin’s career—the career
of perpetual Vedic student—was part of the Vedic heritage. As such, it was a component or
building block used by Bråhma~ic theologians in constructing their system. So too, quite
obviously, the institution of marriage preceded its incorporation into the system. The same
is true also of the many and varied ascetic lifestyles of renunciation. The system—either
in its original or in its classical forms—should never be confounded or confused with the
actual social institutions it sought to stylize, organize, and even prioritize. Relatedly, the
fact that women, for example, are not given an autonomous place within either the origi-
nal or the classical system in no way implies that women did not engage in renunciation
or lead ascetic lifestyles. It means only that the åçrama systems did not legitimize these
activities. The same may be said of Ç¨dras.

Acceptance of the original system by Bråhma~ic theology was hardly immediate. Initial
opposition in the fourth and fifth centuries BCE is rooted largely in the challenge carried by
the new system to married life and the generation of offspring. Because the åçramas were
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perpetual and because three of the four career options were institutions of celibacy, only
individuals choosing the householder åçrama would produce (legitimate) offspring.
Although one was free to choose one’s åçrama, one was not free to change åçramas or to
pursue another åçrama at some later point. The åçramas, as originally conceived, were
permanent. 

By the second century BCE, however, this original system became somewhat more
acceptable to Bråhma~ic theology and found its way uneasily into Bråhma~ic tradition.
The Dharmas¨tras of Åpastamba and Vasi‚†ha accept the system (Olivelle 1992: 93). They
do, however, argue against a privileged status for renunciation, praising instead the house-
holder. Although the virtues and legitimacy of renunciation have here made their way into
the Bråhma~ic fold, the ongoing tension remains evident.

The possibility of avoiding married life was, however, not the only aspect of the original
system that troubled mainstream Bråhma~ic thought. The element of choice inherent in the
system was just as problematic. Cultural life in the Gaπgå Valley was now offering a greater
range of personal choice than did the preceding period. This is evidenced by the emergence
of non-Bråhma~ic ascetic communities as well as secular organizations and institutions.
But Bråhma~ic thought, always characterized by its priestly need for regulation and
conformity, found the element of individual choice unsettling. 

The question was then simply this: How could the Bråhma~ic tradition make a place for
renunciation and “careers” of asceticism while simultaneously reducing the range of indi-
vidual choice and virtually mandating marriage and offspring? The solution to this double-
edged problem came in the form of a new, more acceptable configuration of the existing
åçramas.

The classical  system: chal lenge,  tension,  and assimilat ion 

Unlike the original system, the new or classical configuration presented the åçramas not
as permanent vocations but as a sequence of temporary “careers.” Rather than choosing
one åçrama for life, the adult Hindu male was now required—or strongly encouraged—to
pursue all four åçramas in a logically crafted sequence, leading him from youth to old age.
The preliminary and temporary student period, not regarded as an åçrama in the original
system, was now merged with the brahmacarya åçrama to form the mandatory first
“stage.” Not only did the new configuration seek to eliminate choice, it sought also to
guarantee or secure the institution of marriage and therewith procreation. Renunciation,
according to the classical scenario, was clearly an acceptable aspect of Bråhma~ic life, but
only if pursued at the right time in one’s career. Having paid one’s “debt” to the sages in
stage one by being a student and having paid ones “debt” to the gods and to the ancestors
through sacrifice and offspring in stage two, the mature, even aging Hindu male was now
able to pursue liberation in the waning years of his life.

As Olivelle (1993: 127, 131) has suggested, an effort was now made to correlate passage
through the four sequential åçramas with a number of saµskåras or initiatory consecra-
tions. These well-established rites had long punctuated the dvija’s life. According to the
theoretical formulation, one entered each åçrama by means of an appropriate initiation. The
age-old upanayana now constituted one’s entry into the first stage or brahmacarya åçrama.
Having completed his Vedic studies, having performed a ritual bath, and having returned
home, the dvija was now ready for marriage and therewith initiation into the second
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åçrama, that of g®hastha or householder. When old age approached, his domestic and
ritual obligations fulfilled, the twice-born Hindu male—either alone or accompanied by
his wife—was initiated into the third åçrama, that of forest hermit. Even one who entered
the fourth åçrama—thereby embarking upon renunciation and leaving the ritual complex
behind—was required to do so through a clearly defined d⁄k‚a or rite of passage. The new
or classical formulation did not permit return to a previous åçrama. Each åçrama or stage
led logically to the next. The fourth åçrama alone could be seen as a permanent state, in
that it ended only with biological death. 

It is important to realize that the classical system, like its predecessor, was a diligently
crafted and evidently theoretical formulation. The system embodied normative prescription
rather than social fact. It struggled to present in a neat, comprehensible, and acceptable
sequence a montage of goals, lifestyles, and practices that often defied the efforts of system-
seeking priests. But even more importantly—and more surprisingly—even in Bråhma~ic
literature itself, the system is rarely, if ever, “encountered in its pure form” (Olivelle 1993:
173). Even Manusm®ti, so frequently cited as the locus classicus of the system, deviates
conspicuously from the ideal-typical formulation. Not only in Manusm®ti but also in the
entire body of Bråhma~ic literature deviations from the ideal-typical norm are evident,
particularly in prescriptions and descriptions regarding “renunciation.” The åçrama system
must be seen as an exercise in Bråhma~ic self-understanding and theology. As such, it is
fraught with ambiguities, even contradiction. Not surprisingly, the fundamental debate over
renunciation surfaced again and again, taking the form of specific issues.

One such issue centered on the appropriate time when one might renounce. According
to the original system, the twice-born male might choose to do so directly after a period of
study. The situation was, however, quite different with the saµnyåsin of the classical
system. The classical saµnyåsin was quite literally one who “abandoned” or “threw
down” the implements of sacrificial procedure. The term, which first appears in the
Bråhma~ic thought around the second century BCE, is found in neither Buddhism nor
Jainism. It is a Bråhma~ic term, fully comprehended only against a background of the
sacrificial rite. Only the dvija who had fully engaged himself in the sacrificial complex was
able to “abandon” that complex of activities. The saµnyåsin was, quite strictly, one who
abandoned the sacrificial fire, the sacrificial string, and various sacrificial implements. 

There were, however, logically argued “exceptions” to this norm. Quite clearly,
individuals—Hindu, Buddhist, and Jaina alike—were leaving society in pursuit of a tran-
scendent liberation. Somehow the new åçrama system—normative or ideal-typical as it
might be—had to make logical provision for observable fact. As a consequence, it was
argued in a number of the Saµnyåsa Upani‚ads that an individual might in fact renounce
at any time, assuming that he felt sufficient “detachment” (vairågya) from worldly
concerns. According to Jåbåla Upani‚ad 64, for example, one might renounce directly
from studentship, domestic life, or the forest. 

In apparent paradox, many Bråhma~ic texts describe in some detail the ritual procedure
by means of which one correctly abandons the ritual, thereby becoming a renouncer. Simply
stated: for the ritually minded Bråhma~ic tradition, it was only through ritual that one could
properly abandon ritual. The rite of initiation, lasting two days, required the dvija to formally
declare that he “belonged to no one and that no one belonged to him” (T. Hopkins 1971: 83).
Vowing to injure no living thing, he made the transition to homeless wanderer. Central to
the two-day rite was the performance of the dvija’s final external sacrifice. That sacrifice
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completed, he now placed the ritual fires within himself. From this point on he would be
without fire, performing the fire-sacrifice through breath (and mind) alone. Significantly,
this inner sacrifice, the prå~ågnihotra, was interpreted to be the very perfection of ritual
procedure (Olivelle 1992: 68). Herein lies perhaps the quintessence of Bråhma~ic logic.
The renunciation or abandonment of ritual was synonymous with the interiorization of
ritual that, in turn, was synonymous with the perfection of ritual. Further, although the
saµnyåsin gave up his (external) sacrificial string, he now wears a more perfect string, the
“internal” string of knowledge. These subtle exercises in paradoxical logic did not, how-
ever, fully resolve the issue of whether the saµnyåsin was without ritual or not. Although
it was a general rule that the wandering, begging saµnyåsin would now be without exter-
nal string, external fire, and external rite, logical exceptions to this rule were plentiful.
Quite clearly, the fundamental tension of Bråhma~ic theology remained alive. The
saµnyåsin, with a life beyond society, remained a challenge to tradition. By abandoning
the external ritual, he appeared to abandon not only society but also social classification
and, thereby, social regulation as well (Kaelber 1989: 119).

Whereas the Saµnyåsa Upani‚ads regularly declare that the sacrificial cord, and there-
with external sacrifice, should be given up, a more orthodox position states that the sacri-
ficial cord “is the means for acquiring mok‚a for all the twice-born. Those who renounce
it . . . go to hell” (H. Sharma 1939: 35). It is not surprising but certainly interesting that in
many texts the saµnyåsin again performs external sacrifices (H. Sharma 1939: 49). Many
Upani‚ads also stipulate that the saµnyåsin give up his animal skin and go naked. A more
orthodox position, however, often requires the wearing of a black antelope skin, a time-
honored symbol of Bråhma~ic sacrifice. The same conflict may be seen in the issue of
whether the saµnyåsin should have a girdle and a staff.

Although a simplification, it is in many ways accurate to say that those Upani‚ads
reflecting the spirit of the jñånakå~∂a are more faithful to the ideal of liberation and its
concrete consequences—including liberation from dharma—in their description of the
renouncer than is the legal literature of the karmakå~∂a, which is far more concerned with
bringing the saµnyåsin back under the umbrella of regulation, obligation, and classifica-
tion. A striking example of this conflict in the legal literature is the evident glorification
of the fourth åçrama in the Upani‚ads and the almost persistent glorification of the second
åçrama in the legal literature. Despite perpetual lip service to “release” as the ultimate goal
in the karmakå~∂a, the second åçrama is invariably regarded as being superior. This posi-
tion is evident for example in Manusm®ti (T. Hopkins 1971: 75; Kaelber 1989: 119–20).
His glorification of the householder åçrama of necessity obligates Manusm®ti to conclude
that the “highest goal” is attainable not only by the saµnyåsin but also by the householder. 

Manusm®ti’s position on social location and the “highest goal” did not, however, resolve
the issue. Many authors within the jñånakå~∂a tradition argued that only the saµnyåsin
could attain that goal. But the issue was even more complicated. Simply put: Was the fourth
åçrama a social location in which one sought liberation, or was it rather a social location for
those who had already attained liberation? This issue cut to the very core of Bråhma~ic self-
understanding. Not surprisingly it was never fully resolved. Was liberation possible while
still alive? Could one in fact be a j⁄vanmukti, a person “liberated-in-life?” Further, was it in
fact possible to regard the fourth åçrama as a preparation for the highest goal and also hold
that in fact one could be liberated in life? Such questions led some authors to postulate a fifth
åçrama, a social location that transcended the traditional four (Olivelle 1993: 223, 232). 
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These many issues cut to the very heart of Bråhma~ic theology simply because they
were all, in one way or another, variations on one central issue: dharma. Was it possible
for one to achieve a state of liberation in which one was actually freed from the obliga-
tions of social life? Did the somewhat theoretical state of a liberating gnosis actually
liberate one from the constraints of moral behavior? Although the saµnyåsin was, accord-
ing to many authors, legally, socially, and ritually “dead,” did that free him from legal and
moral constraint? Even Çaµkara, despite his theoretical consistency in spelling out the
consequences of liberation, pulled back repeatedly from the antinomian ramifications of
his position (Olivelle 1993: 225–30). One solution to this quandary was to suggest that not
all saµnyåsins were alike. It could then be argued that only the highest form of saµnyåsin,
the paramahaµsa, both sought and achieved the highest goal.

What began then, particularly in the early Upani‚ads, as a simple description of ascetics
renouncing the world, became over time a complicated system of rules and regulations
covering virtually every aspect of life. Renunciation was no longer peripheral or even
external to dharma in most texts. In fact, it had become one of its most important areas.
The increasingly prevalent term “mok‚a-dharma” beautifully represents the boldness of
Bråhma~ic theology. Interestingly enough, the practice of tapas or asceticism—theoreti-
cally no longer necessary for one who has attained the highest goal—is now frequently
prescribed as a crucial aspect of the renouncer’s life. I suggest that had the orthodox tra-
dition permitted the saµnyåsin his asceticism, its victory would have been less impressive.
By making that asceticism obligatory it won a victory of far greater proportion (Kaelber
1989: 121). This is dramatically accentuated by the fact that the conservative tradition
often regarded the asceticism of the third and fourth åçramas as a means of penance and
purification for past misdeeds. From the perspective of this tradition at least, the objective
of asceticism and renunciation remained to a large degree atonement for previous
transgressions and therewith preparation for death.

In the ongoing efforts of Bråhma~ic self-interpretation to assimilate the saµnyåsin into
the orthodox fold, the age-old institution of brahmacårin or Vedic student appears to have
played a significant role. Despite their very different objectives, the more recent practices
of the saµnyåsin were impressively similar to the well-established and clearly acceptable
practices of the brahmacårin. It was this similarity in praxis between the well-established
career of the brahmacårin and the challenging career of the saµnyåsin that helped facilitate
the theological acceptance of the latter. The brahmacårin did, in fact, serve in many ways
as a forerunner and legitimizing model through which both the vånaprastha and the
saµnyåsin could be assimilated into mainstream thought (Kaelber 1989: 116). The activi-
ties of the brahmacårin, the vånaprastha, and the saµnyåsin are often striking in their
similarities (Kaelber 1989: 151): the practice of tapas or asceticism, the practice of
prå~åyåma or control of breath, the observance of brahmacarya or celibacy, begging, fasting,
total abstinence from certain foods, recitation of the Veda (Kaelber 1989: 118).

Because he was an integral member of the orthodox fold, the brahmacårin could serve
as a legitimizing model for the asceticism of the fourth åçrama in many ways. This is
perhaps nowhere more evident than at the initiation of the ascetic into the fourth life stage.
This initiation is quite evidently modeled on that of the brahmacårin—an ascetic, to be
sure, but one who is very much a part of society and its classifications. Whereas
the Saµnyåsa Upani‚ads often state that the saµnyåsin gives up his sacrificial cord
(H. Sharma 1939: 34), girdle, antelope skin, and upper garment, Vaikhånasasmårtas¨tra 2.5
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makes it explicitly clear that the saµnyåsin receives these things anew at his initiation in
exactly the way prescribed at the upanayana. The instructions given for the reception of
the ascetic by his new teacher are virtually identical in each case (H. Sharma 1939: 50).
As part of the initiation, the saµnyåsin has his hair, beard, and nails cut, receives a new
name, swears obedience to his teacher, and takes a vow of truthfulness and noninjury just
as the brahmacårin had done before him. It is accurate to say that the more the saµnyåsin
resembles the brahmacårin the more he has been assimilated into the orthodox fold
(Kaelber 1989: 121).

Most of the above-mentioned practices of the vånaprastha and world renouncer are
clearly set forth in Manusm®ti, which characterizes both åçramas by severe austerities.
Significantly, however, for Manusm®ti the brahmacårin’s activities are hardly character-
ized by austerity at all, certainly not to the extent set forth in the Atharva Veda and the
G®hyas¨tras for the “old” brahmacårin. It is not the brahmacårin of Manusm®ti who inherits
the characteristics and activities of the old brahmacårin but Manusm®ti’s vånaprastha and
world renouncer. The brahmacårin of Manusm®ti has become something quite different.
Thus, Manusm®ti 2.229 states that for the brahmacårin obedience to father, mother, and
teacher is the best form of austerity. The student who pleases these three obtains all the
rewards that the performance of tapas can yield (Manusm®ti 2.228). In fact, according to
Manusm®ti 2.234: “All the duties of [the brahmacårin] have been fulfilled by him who
honors parents and teacher.” For the brahmacårin of the Atharva Veda and the G®hyas¨tras,
study of the Veda was always related to the practice of austerity, but for Manusm®ti (2.166)
austerity may be almost eliminated for “the study of the Veda is . . . the highest austerity.”
The student must still remain chaste and beg alms, but fasting is no longer necessary, for, as
Manusm®ti 2.188 observes, “The subsistence of a student on begged food is declared to be
equal to fasting.” Manusm®ti’s brahmacårin is concerned not with fasting but with avoiding
“excessive eating,” which is “prejudicial to health” (2.57). In general, Manusm®ti’s 
brahmacårin is concerned primarily with obedience to and respect for elders, social graces,
purity of heart, doing his duty, and a disciplined life in a more conventional sense, but not
with the creation of an ascetically powerful tapas. It is also significant that Manusm®ti no
longer requires the brahmacårin to leave his hair, beard, and nails uncut. The old brahmacårin,
essentially concerned with tapas, largely passes from the scene; the vånaprastha and
saµnyåsin—and eventually the saµnyåsin alone—become his true successors.

The Åçrama system today

Any attempt to generalize about the modern-day householder’s life, the modern-day
renouncer’s life, and their relative value invites evident frustration. As T. N. Madan has
said in this context: “It is . . . well known that cultural diversity within Hindu society, in
terms of inter-regional and inter-caste differences . . . is so great that every general state-
ment . . . is suspect. . . . And . . . the more trained we are the more likely it is that we will
doubt what we write or say” (1987: 4). The profusion of options in India today—particu-
larly ascetic and renunciatory options—is often bewildering. It is, in fact, sometimes
difficult to disentangle the Bråhma~ic or more orthodox practices from the non-Bråhma~ic
and often baroque endeavors of unorthodox sådhus. Three things however appear certain.
The “åçrama system”—always more theoretic than real—is less a reflection of reality
today than ever before. Nonetheless, the influence of these theoretical norms continues to
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inform Hindu sensibilities and value. Lastly, the two primary “building blocks” that
predated the classical scenario, namely, domestic life and renunciation, both clearly thrive
despite the fading reality of a theoretical system. 

Many of the domestic sacrifices, ancient enough to predate the åçrama system, are in
full vigor today. Rural life in particular remains centered on the immediate family,
extended kinship ties, and rituals that bind the cosmos and its inhabitants—both human
and otherwise—together. For many Hindus, the saµskåras that became interwoven with
the g®hastha åçrama in the classical system remain an avenue of social cohesion and
shared value. The centrality of domestic life in rural India is well articulated by Madan in
his study of Bråhma~s in the Kashmir Valley: “The best place to die . . . is one’s own
home, the house in which one has lived. For most men this would also be the house where
one was born, but in the case of women it would be the house where one has lived after
marriage and borne children. The house is not a mere dwelling but the microcosm of the
universe” (Madan 1987: 122).

For most Hindus family and “household” remain central. Particularly in village India,
however, it is common to find an increased interest in spiritual issues as one grows older
as well as greater detachment from “worldly” concerns. As S. C. Dube observes: “Though
it is rare for people to renounce their home and property in old age, old men and women
excessively attached to material goods come in for a good deal of criticism. . . . It is at this
time that their thoughts turn more to religion and to the destiny of their souls in the
future life” (1967: 132). This change of attitude, then, rarely entails an actual renunciation
of domestic life. The key seems to be not “renunciation” of social and domestic concerns
but a growing emotional “detachment” therefrom. The values of the saµnyåsin thus
prompt the householder to alter his attitude and perspective if not his spatial and social
location.

The role of the third åçrama, that of the vånaprastha, is perhaps the most elusive. So it
has always been. Even scholars cannot agree regarding the vitality or even the existence
of the åçrama. As early as the classical period itself, Hindu law givers argued that the third
åçrama was no longer an option in the present Kali Yuga, the dark age (Olivelle 1993:
236). More recently, scholars have suggested that the åçrama was always too theoretical
to sustain an actual existence. It appears clear, however, that if indeed the åçrama has
melted away in the modern world, it has “melted into” the householder åçrama rather than
into that of the saµnyåsin. I suggest this for a number of reasons. The vånaprastha rarely
picks up and retires into a forest, as the name would suggest. He continues, rather, to func-
tion in the social and even in the political world. Although possibly “retired” from his
previous occupation, he devotes his energies to serving others through charitable endeavors,
counseling, and mediating social issues. He may continue in a married state, although celi-
bate coexistence becomes an option as he turns his attention to more spiritual concerns
(Housden 1996: 160). Although progressively “detached” from the sociopolitical world,
he continues to function in it (Organ 1970: 232). 

The age-old issues and controversies surrounding the saµnyåsin persist into the modern
world. Çaµkara’s distinction between renouncer’s who were part of the åçrama system and
renouncers who were beyond that system (Olivelle 1993: 225) remains alive—in varying
guises—today. As stated above, Jåbåla Upani‚ad 64 asserted that the individual who
felt sufficiently “detached” could renounce at any time, even bypassing the duties of a
householder. So also today, the individual may bypass both the second and the third
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åçramas in pursuit of perfection (Organ 1970: 231). The modern-day sådhu may, there-
fore, be understood in the light of a long tradition. Viewed from a different perspective,
however, many modern-day sådhus or “holy men” fall outside of the Bråhma~ic tradition,
neglecting the traditional rites of transition and adopting values and practices that place
them beyond any recognizable Bråhma~ic framework.

According to one source, there are “between four and five million ascetics, or sadhus,
in India today, perhaps ten percent of whom are women” (Housden 1996: 139). Many of
these renouncers—covered in ashes, with their long matted hair, and only a rag or animal
skin for clothing—differ little from early ascetics described in the Vedas. Many modern-
day ascetics are baroque even by Indian standards and fall well beyond the pail of
Bråhma~ic orthodoxy. Indeed, the honor afforded wandering holy men has waned appre-
ciably, particularly over the last thirty years. The influx of Western values has also eroded
the honor and respect paid to sådhus. Begging is no longer as acceptable as it once was
and free passage on trains and buses is being curtailed (Housden 1996: 142). In fact, one
often sees an increasing mistrust of renouncers, sådhus, and even the values they uphold.
After careful study of Bråhma~s in the Kashmir Valley, Madan (1981: 243) observes that
renouncers and their values are often felt to challenge domestic life. Renouncers are even
denigrated as charlatans or as undesirables. Nonetheless, viewing India as a whole, the
ideal of the saµnyåsin continues to stir the Hindu psyche. The alluring tones of renunciation
serve still as counterpoint to the complex symphony of “worldly” life.

“WORLD REJECTION” AS 
A CROSS-CULTURAL ISSUE

Robert Bellah, in a seminal essay entitled “Religious Evolution” (1964), has succinctly
delineated what he believes to be some of the critical shifts characterizing religious world-
views in the first millennium BCE. Like Karl Jaspers and others, Bellah sees this period as
being pivotal in the development of religious thought and human self-interpretation. Central
to religious change during this period was the virtually universal emergence in literate
cultures of what Bellah, like others before him, terms an attitude of “world rejection” or
“world denial.” Significantly, the particular issues with which Hinduism grappled, issues
that gave birth to the åçrama system, can be clearly seen as a quintessential illustration of
the shift in worldview which Bellah articulates.

For Bellah, the periods preceding this “Axial Age” may be termed “primitive” and
“archaic,” respectively. Viewed universally and cross-culturally, the first of these periods is
one in which no religious organization or intent exists independently of—or in opposition
to—society at large and its values (Bellah 1964: 363). Religious ritual here reinforces
social solidarity and tribal values. Kinship ties, including those to ancestors, are of para-
mount importance. Citing the eminent student of Australian religion, W. E. H. Stanner
(1963), Bellah characterizes life in such a culture as a “one possibility thing” (1964: 365).
Religion here provides “little leverage . . . to change the world” (Bellah 1964: 364) or to
speak to it from a “world-transcending” perspective.

In essential ways—and certainly for our purposes here—the archaic period is little different.
Viewing the issue from a cross-cultural perspective, Bellah observes that social and religious
structures are now more complex. Intricate sacrificial rituals emerge, priestly structure and
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function become more complicated, mythologies are self-consciously elaborated.
Nonetheless, the religious world remains a “one possibility” exercise. “There is little
tension between religious demand and social conformity. Indeed, social conformity is at
every point reinforced with religious sanction” (Bellah 1964: 365). But with developing
complexity “an increased burden of anxiety enters the relations between man and the
ultimate conditions of his existence” (Bellah 1964: 365). In fact, traditional mythologies,
supporting the status quo, are now gently thrown into question.

Significant changes gradually occur, however, not only in India but also in literate soci-
eties throughout the world. During the next period, the “historical” period, religions the
world over give birth to a new “transcendent” perspective. “Under these circumstances
the religious goal of salvation (or enlightenment . . . [or] release . . . ) is for the first time the
central religious preoccupation” (Bellah 1964: 366). The given empirical cosmos is now
devalued. Traditional social and religious values are questioned, challenged, even rejected.
The value of the traditional “world” is for the first time “denied” by significant constituen-
cies of society. Bellah and others have observed on a universal plane the growing tension
between traditional tribal, ritual, and mythological values and the new, transcendent
worldviews that now emerge. So, too, Bellah has made reference to the evident “individ-
ualism” which accompanies—even spurs—these religious developments (1964: 366–67).
Not only are traditional social values challenged and left behind by innovative individuals,
but so too is society itself, in what may be termed a “religious withdrawal from the world”
(Bellah 1964: 367).

With the appearance of these “world-transcending” or “world-denying” perspectives, an
inevitable tension emerges between traditional values and social structures, on the one
hand, and the new values and religious institutions, on the other. It is precisely because this
emerging tension appears throughout the literate world that an understanding of the Hindu
situation is of particular importance. It is hardly an exaggeration to suggest that no culture
has made the recognition and resolution of this fundamental tension more central to its
religious self-interpretation than has Hinduism. The need to incorporate both “worldly”
and “otherworldly” concerns into a unified and mutually reinforcing system is nowhere
more evident than in Bråhma~ic thought. The hoped-for resolution of this fundamental
tension in Bråhma~ic self-understanding is, in fact, the core of var~åçramadharma and
therewith Hinduism itself. Issues, tensions, and conflicts, often implicit in other cultural
traditions, are explicitly articulated, debated, and continuously reexamined in Hinduism.
Simply stated, an understanding of the åçrama system, its inherent dilemmas, and its
hoped-for resolutions sheds invaluable light on a crucial cross-cultural issue in
humankind’s religious and spiritual self-interpretation. 

Despite recognizing the contributions of Bellah and earlier scholars, such as Max Weber,
Ernst Troeltsch, and Louis Dumont, more recent scholarship has become increasingly
critical of the terms “world denying” and “world rejecting.” Nowhere is this more evident
than in the work of Steven Collins. Although recognizing his debt to Dumont, Collins
rightly observes that Dumont “nowhere defines the term [‘world’] in his writings” (1988:
103). Referring to the manner in which Weber and Troeltsch used the term “world,”
Collins observes that their definitions, although “conversationally . . . applicable to Indian
materials,” are too much a “blend of Christian theology and sociological description.” As a
consequence, according to Collins, the term “world” does not “function precisely [enough]
when dealing with non-Christian materials” (1988: 103).
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Despite his objections to an uncritical use of the term “world,” however, Collins does
believe that there is a “genuine sociological constant which can give a precise fulcrum on
which to balance cross-cultural reflections about ‘world-renunciation’ ” (1988: 105). For
Collins, this “sociological constant,” this analytically acceptable equivalent or substitute for
the term “world” is the more precise: “ ‘world’ of inter-connected reproductive-kinship
relations” (1988: 109). And for Collins, the most significant characteristic of the individual
who has liberated himself from the “ ‘world’ of . . . reproductive-kinship ties” is his celi-
bate lifestyle. Moreover, for Collins, the celibacy of the “renouncer,” his “singleness,” is
directly related to his self-sufficiency and his individuality (1988: 109).

This has brought us full circle. Given the evident significance of sexual and reproduc-
tive activity in human life, the practice of celibacy—the deliberate abstinence from sexual
and reproductive activity—makes a dramatic value statement about human existence as
normally lived. As Daniel Gold has observed in his cross-cultural discussion of celibacy: 

The most highly structured relationships between abstinence and procreation are found
in traditional India. . . . The classical Hindu life cycle . . . begins and ends in celibacy,
but prescribes a sexually fruitful period of life as a householder in between. 

Giving celibacy an explicit place in the individual life cycle, Hindu tradition also
gives the celibate individuals an explicit place in society. . . . Hindus recognize that
exceptional individuals will want to live all their lives as celibate ascetics, either pro-
longing their studies . . . as brahmacårins or bypassing the householder stage by mak-
ing early formal renunciation. . . . In most Indian cosmologies, the participation of
householders as well as celibates is required in the proper economy of salvation in the
cosmos.

(1987a: 146)
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PART VI

VITALITY IN PERSONS AND
IN PLACES





C H A P T E R  E I G H T E E N

ANNA

R. S. Khare
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SCOPE, FOCUS, AND MEANINGS

Anna or Hindu food has wide-ranging meanings, and its religious, ritual, and social
conceptions relate distinctly to Hindu philosophy and cosmology. This interdepend-

ent, “holistic” view perhaps best encapsulates the distinctness of Hindu approach to food.
Although customary Hindu ideas, norms, and practices may distinctly differ from what
modern, scientific accounts of food now assume or stress, any simplistic traditional/
modern contrasts and dichotomies are often inadequate in accounting for the enormously
significant uses, representations, and meanings foods acquire in Hindus’ (and Indians’)
life. To get to such a complete picture, however, we not only need to explicate several
major cultural assumptions, values, and ideals constituting the Hindu conception of anna
but we must also see how pervasively this conception weaves itself through changing
historical, economic, and political conditions. 

Correspondingly, we encounter rather difficult questions of the definition and scope of
“Hindu food.” Historically and culturally, how do we identify what is (or is not) truly,
exclusively, or completely “Hindu” in people’s daily selection, classification, cuisine,
sharing, and eating of foods and food practices? Conversely, how does one know in India
what (and how much) is exclusively “non-Hindu” in these domains? These questions are
doubly difficult because there are no authoritative and consistent markers and pointers for
Hindus across India. Beyond regional customs, local orthodox and major religious leaders
differ among themselves about the “proper” and “improper” in Hindu food ways. Since
even the issue what is (or is not) “Hindu food” regionally so varied, it is best to stipulate
as follows. Given no single, consistent, and uniformly applicable religious and social
model for an all-Hindu (much less all-Indian) approach to anna and given no composite
all-Indian empirical food survey on the “Hindu”/“non-Hindu” cultural zones, we will
approach anna mostly by explicating major prevalent constellations of religious, cultural,
and social knowledge. This stance will allow us to address religious distinctness as well as
social sharing that Hindu foods display in ideas as well as life. Major historical changes in
India further demand that our discussion must also address some competing economic and
political changes in food availability and their impact on the Hindu world.

Yet, our exercise cannot but be limited in scope and distinct in focus. Our discussion
will stress interrelated sets of major cultural and religious characteristics of anna in



different conceptual, ritual, social, and pragmatic settings, showing how over time
Hindu food continues to reflect continuities as well as changes within Hindu society, its
worldview, and in India. The account will explicate how anna weaves together crucial
philosophical ideas, religious values, and ritual traditions with, first, a distinct moral order,
moral economy, caste customs, and ritual schemes; second, major regional and local
socioritual ways; and third, “food problems” as related to religious and political changes. 

After a brief introductory overview of the conception of anna in the opening section, we
will discuss in the second section distinct classical religious and philosophical conceptions
of anna. The two subsequent sections present selected major contemporary caste and ritual
food usages, including some of those that directly illustrate interdependence across Hindu
spiritual, sacred, therapeutic, and everyday practical issues. Simultaneously, as the next 
section shows, British colonial and Indian postcolonial changes also show their distinct yet
pervasive impact on the Hindu food system. This, as the concluding segment illustrates,
led virtually to a historical and political reframing of Hindu food and food problems 
during the twentieth century, displaying religious continuities as well as changes. 

To start with, the classical literature firmly guides us while reviewing the conception,
definition, and uses of anna. Overall, the ancient classical texts provide us with a civiliza-
tionally distinct philosophical treatise on food, accompanied by corresponding religious,
ritual, mythological, and social provisions. In contrast, the subsequent accounts of anna
have been often distinctly regional, caste oriented, and locally customary. Comprehensive
disquisitions are very scarce. The studies written in English were not any different. We get
fragmented “administrative accounts” during the nineteenth century when British colonial
administration began to map, survey, record, and count things, people, and land in India.
The local family, caste, and religious food ways attracted, as we will see later, only inci-
dental interest, for these remained peripheral to the colonial control of issues of land, agri-
culture, and taxation and even to food production, marketing, and distribution. 

Correspondingly, there was little attention given to shared food ideas along (or across)
the learned and folk traditions of the Hindus, Buddhists, and Jainas. The entire subject
became either “esoteric” or simply a matter of “tribal,” “caste,” or “religious” customs
and practices. These colonial constraints notwithstanding, anna for Hindus (and Jainas
and Buddhists) continued to be the most intimate yet ubiquitously transacted bodily, inter-
personal, social, and spiritual substance. More recent studies notwithstanding (see below),
there is still a distinct dearth of systematic social and historical studies of all that comprises
and constructs the Hindu—and Indian—food and food ways. At present, even reliable 
bibliographies are rare (for two bibliographies, one on ancient India and the other a 
highly eclectic one, see, respectively, Prakash 1961; Achaya 1994, 1998).

Distinct  meanings:  phi losophical ,  rel igious,  and cultural

Anna means food in a very intimate yet comprehensive and cosmic way. In classical 
philosophy, if it represents the lowest form in which the supreme soul (brahman) mani-
fests itself; it is also the coarsest or the last vesture (annamayakoça) of the soul, creating
the visible body (sth¨lamayaçår⁄ra). In mythology, food represents major cosmic deities;
thus, for example, if anna is a name of Vi‚~u, it also represents the sun and the earth. 
In popular religious and social usage, anna by itself becomes a deity (annadevatå), and
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Çiva and Goddess Durgå, like Vi‚~u, are called food-givers (annadåtå). Durgå is known
as Annap¨r~å, comprising food’s chief presiding deity. In everyday life, regionally vary-
ing terms (e.g. in Hindi bhojana and åhåra; in Urdu khånå and ≥izå) amplify on different
forms of anna, including those uncooked or cooked edible foods and a meal or diet.
Popularly, anna stands for a wide variety of raw, ripe, uncooked, edible, and staple foods,
while also conveying a full range of distinctly religious, ritual, and cosmological meanings
(Apte 1965: 89; for more discussion of textual conceptions, see below).

Thus, any composite review of food in India is impossible without addressing religious
conceptions of anna, and any review of writings on anna begins with a core of Vedic and
Vedåntic contributions. The subject is repeatedly raised and discussed in several core and
major classical texts (i.e. the vast çruti and sm®ti literature), treating food in a philosophi-
cally comprehensive, mythically transforming, ritually elaborate, and socially ordered and
ranked contexts. Surviving scores of centuries, these contributions constitute the most
basic—and enduring—paradigms of Hindu thought and action on food (for distinctly
abstract discussions of food in the Upani‚ads, see Nikhilananda 1963; see also Hume
1921; for a related study of foods in ancient India, see Prakash 1961). 

Often aphoristic, these formulations, in turn, became the basis for succeeding discus-
sions in that large and diverse corpus of the Epic-Purå~a literature, setting ideals and
norms for regionally diverse yet shared “pure” Hindu moral, religious, and spiritual life.
All textual injunctions on anna thus remain remote and incomplete until they filter through
regionally different sectarian ideologies, holy men, and regional/local caste customs and
folk practices. These different layers (and lenses) of knowledge and practice not only order
Hindu’s notions and distinctions of ritual purity and impurity (with implied notions of
clean and unclean), but they also factor in what is considered auspicious and inauspicious
under different sectarian values. Thus, for example, the “right-handed” sects and rituals (as
of Vai‚~avism) clearly distinguish themselves by identifying their “proper foods and food
ways” from those “left handed” (Tantrism). Similarly, upper castes elaborately distinguish
their food ways from those of lower castes, and lower castes in turn separate themselves
from dalits and tribes. 

For majority of Hindus, thus, “proper food handling” remains a serious lifelong caste,
ritual, and religious concern. A crucial goal is to eat everyday only ritually appropriate foods,
cooked and served by properly ranked persons, so as to meet one’s worldly obligations as
well as otherworldly spiritual goals. In such matters, a whole class of authoritative traditional
texts, commonly called Dharmaçåstras, continue to guide the Hindus (for a judicious rendi-
tion and commentary on food in these texts, see Kane 1968–77, 2.2, especially on bhojana;
for further details, see below). Within such a corpus of literature, Manusm®ti particularly
stands out (Bühler 1886). Elaborating systematically on the distinct social and ritual roles of
food throughout one’s life, this text has continued to date an authoritative guide for Hindu
life. On the other hand, it has also attracted severe social criticisms and political debates for
over last two hundred years. If Hindu revivalists today seek to emphasize its primacy, then
low castes and dalits condemn it for justifying social inequality and exploitation. 

But the long journey of Hindu food between those early classical writings on anna and the
modern British and independent India’s food handling is hardly well studied. Even the
twentieth-century governmental, historical, and scholarly studies of food face yawning gaps,
especially on people’s changing family and community food ways. For the Hindu, the classi-
cal period still stands unmatched in religious authority. In recent scholarship on ancient India,
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however, we encounter only a limited number of thoughtful attempts. Most treated the subject
by way of ancient sacrificial, “cooking,” and gifting rituals (e.g. see Heesterman 1993;
Malamoud 1996). A discerning history-of-religions approach to the subject is also rare (for a
mythological study of food under life-death, ritual-spiritual quandaries, see White 1992).
Similarly, since medieval accounts of food remained mostly anecdotal, indirect, or limited to
the royalty, we rarely encounter a carefully documented social and regional historical study
of food for elaborate distribution and consumption (for food transactions found within and
around a major South Indian temple complex, see Breckenridge 1986). 

Still rarer are those comprehensive overviews of Hindu food that attempt to weave together,
in one stroke, the classical with the literary, religious, social, hagiographic, aesthetic, folkloric,
and the commonsensical (Ramanujan 1992). Such an attempt captures that distinct cultural
sense and sensibility that shows how anna still commands an interwoven and comprehensive
moral, religious, spiritual, social, and practical presence within the Hindu world. This Hindu
view also links up with rich regional narrative and folk literature that delves, with wit and
verve, into “living” social uses and meanings of food. These are pursued as much for
ritual feasting, fasting, celebrations, and religious devotion as under friendship, hospitality,
competition, and social discord. Foods faithfully stand as much for human intimacy as
domination, deceit, enmity, famine and torture (for illustrative examples from some major
sources in Hindu narrative literature, see Abbott and Godbole 1982 on Bhaktavijaya;
Balasubrahmanyam 1989 on Hitopadeça; Beck, Claus, Goswami, and Handoo 1987 on folk
tales and stories; Rajan 1993 on Pañcatantra; and Tawney 1968 on Kathåsaritsågara). 

Contributions of  modern studies

Modern systematic studies of Hindu food (and of Indian food systems, more generally)
start with the end of the Second World War. Whether textual, documentary, or “field”
based, such accounts distinctly narrowed, intensified, and systematized the focus on the
subject. Food was often studied as integral to lives of diverse Hindu religious com-
munities, numerous castes and tribes, and remote towns and villages, allowing for an
empirical picture of food in Hindu society. Unfortunately, food still remained a second-
ary—dependent—subject of study. Sometimes the attention was just incidental. Thus, as
philosophy, Indology, history of religions, social history, sociology, and anthropology 
pursued their distinct disciplinary quests, they pursued “real” subjects in history like
philology, theology, mythology, rituals, caste system, economics, and politics. Even 
during the fifties and the sixties, social sciences treated food as a foil for sociological and
anthropological analyses of the Hindu caste system (Dumont 1980; Marriott 1968).

However, as the late sixties stressed global problems of food scarcity, hunger, and mal-
nutrition, often as a corollary of the “population problem,” food-focused studies attracted
greater attention. In India, this meant that the government had to increase food production
and distribution to feed the multiplying millions. Yet, as people protested inequity in food
availability and hunger, attention slowly but surely also moved to what Indians (and
Hindus) did in life with their food. And what they did with food related closely to what
food meant to them. In anthropology, this led to a structural-symbolic study of food within
the Indian—and primarily Hindu—religious and social worlds (for an ethnographic study
and analysis of Hindu castes in a North Indian city, see Khare 1976a, b; for other related
studies and their review, see below). 
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However, such studies still faced major handicaps, as long as such basic research tools
as a reliable encyclopedia, a historical gastronomic atlas, and a basic dictionary on the
subject were absent. We still lack these, although recently an Indian food scientist, as his
hobby (see Achaya 1994, 1998), published a “historical companion” and a “dictionary” on
Indian foods and food ways. Though without a systematic plan of professional historical
and social scholarship, these works regionally classify and describe, historically showcase,
and culturally index an array of Indian foods and culinary practices. As a gastronomic tour
guide, these works, although reflecting the author’s uneven cultural knowledge, interests,
and biases, give the reader an idea of diverse and striking Indian food ways. 

THE SELF-EVIDENT ANNA: PHILOSOPHICAL MODELS
AND A CULTURAL GRAMMAR

The essence of anna (the edible substance, also called “the viråj” or the material aggregate
of åtman) is found in its circulation. This food, so conceptualized, distinctly expresses ways
that conjoin rather than separate and isolate the creation from creatures, nature from culture,
transaction from value, and the “outer” material world from the “inner” spiritual one. Some
of the clearest statements of this inspiration, including the root meaning of anna, are found
in the aphoristic formulations of the Upani‚ads. For instance, “They who worship food as
brahman obtain all food. Food alone is the eldest of all beings, and therefore it is called
the panacea for all.” And here is the definition: “Because it is eaten (adyate) by beings
and because it eats (atti) beings, therefore it is called food (anna)” (Taittir⁄ya Upani‚ad
2.1.1–2).

Culturally, these distinctly interdependent classical conceptions and cosmological rela-
tionships are indispensable for explicating how even illiterate Hindus conjoin food with
matters of bodily and ritual states, health, caste status, social honor, cosmic moral order,
and spiritual goals. Many orthodox Hindus recall these verities as they daily recite their
“meal prayers.” Calling food annadevatå (food god), they revere “the sustainer of life” at
the beginning and end of a meal. They fold hands and bow before their food plate, pray-
ing for health, wellness, longevity, and spiritual calm. These customary practices resonate
with that ancient Upani‚adic inspiration that conceives food as annambrahman, a self-
evident essence of the absolute. Simultaneously, in practice, everybody, whether high or
low, rich or poor, dominant or dependent, friend or foe, or saint or scoundrel, seeks out
anna to sustain life. 

Those knowledgeable, therefore, see anna as having both gross (sth¨la) and subtle
(s¨k‚ma) properties, binding beings with their bodies and binding both of these to
inescapable cosmic laws of dharma and karma. At the core are the principles of unchang-
ing and “timeless” dharma and karma that create and regulate food for all the creatures.
Only with food, as major religious texts repeatedly declare, humans uphold their dharma
and karma. This basic awareness constructs the core of Hindu food, binding the innermost
of all creatures to the outermost—the entire cosmos. 

Within human society, anna is marked by distinct moral and religious “debts” and
social obligations, requiring everybody to discharge these as a part of their lives. Foods
mark—and are marked by—people’s social life, quickly absorbing and reflecting different
ranks, actions, emotional states, conditions, and goals. The Hindus routinely organize
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these around their criteria of ritual purity and pollution (pavitra and apavitra), moral sin
and merit (påpa and pu~ya), and auspiciousness and inauspiciousness (maπgala and
amaπgala). So pursued, food becomes one of the most crucial material-moral thresholds
that bridge this-worldly (laukika) pursuits with those otherworldly (ådhyåtmika). Once
“inside” (antar⁄ya) a person, foods reflect—and influence—that person’s innate properties
(gu~a), morality, hidden intentions, emotions, and social dispositions. On the “outside,”
same foods reflect—and get modified by—the natural environment, ecology ( paryå-
vara~a), seasonal changes, and people’s tastes and food habits. 

Cosmic models  and perspectives  

To make sense of such diverse properties, Hindus view anna as a paramount “uniter” of
material, moral, and spiritual domains of the cosmos. Focusing on the body and soul, the
Upani‚ads recognize transforming relationships between the “breath of life” (prå~a) and
food, body and food, and body and breath. Another general formulation seeks to establish
interdependence between water, food, and fire (eater), enabling the Taittir⁄ya Upani‚ad
(3.7.1, 8.1, 9.1, and so on) to declare, “Thus food rests on food.” 

Such interdependent—and transmuting—reasoning patterns are at the heart of the
Vedåntic philosophy of anna. Here food, eater, and eater’s body and life breath (prå~a)
are not only found transforming into one another, but these also reduce, at death, into such
primary (or cosmic) elements as the earth, water, fire, rain, and sky. Within a person, anna,
by generating bodily strength, makes possible such crucial functions as cognition, knowl-
edge, speech, pleasure, procreation, bliss, and liberation. Thus, whether inside a person or
outside, food is called the “uniter.” The Upani‚ads pursue this idea further by treating
food as a basis for—and a cosmic “thread” of—all “life” (i.e. of prå~a, in its five
constituent—breathing, animating, feeding, evacuating, and soul-ejecting—functions). 

Next, the Upani‚adic texts refer to a list of fourteen life-identifying and life-sustaining
components that help conceptualize food-body-soul-cosmos relationships in two distinct
models. One is a hierarchical or “scale” model, while a “wheel” represents the other. In
the hierarchical model, the recognized fourteen components, each successively less inclu-
sive (or more dependent), are identified as follows: prå~a > memory > space > fire > water >
food > strength > understanding > meditation > consideration > will > mind > speech >
name. Anna, let us note, appears sixth in (or in just about the middle of) the sequence,
controlling eight crucial bodily and mental functions of humans. The second model
arranges the same chain into “a wheel of fourteen spokes” (for a detailed discussion, see
Khare 1992c: 205–9, 218n4). Commenting on such a “cosmic” view, food in the Upani‚ad
proclaims: “I [food] am the first-born of the true, prior to the gods, and the navel of
immortality. He who gives me away, he alone preserves me. He who eats food—I, as food,
eat him” (Taittir⁄ya Upani‚ad 3.10.6). 

Sustaining one’s subtle life breath ( prå~a), food is also called the “body” or the outer-
most “sheath” (annamayakoça). In life, since food sustains both life and body, prolonged
periods of voluntary fasting are recognized as abnormal and even undesirable. Since
hunger disorients, the Chåndogya Upani‚ad remarks, “Food is, verily, greater than
strength. Therefore if a man abstains from food for ten days, even though he might live,
yet he would not be able to see, hear, reflect, become convinced, act, and enjoy the result”
(7.9.1). Correspondingly, if voluntary fasting requires moderation for normal bodily and
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mental functions, severe droughts and famines invoke special moral provisions, relaxing
normal codes of dharma and karma. 

In ancient India, as some studies show, the preceding conceptions, relationships, and
meanings of anna developed slowly and over time, starting often with Vedic sacrifices. For
instance, J. C. Heesterman recently noted, “Thus, sacrifice can be seen as the solemnization
of food and its distribution at a communal meal” (1993: 10). Similarly, Charles Malamoud,
explicating “cooking,” remarked, the “theme of cooking, of actual and metaphorical cook-
ing, displays itself in its fullness and coherence in the brahmanical doctrine of sacrifice”
(1996: 27). Here, as in daily cooking, residual food (ucchi‚†a) acquires special significance;
it easily taints a sacrifice, and it demands careful separation and disposal (Malamoud 1996:
7). And both food and sacrifice successively transform each other until the sacrificer/eater
internalizes cosmic moral, material, and supernatural qualities. Thus, the act of eating
became a form of sacrifice to self (e.g. Bhagavad G⁄tå 3.14).

The continuing impact of these classical ideas is amply evident in contemporary Hindu
life and the related worldview. With the Bhagavad G⁄tå (or the other sectarian texts
inspired by it) as perhaps the most influential religious-spiritual anchor for contemporary
Hindus, food is viewed through the threefold lens of gu~as (inherent qualities)—“good”
(såttvika), “passionate” (råjas), and “dull” (tåmas), closely interrelating a person’s 
this-worldly goals to those otherworldly. Here a person’s actions, sacrifices, knowledge
systems, and devotion also undergo a similar three-gu~a classification (Bhagavad G⁄tå
17.7–10, for an interpretation, see 17.11–22). 

In brief, the preceding classical schemes emphasize how anna constitutes an irreducible
ground for the continuation of life. Anthropologically viewed, the classical conception of
anna overarches, transforms, and negotiates across such modern dichotomies as
nature/culture, body/soul, practice/value, history/myth, and self-interest/altruism. The
same cultural logic is extended to issues of food production, distribution, and consump-
tion, drawing on the divine-ordained forces of nature, environment, rulers, human efforts,
and the cosmic moral order (dharma-karma). Similarly, issues of food abundance, avail-
ability, and scarcity are also tackled, with equally distinct moral and social commentaries.
For instance, just and unjust kings are known to cause as well as control food abundance,
drought, and hunger. If virtuous rulers enjoy gods’ benevolence, including people’s
support, ushering in prosperity and abundance, injustice, tyranny, and immorality are
known as surely to cause drought, famine, disease, unrest, and migration in the society. 

Together, as we will see next, the preceding considerations yield a distinct Hindu ethics,
produced by interrelating status-and-ritual appropriate foods and food transactions with
concerns for bodily health, mental peace, ritual debts, social order, and ultimate spiritual
goals.

Hindu food ethics

Hindus routinely learn within their families about how to give and receive foods accord-
ing to their caste rank, gender, age, kinship position, health condition, and personal cir-
cumstance. The knowledgeable debate the intricacies of associated dharma, especially
while transacting foods by recognizing the crucial roles of (and a triadic interplay
between) the situation (sthiti), time (kåla), and the givers/receivers ( påtra) involved. The
goal of a Hindu is to enter into status-appropriate, ritually “proper,” and morally balanced
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giving, gifting, and receiving of foods. While most food transactions are reciprocal,
although often with an emphasis on giving more than receiving, there are also one-way
(or lopsided) transactions among those highly unequal and deeply indebted. Most social
relations demand commensurate reciprocation in cash or kind, including a specific service
performed in return. Concurrently, as already indicated, a person inclines or disinclines
toward food according to his or her gu~as or innate tendencies. Thus, those of “good” or
såttvika disposition are known to incline only toward “good” (i.e. savory, smooth, firm,
and appealing) foods, while those of “passionate” or råjas disposition like foods that are
sour, salty, pungent, stinging hot, and burning. In contrast, those “dark” or tåmas in dis-
position like stale, tasteless, rotten, and decayed foods. These formulations, put another
way, ascribe to the axiom: “You eat what you are.” 

Simultaneously, Hindu food, being an all-encompassing “connector,” also upholds the
opposite formulation: “You are what you eat.” This axiom, found routinely within fami-
lies as well as in the Åyurvedic medical system, classifies foods according to their innate
(i.e. “hot” and “cold”), “natural” (i.e. weather/season-dependent), and cooking-induced
properties. Such differences in innate qualities of foods, including the intricate alchemy of
“hot” and “cold” foods, help Hindus interrelate innate properties of persons with innate
qualities of foods. When handled harmoniously in life, these distinctions promote physi-
cal health, create mental peace, prevent illness, encourage social cohesion, and enhance
spiritual quest. 

These innate properties of food are also seldom unrelated to issues of personal moral-
ity, especially while identifying and acquiring one’s food. Thus, immorally (and violently)
acquired foods are widely known to cause spiritual harm, physical diseases sooner or later,
and social enmity. These consequences occur irrespective of the ritual care taken in cook-
ing and eating such foods, showing that these subtle influences are ultimately not any less
crucial, and these comprise the moral economy of Hindu food (for more details, see
below). Similarly, availability of food in life depends on one’s own good karmas and on
the will of the divine (daiv⁄ icchå). Thus, in popular Hindu worldview, god’s will and
human efforts, only both together, ensure food crops and food availability. This is indis-
putable for Hindus, since, at the cosmic level, only god feeds (and ensures the well being
of ) all creatures, including humans. Thus, a popular expression often heard in the Avadh
(a North Indian) region is: “God provides food before creating a mouth.” In the same train
of thought, another expression is: “every grain comes stamped with its eater” (dåne dåne
pe likhå hai khånevåle kå nåma; actually, a line from a popular Hindi film song). Thus,
the causes as well as cures of food scarcity, drought, and famine are located in the divine
will as well as human endeavor. This approach, some Hindus argue, not only encourages
people to be frugal, practical, and hard working under crisis but that they also read divine,
religious moral-ethical messages for survival under food scarcity and social distress. 

CASTE RULES, RITUAL NORMS, AND 
THE CUSTOMARY FOOD CYCLE

The preceding philosophical, religious, and ethical discussion prepares the necessary
ground for approaching interwoven customary Hindu caste, kinship, and ritual practices.
Food to Hindus is a matter of lifelong religious and social concern. In life, it stands at the
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core of society and religion, shaping powerfully people’s actual family life, caste-and-
marriage rules, and religious and spiritual values. Though this core varies in practice with
caste, locality, and region, its underlying values are nevertheless crucially shared, organ-
izing comparable ritual and social scales of hierarchical status, honor, and ultimate goals
of life. Numerous taboos, ritual exclusions, religious preferences, and prescriptions of
foods also appear here, including complicated Hindu conceptions of “vegetarianism”
and “nonvegetarianism.” And an equally complex (and changing) set of moral, religious,
and sectarian considerations guide diverse castes’, subcastes’, and families’ conceptions
of vegetarianism and nonvegetarianism. In life, few totally—that is, uniformly and 
consistently—“vegetarian” and “nonvegetarian” Hindu castes are found. Given the
regional, historical, and political issues long involved in this crucial distinction, this issue
flags the crucial importance of regional gastronomic diversity in India and its different
religious and social evaluations. 

Broadly, we have, at least, the following identifiable food-cuisine-culinary-ritual zones
or regions: the “northern” (i.e. extending from Kashmir and Punjab to Delhi, Uttar
Pradesh, and Madhya Pradesh), the “western” (as in Rajasthan, Gujarat, and Maharashtra),
the “eastern” (as in Bihar, Bengal, Assam, other Northeastern states, and Orissa), and the
“southern” (as in Kannada, Tamilnadu, Kerala, and Andhra Pradesh). But, since seldom
a geographically clear and consistent boundary exists across these regions in religious,
ritual, culinary, and cultural matters, a gastronomic map of India always shows zigzag
boundaries, with overlaps and sharing. Hindu food, over time and space, has traded
significant influences with all other major Indian culinary traditions, including tribal,
Islamic, and Christian. Simultaneously, every major cultural region does have its own 
distinct but heterogeneous internal profile, alongside locally different caste-family-
ritual maps of staple foods, culinary-cooking-spice use patterns, and dietary patterns 
(for a rough-and-ready overview of such regional diversity, including references to some
distinct non-Hindu influences and tribal food ways, see Achaya 1994: 118–53). 

Given these diverse but socially very real regional dietary patterns, Hindu gastronomy is
best described as socially highly adaptable. If it has a deeply entrenched and restrictive
caste-kinship-ritual core, then its culinary and gastronomic contours openly adjust, assim-
ilate, and modify by regions and by changing social situations. Like any other human food
system, this system also diversifies its cooking techniques, culinary recipes, food sharing,
hospitality, and commercial food vending. This “opening up” has particularly increased in
independent India, especially as modern transportation and communication took hold and
as Indian cuisine has traveled abroad as a major ethnic Asian food. But, for most Indians
living in India, the nature of this social expansion often complements rather than drastically
replaces Hindus’ food taboos, sectarian religious injunctions, and meat-eating preferences. 

Food taboos,  meat eating,  and sectarianism

Thus, whether rigid, flexible, or eroding, many intercaste and intracaste rules and customs,
combined with prevailing local food taboos and prohibitions, still regulate the family food
system of vast rural and urban Hindu masses. These customary ways, passed on
for many generations, identify what is tabooed, disapproved, conditionally accepted,
or newly rejected. Food taboos are a historically complicated subject for Hindus.
For instance, in beef taboo, ecology, competing religious ideologies, historical changes,
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and political conflicts are known to have played significant roles for millennia. In creating
and sustaining the beef taboo, for example, Bråhma~ical deification of cow played a crucial
long-term role vis-a-vis Buddhism, producing a prolonged religious, historical, and
regional tussle, yielding, in the process, changing definitions of both nonviolence and
vegetarianism. 

For major upper castes and many middle-caste clusters, this tussle reinforced beef taboo
and downgraded meat eating in general. For others, selective meat eating continued for
social, religious, or health reasons. Studies of ancient India see such developments as
a complex response to competing regional ruling ideologies, sectarian rivalries, ecological
conditions, and natural calamities (Basham 1954: 195ff.). However, in the absence of
adequate information for succeeding periods, such explanations still remain either tenta-
tive or controversial for Hindu India as a whole. 

Similarly, “abnormal” and “unusual” foods, especially meats of unfamiliar or strange
animals and unusually intoxicating drinks, herbs, and plants, also attract special religious
and social attention. Meat eating, in particular, draws on a complicated social, reli-
gious, and sectarian history. Today, for example, if Vai‚~avite Hindus, the followers
of “right-handed rituals,” are most often vegetarians and teetotalers, then worshipers of
the goddess (the Çåkta) justify meat eating and drinking, especially under the left-
handed, Tantric rituals. Grounded in distinct sectarian philosophy, religious observances,
and rituals, these practices create continuing historical and cultural tensions, anomalies, as
well as social compromises. For instance, in a high (and predominantly vegetarian)
caste, some could remain meat eaters because they worshiped the goddess. But such
“anomalous” features have long been integral to living Hinduism, and these cannot—and
should not—be either somehow easily dismissed or explained away as “exceptional”
(see Khare 1976a). 

As some recent studies show, staunch followers of major sects of Vai‚~avism, Çaivism,
and Çaktism today foster their own distinct food ways, devotional attitudes, and domestic
food rituals. Offerings ( prasåda) appropriate to sectarian deities correspondingly differ,
along with duties of feeding different sectarian gods, saints, gurus, and followers. Popular
deities, like Vi‚~u, Råma, K®‚~a, Ga~eça, and Hanumån, routinely receive vegetarian food
offerings throughout the year, and they in turn yield the “blessed food” or prasåda. Major
temples, sacred pilgrimage centers, and even domestic shrines widely distribute, either
free or for a charge, such food offerings to pilgrims. Some of these are extremely elabo-
rate. For example, a major K®‚~a temple of the Vallabhite or Caitanya sect in Vrndavan
follows its own highly socially restrictive-yet-elaborate gastronomic and ritual traditions
in feeding its regal deity, daily as well as on special occasions (for two elaborate and dis-
tinctly contrasting sectarian food styles in the worship of K®‚~a, see Toomey 1986; for
a historically documented detailed food use in a major South Indian temple complex, see
Breckenridge 1986; for Vai‚~avite food offerings in domestic shrines in Avadh, see Khare
1976b: 81–115, see also 1992b). On the other hand, not all deities (e.g. Çiva—impure but
auspicious) leave behind human-edible leftovers (at least for North Indians). Nor is it
unusual for the goddess (in Tantric worship) to yield both vegetarian and nonvegetarian
blessed foods. In many major temples of the goddess, spectacular animal sacrifice is
performed during the most important annual occasion (often during the goddess worship
in October-November), while routinely the deity accepts either smaller animals or only
a vegetarian substitute. 
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However, assessing the religious basis of these sectarian meat-eating practices is still
difficult. For, once special ritual observances are over, the dominant customary familial
and local food ways, often mostly vegetarian, return. Thus, all goddess worshipers are not
uniformly meat eaters, nor are all Hindus goddesses meat eaters. Actually, many Hindus
today eat (or do not eat) meat for diverse social—often modern—reasons. But modernity
is today an internally heterogeneous, even divergent value system. If some today try to 
justify their meat eating for either becoming “progressive,” physically strong, or regaining
health, others cut back on meat “to be smart moderns” (by reducing chances of getting
coronary disease or cancer). Overall, entrenched caste and family food ways usually play
a sustained role in such matters in India. 

Customary food cycles

It is in daily family life and during the major rites of passage that caste and kinship rank-
related food restrictions show their maximum strength. Yet, since significant social
changes have occurred in these areas, particularly during the last fifty years, the following
mid-century account of orthodox Hindus must be read with sufficient room for ongoing
changes. 

All major Hindu rites of passage usually amplify on what people of different castes are
supposed to do in their daily family life as they cook, store, serve, eat, dispose off foods.
In daily practice, as households prepare their daily meals at the domestic hearth, they
engage in repetitive daily “cycles” of food cooking, eating, and cleaning activities.
Situated at the heart of Hindu family life, these food cycles help interrelate, pace, and bind
family members to one another, with distinct roles carved out for family women as cooks
and managers of the family kitchen. The supervisory roles come to them by marriage, age,
motherhood, and kinship position. While women’s duty is to manage kitchen within the
family to feed equitably all family members, beginning with male elders, men are expected
to secure adequate food for all. Caste ranks and social customs regulate the cooked food,
once it steps out of the domestic hearth. 

As anthropological studies have amply shown, a majority of Hindus still elaborately
rank order and measure intercaste distance by carefully monitoring and calibrating who
can give to and/or receive different foods from different castes. Food transactions thus help
them establish and “measure” degrees of social distance, ranging from those most intimate
to those of lowest castes and non-Hindus. While doing so, Hindus follow a distinct and
elaborate transactional logic in the way they admit, rank, and exclude different persons,
families, caste groups, and strangers for food sharing. To transact food in customary
“appropriate” ways is most often to follow the locally prevailing social norms and to rein-
force the related comprehensive Hindu worldview (see Marriott 1968, 1976). 

For those ritually high and orthodox, caste status and its associated rules of ritual purity
and impurity closely regulate daily domestic food cooking, sharing, feeding, eating, and
disposing off of leftover foods (see Khare 1976a, b). As these rules address questions of
who can (or cannot) give/receive and eat/not eat what and with whom, they also specify by
caste status and kinship position women relatives who can (or cannot) cook at the family
hearth. These cooks, usually mothers, sisters, wives, or women cooks of equal or higher
castes status, know the prevailing family customs, and they ensure observance of all appro-
priate ritual and social rules during every domestic cooking cycle. They are expected to
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observe, out of family affection, preferences of every family member, young or old, and
intimate, near or distant. Before eating, they know, for example, how to accommodate
orthodox elders who purify themselves by bathing or by washing hands and feet and know
who consecrate cooked food to appropriate gods, including, as already indicated, to “food
god” (annadevatå) itself. The family head, an aged male relative or one’s spiritual guru,
thus, receives the first food plate from the new kitchen, followed by all other males,
women, and servants. Children are fed any time. Since kitchen is located in the innermost
part of the house, the access to lower castes and strangers is automatically excluded. Until
recently, even the sight of an untouchable or dalit was sufficient to pollute an orthodox
person’s kitchen (and all cooked food in it). 

A North Indian dist inct ion

This strong emphasis on regulating intercaste contacts in food sharing developed some
regionally distinct ways of separating ritually better protected foods from those less so. In
a distinct development, for example, a segment of northern upper-caste Hindus (particu-
larly those living in Uttar Pradesh and in parts of Bihar and Madhya Pradesh) developed
the “boiled”/“fried” (or the kaccå/pakkå) ritual distinction in cooked foods. Within this
scheme, everyday family foods (i.e. the staple lentil-rice-bread or the dål-bhåt-ro†⁄ meals
cooked at the family hearth) were called kaccå because they were “boiled/cooked in
water” and were easily polluted. Accordingly, these are prepared with great ritual care and
usually within one’s household by family women (or by hired male/female cooks of equal
or higher caste rank). The foods so prepared are shared only among immediate family
members, kin groups, or the prospective marriageable jåti members. In contrast, the pakkå
(or the gh⁄-fried) foods can be socially widely shared, even across divergent castes,
because, once cooked in clarified butter (gh⁄), they resist ritual impurity much better during
diverse social transactions. 

In determining whether a cooked food is kaccå or pakkå, knowing the primary cooking
medium and its actual sequence in cooking is crucial (cf. Khare 1976b). The orthodox care-
fully watch the basic cooking medium (i.e. whether it is water, some sort of cooking oil, or
the clarified butter) employed in every food cooking sequence. Thus, for instance, rice
cooked simply in water is considered kaccå (and hence can be served only to one’s family,
kin, and jåti members), while gh⁄-basted rice, even when boiled next in water, becomes
pakkå. Equally important, once the fried food comes in contact with the boiled food, pakkå
foods become kaccå, and they are so treated in all later transactions. Thus, while serving or
eating a kaccå meal (or gifting a kaccå cooked food item), traditional Hindus purify them-
selves (by bathing or washing hands and feet) both before and after such eating. Similarly,
the cooks and servers of kaccå food not only should be of appropriate caste rank, but they
must also scrupulously maintain the state of required bodily and ritual purity (for details,
see Khare 1976a, particularly 1976b). In brief, everybody participating must carefully
follow all the intricate provisions of ritual purity/pollution until the kaccå meals are over. 

The orthodox extend this ritual regimen to the cooking fuel (e.g. the ritually pure
wood vis-a-vis the increasingly impure charcoal, kerosene oil, and cooking gas), 
cooking-serving utensils, food containers, and food storage areas (for uncooked, cooked,
and leftover foods) within the house (see Khare 1976b). For example, containers made of
leaf and clay very easily pollute (and hence are disposed after one use), while those made of
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steel, brass, bronze, silver, or gold (the purest) last successively longer. The silver and gold
are considered purest and require least cleaning and scrubbing. Different cooking
techniques (e.g. from roasting, boiling, grilling, basting to frying) are also similarly ritually
ranked on the scale of ascending purity (along with ever greater resistance to impurity). 

A crucial public test of most of these intricate food-ranking ritual schemes occurs during
a traditional North Indian Hindu marriage. Elaborate feasts on this occasion serve both
kaccå and pakkå foods, and both are closely scrutinized by the orthodox for observing
crucial norms of caste rank, age, and kinship seniority, ritual status, and social
honor. Despite the relaxation of many ritual requirements, the bride’s side, as the host,
still bears full responsibility for observing all the applicable ritual and social standards. Its
precautions in food preparation and hospitality must pass all the tests the bridegroom’s
party expects. The groom’s party, recipients of special social deference and ungrudging
open hospitality, expect “all due ritual observances, social recognition, and individual
honor” during the entire marriage ceremony. This is now often an explicit social demand
rather than a ritual expectation, and any neglect results in loud complaints. For some, this
is as serious as the dowry settlement. Traditionally, feasts at marriage become witness to
that crucial (and fragile) “ro†⁄-be†⁄” (i.e. the kaccå food and “virgin”) exchange relation-
ship. Every participant well knows that a serious ritual or social lapse at a marriage feast
can initiate a lifelong grouse, resentment, and even a fierce social feud. 

During a marriage, feasting involves much more than the issues of only social hierarchy
and ritual purity and impurity. They also focus on Hindus’ notions of the auspicious and
inauspicious (çubha/açubha or maπgala/amaπgala) and their cardinal roles and relevance
in a prosperous and happy married life. However, the auspicious/inauspicious and
pure/impure distinctions and their meanings do not always coincide, nor do they always
mean the same thing. For instance, while foods marking birth ceremony are found auspi-
cious and celebratory but ritually impure, foods at death become totally inauspicious and
highly impure (until funeral rituals are over). Conceptually, Hindus find ritual pollution at
birth qualitatively different from that at death (for a discussion of such notions and their
meanings for food in orthodox families, see Khare 1976b: 46–80; for an overview of the
subsequent discussion of the auspicious and the inauspicious, see Madan 1987: 48–71). In
general, auspiciousness and inauspiciousness, whether located in foods, gods, events, or
celestial bodies, allow Hindus to recognize many interweaving desirable/undesirable cosmic,
celestial, spiritual, and aesthetic orders, forces, states, and relationships. Just as in ritual
impurity, the effort invariably is to curtail, control, and confine the inauspicious, to let the
auspiciousness prevail. A synthesizing overview of the highly diverse Hindu world gives
us only more examples of different meanings that the auspicious and inauspicious attract
(for a summarizing view of Hinduism, see Fuller 1992). 

The preceding hierarchical ritual-social complex surrounding Hindu foods has a more
general significance. As a system, it gives us clues about that “caste logic,” even that
“caste mind” that most Hindus still pervasively uphold in life. Food to Hindus is a serious
lifelong concern, for it is to them the most crucial first material (external) need as well as
the subtlest moral-spiritual (internal) essence that animates the body, mind, and soul.
A scrupulous Hindu rigorously observes daily dietary rules to gain bodily, social, mental,
and spiritual purity. And these, in turn, eventually lead one to that all-important “inner”
(spiritual) purity that helps realize the ultimate goal, whether nearness to god or the spiri-
tual liberation (mok‚a). 
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Once viewed against this expanded vision, Hindus’ ideology of food is neither only
about gross/subtle distinctions nor social barriers and ritual restrictions. Underneath these,
Hindus insist, is that inclusive essence of anna that numerous rites of sacrifice, gifting, and
charity express. The traditional Hindu calendar is filled with such numerous year-round
religious fasts, festivals, and ceremonies, encouraging gifting of food by householders (see
Khare 1976b). As a daily domestic duty, all guests must be fed, and food must be freely
distributed to needy humans, alongside different creatures, like cows, crows, ants, and
dogs. Even today’s villagers know that “giving of food [is] the greatest [form of] gifting”
(anna dåna, mahådåna). They also know that the needy, the hungry, the pious, and the
stranger should be never turned away from the door. Even the poorest must do their best
for these people. 

Although these traditional injunctions still guide a vast number, there is also no deny-
ing the social fact that Hindus perpetuate social inequalities as well as face food scarcity.
That hunger stalks many low-caste Hindu families in rural and urban India, the question
therefore is also empirical: How much do the numerous age, gender, intercaste, and
Hindu/non-Hindu social restrictions actually restrict food giving and sharing among
Hindus? Further, if this question requires systematic empirical research before any quan-
titative estimates are made, some other practical aspects of Hindu food are already well
known. This includes how food as a gross and subtle material plays highly significant 
therapeutic, psychological, and religious roles in Hindu society. 

“GROSS/SUBTLE” PROPERTIES OF FOODS IN 
HINDU MEDICINE AND WITH SAINTS

The ground for wide-ranging transformations of food, both gross and subtle, is discovered
in some of the earliest philosophical formulations on anna. For example, the Chåndogya
Upani‚ad remarked: “Food when eaten becomes threefold. What is coarsest in it becomes
feces, what is medium becomes flesh, and what is subtlest becomes mind. . . . The mind . . .
consists of food, the prå~a of water, speech of heat” (6.5.1, 6.5.4). Such classical formula-
tions on the transformation of food set forth some basic Hindu ideas and relationships,
illuminating gross and the subtle roles of food. If Indian systems of medicine and medical
practices help illustrate one major domain of these, holy persons, saints, and sages exem-
plify another. Both, together, expand on the subtle qualities of anna for a healthy body, long
life, tranquil mind, and spiritual attainment. The first field directly interrelates food selec-
tion and daily eating to issues of illness, health, and wellness, with interdependent relation-
ships to ecology, climate, and seasonal changes. All these in turn fold, sooner or later, into
that all-inclusive Hindu sacred and spiritual world of saints, who transform food into a
curing, healing, and mystical—even miraculous—substance (Khare 1992b: 42). 

The Hindus learn within their families about such special properties of foods. Transmitted
routinely by older relatives, the knowledge of curative foods and diets is considered
common and commonsensical rather than specialized. Family elders and neighbors rou-
tinely mention what to eat (or not eat) while suffering from an ailment. People know about
medicinal uses of common foods for treating such common or minor ailments as indiges-
tion, colds, low fevers, small cuts, and sprains. In India, dietary regimen is considered
indispensable in all effective medical treatments, whether Åyurvedic, Homeopathic, or
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Allopathic. For the first medical system, a patient’s diet must conform not only to regional
climate and seasonal variations, but it should also agree with that person’s physical
constitution, intrinsic individual (the gu~a-do‚a) configuration, and prevailing moral
and social life situations. The other two medical systems survived in India only by giving
therapeutic emphasis to the patient’s diet. 

The Åyurvedic medicine, for example, based on the humoral theory of disease causation,
and cure, seeks to restore “equilibrium,” as much within a patient’s body as in the surround-
ings around him or her. To diagnose a disease in this medical system is thus to determine what
is the nature and degree of imbalance between a patient’s three cardinal humors—“wind,”
“bile,” and “phlegm” (or våta, pitta, and kapha). To be able to restore this basic equilibrium
successfully is essentially to cure—and with suitable lifestyle to prevent—a disease in
a patient. However, the ecological criteria of interdependence, balance, and “appropriateness”
are crucial to such an Åyurvedic diagnosis of an ailment and its treatment (Zimmermann
1987). Translated in practice, it means as a rule to diagnose, among other things, the “offend-
ing foods” in a patient’s diet and to indicate (and design) “a palliative diet” to start a patient’s
treatment. To maximize efficacy, a discerning Åyurvedic practitioner prescribes medicines
and specifies dietary injunctions according to a patient’s physique as well as the inner dispo-
sition and personal temperament (çår⁄ra, gu~a, and svabhåva and prak®ti or mizåj). 

In this scheme, if a carefully followed dietary regimen can keep a person healthy, then
unsuitable foods can also equally surely predispose him or her to new ailments. Thus,
disease-averting foods and food habits are in Indian family as surely identified as those
that predispose one to get diseased. Åyurvedic practitioners, over time, therefore very
carefully refine their expertise to calibrate the potency of a particular medicinal fruit, herb,
plant, or tuber by knowing its distinct natural-ecological niche, including where and how
(including purely or impurely or “justly” or “unjustly”) these curative foods were raised
and procured. Similarly, poor storage, crude preparation, and an undisciplined patient can
quickly undo the cure underway (on close interdependence between ecology and phar-
macy in the Åyurveda, see Zimmermann 1987). 

In this morally sensitive medicinal world, acts of theft, dishonesty, and exploitation are
therefore known to weaken distinctly the potency of even a rare, highly potent medicine.
As observed elsewhere, “only morally just food . . . can be the truly healthy food for the
Hindu” (Khare 1992c: 207). Accordingly, scrupulous householders, famous saints,
renowned Åyurvedic healers, and accomplished ritualists (karmakå~∂in) try to avoid
eating all morally “tainted” (and just not only ritually impure) foods. For these tend to harm
and dissipate their special curative powers. Known lapses therefore trigger among the
scrupulous curers and healers a fast, a special worship, or some other suitable austerity.

On the other hand, a skilled therapeutic use of special foods or diets brings a distinct
fame and renown to Indian medical practitioners. People distinctly remember physicians
who cure difficult (and often chronic) diseases by putting their patients on distinct lifestyle
altering dietary regimens. While treating, such physicians guide the patients and their
families in specially designing, calibrating, and balancing different properties of ordinary
as well as special foods—hot against cold, wet and dry, calming and stimulating, light and
heavy, and diuretic against constipating. No less attention is given to the timing, doze, and
duration of specific medicinal foods. Knowledgeable Indian medical practitioners this way
constantly monitor that complex and comprehensive food-body-mind-medicine-ecology
calculus, both within and around a patient. 
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Finally, for the medicines and prescribed dietary regimen ( parhez) to have their full
effect, both the doctor and patient evoke faith in god. A full and complete cure in India
assumes, above all, that the doctor, medicine, and the prayers have converged and worked
together (along the roles of dåk†ar, davå, and duå, see Khare 1996). Taken one step 
further, most revered and effective Indian physicians are treated like saints. Not only that,
some live like one, and for them spiritual purity (åtmika pavitratå), prayers (duå), and
medicine (davå) work seamlessly. 

In a complementary way, many major saints are known to cure and heal “difficult
diseases,” just as a result of their spiritual attainments. Viewed practically, many develop
such expertise as they wander in far off jungles, mountains, and caves in spiritual search,
meet healers, and discover (or are told about) rare mantras, herbs, and potions effective
against specific ailments. Many are known to make special use of common foods, with
mysterious and dazzling therapeutic results. 

Food with saints

In a related view, all foods acquire special sanctity, meaning, and potency once 
“genuine saints” handle them. Such saints renounce food accumulation, elaborate cooking,
and eating just for taste. Pure in thought, speech, and action, they are known to live
everyday “on only a few morsels of food.” Eating just enough to survive, they do not
look for quantity, variety, and flavor, and they discard morally tainted food. In most sects,
saints and renouncers observe rigorous traditional rules of social and ritual purity. If
they do not, ordinary Hindus reason, who will. To control undesirable food sources,
scrupulous saints and renouncers subsist on foods prepared either in a monastery, a temple,
or a designated disciple’s home. Others cook their own simple meal, singly or in
a small group, while rigorously observing rules of caste and ritual purity in cooking,
food sharing, and eating. Still others (for example, sådhus of devotional orders) eat “left-
overs” ( prasåda) of a temple’s deity. Some undertake a vow to live only on single food—
milk, a specified fruit, or just one grain—for several months, even years. These
austere moral and spiritual acts help them control senses, gain spiritual power, and receive
god’s grace. 

Major saints, thus, automatically leave miraculous food remnants or scraps for their
devotees, who find them uniquely potent, pure, and auspicious. Some saints (e.g. Så⁄ Båbå)
are internationally known for curing diseases of the faithful by magically creating curing
edibles (or ash) out of thin air. Motivated to lessen human pain and suffering, other
“genuine saints” cure either by touch or by giving a blessed fruit, a flower, their hairs,
a piece of their own clothing, and even spittle (for examples of major sectarian saints and
their efficacious ways, see Babb 1986; Kakar 1982; Khare 1992b). 

On the other hand, saints running temples and monasteries supervise elaborate cooking
to feed the regnant divine (Nåråya~a, Råma, or K®‚~a). To do so is also to feed the
devotees, rich as well as the poor. To feed the poor (daridra nåråya~a) thus is to feed
god. In such sacred institutions, food paradoxically acquires by context an austere as
well as royal and regal face, interweaving a distinct web of spiritual, moral, devotional,
and worldly meanings (for a discussion of the resulting “gastrosemantics,” see Khare
1992a, b). Yet, all such miraculous curative powers of a saint must be ultimately, in the
Hindu view, “a sideshow.” These should not derail the ultimate spiritual quests. 
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This meaning-charged, spiritually dense anna is, however, also that life-sustaining social
and economic commodity that bears imprints of complicated modern historical, social, and
political changes. To Hindus, this is not surprising because their this-worldly needs must
constantly interrelate with otherworldly goals, and vice versa. Given modern Indian history,
it specially meant anna adapting to—and influencing—some major colonial and postcolo-
nial forces and their values. 

THE COLONIAL AND POSTCOLONIAL CHANGES

The Hindu food has faced distinctly different historical forces during the last two
centuries, especially as India, first, experienced British colonialism and, next, as it
launched its own freedom movement and gained independence in 1947. A central question
for this account is: How did anna under religious differences, changing social forces, and
political conflicts fare during these times? Specifically, for example, how did the “timeless”
religious and moral conceptions of anna recognize, adapt, and respond to existing “food
problems,” including scarcity, hunger, and famine? More generally, how did Hindu food
approach modern social values, economic realities, and political conflicts? Undoubtedly,
this discussion can only briefly allude to these vital questions. Limited further to only a few
observations, our purpose is, first, to indicate how the religious and moral constructs of
anna relate to historically practical, economic, and political situations and, second, to
underscore an undeniable religious and political “repositioning” of Hindu food. 

Thus, for instance, recalling the nineteenth-century British colonial approach, foreign
travelers accounted for Hindus’ diverse food customs, rituals, and food ways (notably Jean
Antoine Dubois’ [1765–1848] Hindu Manners, Customs, and Ceremonies 1897). Several
additional accounts appeared on different Indian regions, with their own distinct colonial
emphases (for citations on other European travelers’ contributions, see Achaya 1994:
142–52). Many such documents initially highlighted how “strange” and “backward” were
Hindus’ foods and food ways, compared to modern Europeans. But, by the same token,
the British also realized the cultural distance they were somehow expected to “bridge” to
colonize India. 

Sociologically, real contacts started, first, as the British Råj penetrated into districts,
towns, and villages to control the land, the landlords, laborers, and agriculture and, second,
as they mapped, counted, and documented all these to expand their rule and administer
and tax Indians. The British thus created from the top a multilayered Råj-serving chain of
command that ran from all-India administrators to regional råjås and state-district-local
officials (including landlords or tålluqedårs). In this scheme, local landless and indentured
laborers and dalits stood last. Among other major changes, the Råj increasingly rendered
food a money-based scarce commodity, passing often through many capricious patrons
(målik) and grain dealers. Again, as this affected most, over time, landless peasants, inden-
tured field laborers, and lowest castes, food insufficiency unless attended turned into a
food problem of rising social concern. Yet, it was remarkable how most such Hindus (and
Indians) successfully adapted their core family-based religious values and ceremonial
customs, centered on sharing food. 

They did so as their time-tested jajmån⁄ system weakened, first in towns and then in
villages. But, over time, the modern Råj institutions did significantly erode, it would seem,
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the customary food-for-status, food-for-food, and food-for-work relationships among
people. One might argue that traditionally effective channels of food distribution dried up
in proportion to the Råj’s direct intervention in land revenue, agriculture, and major food
markets at provincial and district levels. Further, with inequitable land ownership, food
scarcity, and market manipulation, the traditional ways of, and religious morality in,
regulating foods also declined. People encountered man-made food shortages, even
famines. Such observations however remain tentative, requiring systematic studies of both
positive and negative roles of the Råj. Until then, we can only guess how their Christian
ethical, modern rational economic, and divisive political interventions impacted Indian
systems of food and agriculture. 

On the positive side, the same Råj had instituted systematic local and regional land
surveys, created district records, and documented land ownership, transfers, and taxation. In
turn, such documents and records helped track much better, among other things, food short-
ages, droughts, local famines, areas of endemic hunger, and epidemics. With accumulating
records, surveys, censuses, and district gazetteers, the British virtually unveiled an all-India
picture of social and religious diversity, including regional agriculture and people’s food
production and distribution patterns. Yet any systematic accounts of people’s community
food patterns and religious ideas were largely absent. The subject was as if beyond the
colonial concerns. But whenever attended, accounts were incidental, reflecting the colonial
cultural biases, blind spots, and aversions (see Crooke 1926, 1971). Later scholarly works on
peoples’ different religious ways and traditional cultures tried to be more “objective.” In
this category was, for instance, the Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, published at the
beginning of the twentieth century (Hastings 1908–26). As this publication studied the
world’s major religious philosophical, historical, and philological forms, it also compara-
tively explicated different religious faiths, ideologies, ritual and ceremonial systems, including
several—if separate and fragmented—religious conceptions of food. 

Many early twentieth-century official and scholarly accounts also remained similarly
fragmentary on the subject. Thus, one had to plod through mounds of major British 
district gazetteers on, and administrative studies of, cities, villages, castes, and tribes to
find tits-bits on people’s food taboos, community ways, and exchanges (Blunt 1931;
Crooke 1926, 1971; Hastings 1908–27; Hutton 1946; Risley 1915). Exceptions were very
rare. As a striking exception, food ways of a Hindu prince, for example, attracted the atten-
tion of E. M. Forster, a literary figure in the making at the time, and he documented Indian
meals in exquisite detail in his personal correspondence (Forster 1983). Similarly, books
on the Råj nostalgia recounted some serious as well as humorous gastronomic encounters,
events, and episodes, often comparing religiously scrupulous Hindu princes and the ruling
British officials (Allen 1975, 1977; for more references, see Achaya 1994). 

Amidst  Gandhian rel igious and pol i t ical  reform

Next, we briefly turn to some distinct aspects of religious and national politics that kept Hindu
food at the center, particularly during the modern twentieth century when Hinduism faced
major political changes and challenges. Here M. K. Gandhi played a signal pre-independence
role by debating, for instance, the orthodox Hindu caste system for its ritually restricted food
sharing and by defending beef taboo and cow protection. All these also impacted Hindu-
Muslim relations and communal violence (for crucial excerpts of his writings on these issues,
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see Gandhi 1947). Let us also remember that Gandhi, father of independent India, was “the
paradigmatic Hindu” for the vast Hindu majority. He lived his convictions, showing how
(and how far) to uphold, adapt, reform, or reject Hindu traditions for new India. Most
importantly, he was pivotal as much for upholding the “timeless” Hindu dharma, with the
essence of its caste order, as for accommodating modern humanistic values of social equal-
ity and justice. 

A strict vegetarian with a simple, frugal, and well-regulated personal diet, he spotlighted
how his closely watched diet and fasting led to moral and spiritual purity and national
political mobilization. In his unique (if paradoxical) way, Gandhi sought to “reform” caste
rigidities (a modernist goal) while also championing cow protection (a goal of the ortho-
dox and Hindu right). If he arguably came closest in the twentieth century to living every-
day on anna yielding “pure” thought and action, he also tried to accomplish two discordant
goals, essentially by the magnetism of his saintly example and political charisma. Over
time, cow protection, vegetarianism, abstemious eating, and celibacy virtually became
Gandhi’s political as well as spiritual signature (for statements on cow protection and
vegetarianism, see Gandhi 1947: 127–30, 156, 158; for a contrasting ecology-based
anthropological explanation of the “sacred cow complex” in India, see Harris 1985). 

However, as is now well known, Gandhi’s success was at best limited and fleeting.
Soon, both orthodox Hindus (rallying against Gandhi’s “dining and living with untouch-
ables”) and orthodox Muslims (against his Hindu-favoring politics of cow protection)
criticized Gandhi’s agenda, and it sank in Indian communal politics. 

Simultaneously, a slow but distinctly revivalist hindutva politics also gathered momen-
tum. Gandhi’s appeals to Hindus for religious tolerance notwithstanding, major issues like
beef taboo, temple entry (by dalits), and cow-protection congealed the rise of hindutva and
Hindu nationalism (Jaffrelot 1996: 286–87, 113). Though these forces were in the making
for some time (Jaffrelot 1996: 113, 204–11), hindutva agenda strengthened rather than
weakened soon after Gandhi’s assassination. And cow protection—powerfully symboliz-
ing Hindu food—became the political centerpiece. Thus, as Jaffrelot (1996: 113) notes,
a group of petitioners for cow protection in 1952, for instance, formed a five-kilometer-
long line, with signature registers piled on bullock carts, for presentation to the governor
of Madhya Pradesh. A cow-killing incident is still a surefire trigger for communal rioting
in India.

Some post- independence changes

After independence, as modern food ways slowly—and selectively—began to influence the
domestic Hindu food system, at first mostly in cities, popular Indian culture noticed the
change first. However, emerging scientific and social science scholarship rarely looked
beyond major problems in Indian agriculture and shortfalls in food supply. Anthropology
and sociology studied food mainly as it helped explicate the proverbial Hindu caste system.
Most studies showed how the close-knit family-kinship-caste order maintained the Hindu
social order, especially as represented by upper-caste families and their food ways. Only
few studies focused on food, however, remarked on how Hindus gingerly introduced meas-
ured social and ritual changes in urban (and some advanced rural) surroundings and how
upper-caste food ways compared with those of lower castes (Khare 1986a, b). Yet, by the
late seventies, cumulative social and ritual changes were evident in most people’s food
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ways. Many orthodox villagers, for instance, while traveling in search of a job or on
business to nearby cities, adapted to whatever was necessary or unavoidable. Most urban
Hindus freely admitted that they were far less ritually punctilious in their food ways than
were their parents and grandparents. Their modern office ethos challenged them, irrespec-
tive of their religious affiliations, to lunch, party, or dine together, at least whenever for-
mally required. Once traveling abroad, ritual qualms further weakened, making many
modern Hindus adopt the host country’s dietary ways, including, for some, beef eating. 

Correspondingly, villagers plying trade in cities also adjusted, exploiting to their advan-
tage eating in roadside food stalls, “pure vegetarian hotels,” and Western-style restaurants.
At another level, enterprising villagers exploited cities for getting modern ideas on and
support in new agricultural technologies and food marketing. A recent “postcolonial”
study of a North Indian village, thus, showed how peasants unhesitatingly utilized modern
agricultural technology to their advantage. Far from being passive or grudging partici-
pants, they, without compromising their core religious values and ritual ways, actively
explored how to marry the new and the modern to their “indigenous” knowledge and prac-
tice. Akhil Gupta (1998) provided a detailed picture of how such convergence worked in
a North Indian village around agronomy and ecology. While doing so, villagers reposi-
tioned and sharpened their indigenous knowledge systems and adapted domestic practices
to link up to new regional and national political movements and their politics. However,
follow-up is needed to see how (and how far) local and regional Hindu value dilemmas
reconcile themselves with globalization, still struggling. 

Though such postcolonial studies tend to emphasize conflicting economic and political
interests, embedded in global forces over religious values, the deeply entrenched Hindu
value questions are seldom far away. Basically, since Hindus know that their religious
faith and traditional values define them as well as help create new political strategies of
survival, their shrewd practical sense, especially in survival issues, closely nurtures both.
The issue, however, requires careful further studies that will illuminate both the religious
value and practical political issues together. Similarly, we need systematic empirical stud-
ies on roles of the government-initiated subsidized food distribution schemes. The fifties
and the sixties saw the rise of “Indian population and food problems,” and they created in
response the government-subsidized “ration shops” to help low-income urban households
procure basic foods and cooking fuel. Many low-income recipients, in response to the
scarcity and hunger, simplified and shortened their customary rituals and ceremonies,
preparing “rich foods” during only one or two annual festivals. 

Though rarely recognized, such voluntary adjustments in the customary world played
a distinctly supportive role in managing Indian food shortages. The people’s daily ethics
and morality in food also played a distinct role in tiding over droughts and famines.
The diverse historical studies of Indian famines illustrate a similar intertwining of religious
values and modern economic rationality (e.g. on the Bengal Famine of 1942, see
Greenough 1982; on Indian famines in general, see Bhatia 1991; K. S. Singh 1975). Thus,
if under food scarcity, distinct natural and human failures are as well recognized as an
overarching role of the divine, then deeply held moral attitudes initially give the govern-
ment not only time but also a much required social and political room to put its plans in
action. But once the government, markets, and traders are found flagrantly mismanaging
this opportunity and created artificial food shortages, the same people vociferously protest
and rebel. 
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In a similarly pragmatic view, people’s failures and shortcomings neither “disprove”
those tenaciously held pictures of opulence and food abundance depicted in Hindu
mythologies, nor do they mask the fact of actual food scarcity in life. Each, it seems,
is dealt at its own place. Pursuing simultaneously these paradoxical moral-religious-
pragmatic strategies, Hindus today, on the one hand, persevere as far as possible with the
available food, and, on the other, some of them (in large cities) now loudly demonstrate
to demand food as a human and civic right. Conceptually, Hindus have long pursued
this “split strategy” to cope with food scarcity, hunger, and government failures (on the
Hindu models of mythic plenty amidst actual scarcity, see Khare 1976b: 142–73; on
traditionally diverse channels of food distribution in India, Khare 1986b; and on the
question of “right to food” among Hindus, Khare 1998). 

CONCLUSION

Overall, however, the impact of postcolonial forces on Hindu food is still far from settled,
uniform, or internally cohesive. Nor are Hindu food’s ties with the changing Indian moral
and political economies always firm and clear. Yet, the classical philosophical and reli-
gious conceptions continue to endure, and they remain integral to Hindus’ religious ideals,
social practices, and spiritual goals. These continue to survive good times and bad, includ-
ing major religious and political changes, as much as periods of food scarcity, hunger,
drought, and famine. Simultaneously, however, in contemporary India, people more read-
ily protest outright social inequality, injustice, and repression, especially if it concerns
food. Given these changed social facts, twentieth-century Hindu food issues, as the
previous sections showed, have been seldom free of politics of religion and nationalism. 

In summary, although the preceding multistranded discussion of some major religious
and social characteristics of anna is far from exhaustive, it is sufficient to convey some
distinct cultural, religious, and historical properties of a major human food system.
Anthropologically, our account of anna amply verifies what the structural-symbolic
theories on human food explicate. People value, symbolize, and evaluate food by what tra-
ditionally matters—and socially means—most to them (Douglas 1966, 1974; Lévi-Strauss
1965). Today, Hindu food is indeed a multisided, elaborately structured, and multivocal
cultural system, reflecting an underlying “cultural grammar” of comprehensive Hindu
philosophical ideas, religious-spiritual values, social-ritual actions, therapeutic uses, and
cultural meanings. The cultural logic of such Hindu food forges a wide range of conjoin-
ing relations rather than resolve into an array of such oppositions as ideals and practice,
nature and culture, the raw and the cooked, and materiality and spirituality. The earliest
formulations of food clearly set forth some distinct Indic paradigms, and these still prevail
among the Hindus, Jainas, and Buddhists. Extending these insights, Hindus (and most
Indians) approach food in highly pragmatic terms as long as it is in the market; but once
it enters the household, caste, and community, it becomes highly ranked, ritualized, and
socially constrained. Finally, once ingested, food expresses fine-grained affective, thera-
peutic, and spiritual properties.

Concurrently, Hindu food shows how it specifically encounters historical and political
changes. A crucial and deep cultural assumption frames and guides such changes. Guided
by it, that seamless and “timeless” dharma always frames and guides the significance and
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impact of all historical changes, however momentous. Thus, all Hindu accounting begins
and finishes with this cosmic, all-encompassing dharma. The learned are not any more (or
less) guided by it than those illiterate. Although the modern intellectual temper may find
this stipulation problematic, it is nevertheless a massive social and cognitive fact for
Hindus. Any critical religious and cultural study of anna can, therefore, neither ignore
its distinct moral economy nor, as this section suggests, overlook its social weaknesses,
historical difficulties, and political conflicts. 

On the other hand, equally important, as long as the Hindu food system entertains open
debates, adjusts, and responds constructively to protests and criticisms from within and
without, there should be hope in its ability to cater to historically changing (including
modern) religious goals, social needs, and political interests. The conception of anna in
such a system, classical in religious conception but socially open to historical changes, con-
tinues to invite ever more changes in its production, distribution, and expanding-imbibing
cuisine. Now caste restrictions are also slowly relaxing for many. Yet battles of equity,
social equity, and justice are all still ahead. For only the anna that is equitable, sufficient,
and satisfying to all (now over one billion people) can justify its defining time-honored
Hindu inspirations.
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C H A P T E R  N I N E T E E N

GRÅMA

Susan S. Wadley

Any analysis of Hinduism in India’s villages requires that we consider it in the context
of religion as practiced. Because of the cultural value placed on “the place to which

one belongs,” these practices differ in some critical ways from the prescriptions found in
the myriad Hindu texts and also from those practices found in urban areas. Moreover,
examining religion in the village requires attention to the ways in which the different
groups of humans resident in any one village (families, lineages, castes) interact in the
organization of religious activities that encompass specialists from categories far broader
than the “priests” or Bråhma~ specialists who were the primary writers of the Sanskrit
texts of classical Hinduism and who are the primary functionaries in most temple rituals.
Further, urban Hindu practices are likely to be more heavily dominated by Bråhma~ical
practices than by the practices of the poor and lower caste. This chapter focuses on core
practices of Hindu village religion while using more examples from northern India
than from southern India in order to provide a more coherent capsule of village religious
practices than we might get if we tried to capture the myriad variations that exist in
religious practice across the hundreds of thousands of villages in India. Moreover, in the
twenty-first century, the distinctions made between village (gråma), forest ( jaπgal), and
city (çahr) are continually challenged by increasing migration to both urban areas and
abroad as well as by a public culture and mass media that provide powerful linkages within
and across regions and national boundaries.

CONCEPTUALIZING THE VILLAGE AND 
ITS INHABITANTS AS A RELIGIOUS COMMUNITY

Villages, as bounded, inhabited human communities, contain the vast majority of the
Hindu population in India: even in the 1990s, more than 70 percent of India’s population
lived in village communities. These human village communities, moreover, are conceptu-
alized by their inhabitants as different from both the forest, on the one hand, and the city,
on the other. Villages differ from forests in being places of order and from cities in being
places tied to the land of that specific place. Forests represent a site of demons and spirits
that are out of control, while the village, gråma, is a place of order and control, with its
various castes each allotted their own locations, with its women (at least those of higher



caste) secluded in houses, and with its divinities sequestered in temples and shrines, all the
while offering protection to the village inhabitants (Pfaffenberger 1982). While the older
parts of cities may in fact replicate many of the features of villages, including the identifi-
cation of spatial areas for different caste populations and the relationship of the “city” to
a protecting deity (S. Srinivas 2001), it is in the religious practices of village communities
where we can most clearly see how different categories of humans religiously relate to one
another and to their deities. Looking at village Hinduism forces us to examine the ways in
which different groups of humans interact with gods and goddesses and each other and
enact, and thus refashion, and sometimes recreate, Hinduism.

Key to understanding village communities is the idea of jåti or caste, as distinct from
the all-India categories of var~a. Deriving from the same Indo-European root as the Latin
word “genus,” jåti implies a kind of being or origin (Marriott and Inden 1974). There are
jåtis of humans as well as of snakes or even rocks. Each jåti represents beings with a
similar moral and physical make up, that is, members of each jåti share physical charac-
teristics such as level of innate purity and qualities represented by the idea of gu~as, the
qualities or substances of which beings are composed. In the textual view, adopted in large
part by many practitioners of village Hinduism, Bråhma~s are thought to be mostly sattva
(goodness or purity); those castes falling into the K‚atriya var~a are mostly composed of
rajas (passion); and low castes are mostly tamas (ignorance, anger). The dharma (right
actions and proper conduct) for each of the jåtis is distinct, based on views about the moral
and physical qualities attributed to that jåti, so that it is “right” for a Råjp¨t (a warrior
caste) to drink liquor, but not for a Bråhma~. Likewise, it is “right” for an untouchable of
the Sweeper caste to eat meat, but not for a Bråhma~.1 And it is “right” for a Bråhma~ to
avoid the polluting touch of the Sweeper. Because members of a given jåti are different
physically and morally from other jåti, they should not intermarry: hence jåtis are
endogamous. Moreover, most jåtis or castes are thought to represent a specific occupation,
such as Barber (nå⁄), or Sweeper (bhaπg⁄), or Goldsmith (sunår). In rural India, however,
most castes also participate in farming, either as landlords, tenant farmers, or laborers.
Finally, the jåtis that make up the rural populace differ from region to region, so that jåtis
found in Bengal do not exist in Kerala or Gujarat; in this way, each region has unique
constructions of the rural social order and hence of rural religious practice. 

Each of the jåtis is thought to belong to one of the four var~as or to be outside of that
system and untouchable. These var~a identifications are often loose and a matter of
ideology, with jåtis claiming a var~a status that others in their community do not recognize.
Related to these claims are jåti histories that often allege an original high status that the
jåti was somehow cheated or tricked out of (for a detailed discussion of the origin myths
of the Potters, see Caughran 1997; see also Wadley 1994: chapter 3). Further, the jåtis or
castes in any given village are ranked; and while this ranking is connected to beliefs about
the polluting aspects of their associated occupations, it is also heavily based on the
economic standing of that jåti in that village. The major landholding caste, which tops the
economic hierarchy, was termed the dominant caste by M. N. Srinivas (1959). This caste
is usually accorded a high, if not the highest, status by the residents of that village, even
though it is often not a Bråhma~ caste. Moreover, these caste statuses are malleable and
change according to the changing material conditions of the castes in any specific village.

While not true for all of India (especially Bengal and Kerala), most Indian villages
are nucleated: that is, the humans cluster together in houses packed into a small space,
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surrounded by their fields. Within the village nucleus, members of the village’s various
castes tend to live in caste neighborhoods; frequently the lowest castes are found at the
edge of the village or in a nearby hamlet. These caste-based neighborhoods sometimes act
as distinct religious communities, with their own temples and rituals not practiced in the
nearby neighborhoods of other castes (see, e.g. Caldwell 1999).

The village’s physical boundaries—off at the edge of the farmers’ fields—are usually
known, at least to the men. This physical locale, this village including its fields, is thought
to be interconnected to its inhabitants via the soil that nurtures the crops and thus the
humans. If the soil and its humans are compatible, then the humans will thrive and pros-
per; if not, the humans might sicken and perhaps die. Different kinds of soils are more or
less compatible with varying kinds of humans, usually marked by their caste status. Thus
Bråhma~s thrive in villages known for their “sweet” soils, while Ç¨dras thrive in villages
with “sour” soils (E. Daniel 1984: 85). 

In addition to being a physical location that nurtures humans and to which they are
physically related through the eating of products of the soil, the village is also a moral
community. The actions of members of the community intersect with those of others: sins
and merit accumulate, for example, not just with an individual but also with his or her
family, caste, and ultimately village. If the village as a whole is too sinful, a tragedy affect-
ing it as a whole might occur, such as fire or flood or cyclone. One example of this mutu-
ality of village residents comes from the village Karimpur in Uttar Pradesh in northern
India. In 1984, a strong pre-monsoon dust storm led to a fire that destroyed many human
and animal lives as well as thirty-five homes. In seeking an explanation of the fire, the
village residents focused on the image of a pot of sins that had overflowed: they claimed
that many residents had sinned, the pot overflowed and the village burned. No one person
was singled out for sinning too much and causing the fire; rather, it was the collective
accumulation throughout the village of sins that caused the fire. (Residents did state that
the houses that were most badly burnt were thought to house people who had sinned more
than those in houses that had not burned.) And while meritorious acts can counteract an
individual’s or the group’s sins, clearly not enough merit had accumulated to outweigh the
accumulated sin. Again, individual families may have had more merit and hence been
spared. One family whose house was in the line of fire was said to have had a sat⁄, a self-
immolation of a widow on her husband’s funeral pyre, a highly meritorious act, some
generations before; and the result was the removal of sins for that family for the next seven
generations. Since there was no sin in that house, it was spared. Here the merit accumu-
lated by one individual is shared with her family, not just at the time, but over succeeding
generations (see Wadley and Derr 1989).

Further, there are deities associated with a particular village, such as the goddess 
worshiped by every new bride in northern India or the protective goddess housed in a temple
in southern India. The village Karimpur, mentioned before, has a guardian deity who is a
Muslim saint, allegedly the conqueror who gave the village to its current Bråhma~ land-
lords several centuries ago. On Thursdays, the day thought sacred to him, women, mostly
Hindu, climb the hill to his tomb/shrine and worship him with the help of a Muslim male
whose family has responsibility for this service. The ritual itself incorporates elements of
Islamic practice (e.g. “spreading a sheet,” cådar ca®hånå, though a white one, not the
green sheet used in major Muslim shrines), while they also make offerings of sweets and
money, as in Hindu practice. (Note that no one in Karimpur thinks it peculiar that Hindu
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women worship a Muslim village protector or that they use Islamic styles of popular 
worship to do so. For a more detailed discussion of complex Hindu-Muslim interactions
in rural communities, see Gottschalk 2000.) Only women who reside in the village
Karimpur perform this ritual. Hence these village guardian deities are clearly seen as 
protective of the inhabitants of a specific physically defined village community, with the
residents fully aware of what is inside of and outside of that border. 

Some communities clearly mark the village community’s border as in the ritual called
khappar, also held in Karimpur (Wiser 1958). Once a year, a group of men collects offer-
ings from all the houses of the village. In the evening, they worship the village goddess at
her shrine under a tree, and possibly some individuals become possessed by her. Then, in
the middle of the night with one man dressed as the goddess, they take a pot (khappar)
around the village, entering every house to collect the inauspiciousness and sins found
there. The pot is then carried to the village boundary out in the fields where it is tossed into
a field belonging to a neighboring village, thus ridding their village of sins and delivering
them to another village. In the North Indian state of Bihar, a similar ritual involves animal
sacrifice either at the shrine of the presiding goddess of the village or at the boundary
between villages (Gottschalk 2000: 50). (Brenda Beck [1981] notes a similar ritual for a
community in South India where the collected evil spirits of a geographic area termed
“kiråmam” are dumped into the territory of the next community.) Hence the village is a
human and physically intertwined unit; and while much village religious practice is done
by and for individuals, yet other practices recognize and enact the relationships with both
humans and the place that exist within the village community.

Another set of relationships is related to the caste-specific occupational structures of the
village community and their related ritual duties. Most Indian villages contain members
from a variety of castes, ranging from those belonging to the Bråhma~ var~a to those out-
side the var~a scheme, the untouchables. Many rituals that take place in the village require
the services of a number of these caste groups: these rituals could be life-cycle events, such
as births or marriages or funerals; or annual cycle occasions such as the North Indian
festival of Hol⁄, when a bonfire is lit and the community celebrates the destruction of
Holikå, who had prevented her nephew, Prahlåda, from worshiping god properly; or all-
Indian festivals such as D⁄vål⁄, the festival of lights that honors the goddess Lak‚m⁄ and
brings prosperity to the house for the coming year. Marriages, as the most elaborate of the
life-cycle rituals, may require the most ritual services. For an upper-caste marriage in
northern India, these might include a Bråhma~, the village pa~∂ita or purohita, who is able
to read the Sanskrit texts and preside over the event; a Barber (nå⁄) and his wife who must
help bathe and dress the bride and groom; a lower caste whose men act as musicians
(nowadays playing brass band instruments in a tradition borrowed from the British); a
Leatherworker (camår) whose family presents a model hearth of clay used in rituals that
protect the house of the bride or groom from evil spirits; a Water carrier (dh⁄mar) who
performs various functions for the family, such as bringing water or spreading sacred
cowdung on the area where the actual marriage will take place; and a Potter (kumhår) who
provides the pot that represents the goddess for the wedding ritual. Hol⁄ and D⁄vål⁄
require a similar set of services: the Potter must bring new pots for the household for the
coming months and the small clay saucers used to light the house at D⁄vål⁄; the Barber
shaves the men before the ritual itself; the Tailor makes new clothes for the whole family;
and so on. 
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These services have been tied to a system known as jajmån⁄, a system of hereditary
patron-client relationships wherein the landowning castes guarantee a portion of their
crops to a set of serving castes whose livelihood is thus guaranteed. Until the vast changes
associated with the green revolution began in the 1960s, these services also included many
which were only partially ritual or religious in the literal sense, such as a daily cleaning of
the house’s latrine by the Sweeper or the weekly washing of clothes by the Washerwoman
(though the rules of purity and pollution prevented an upper-caste family from doing these
tasks themselves). Nowadays in many villages, the more mundane tasks are no longer
performed by the service castes because families have their own pumps and do not need
water carried, would prefer to wash and iron their synthetic clothes themselves, have a
septic tank and a modern toilet, and so on. In some cases, the only aspects of the jajmån⁄
system that remain are those related to ritual duties: the Potter still brings the clay saucers
for the D⁄vål⁄ lights (though these are now augmented by candles or even electric lights);
the Barber and his wife still help dress the bride and groom; the Priest still conducts
the marriage service itself; the Water carrier still purifies the floor with cowdung
before the marriage arch is set up. What is clear is that a sense of ritual interdependence
still exists: major rituals require the efforts of numerous kinds of people, and hence the
members of the village community interact around rituals (Wadley 1994).2

In southern India where temple rituals are more elaborate and common for the village
community as a whole, intercaste connections similar to jajmån⁄ relationships are enacted
in temple rituals. The temple priests are most commonly Bråhma~ (though many temples
do not have Bråhma~ priests), while the musicians that play at major temple festivals are
low caste. In her study of the marriage of the goddess MåriyammaŒ at the temple
Kannapuram near Coimbatore, Tamilnadu, Brenda Beck (1981) briefly describes the roles
of Bråhma~ priests, non-Bråhma~ priests, an untouchable “chief” officiant, untouchable
musicians, and the leader of the main landowning caste of the region. Although present-
ing a different configuration of personae than found in northern India, a variety of ritual
specialists are needed for this event, from a multitude of caste groups, including both
a Bråhma~ and a non-Bråhma~ priest, as well as an untouchable. 

There is yet another critical way in which humans are linked in rural communities, and
no doubt in urban ones as well, and this concerns the removal of inauspiciousness. As
noted earlier, the village Karimpur rids itself of inauspiciousness once a year by ritually
dumping its accumulated sins in the neighboring village’s territory. Critical to this action
is the idea that inauspiciousness must be removed by transferring it to the physical space
of another community. Inauspiciousness (nåçubh or kuçubh) is thought to be attached
(lagnå) to the person, house, or village, thereby causing problems, such as illness, infer-
tility, the decline of one’s lineage, or poor crops. There are things one can do to prevent
inauspiciousness from lodging in an individual, such as the lampblack (kåjal) put on a
baby’s eyelid to prevent the evil eye or malicious thoughts from affecting that child or
conducting rituals on astrologically auspicious days. But once inauspiciousness is attached,
it can only be removed by passing it on to some other person or place (Raheja 1988). 

This inauspiciousness is passed as a form of dåna or dak‚i~å, ritual prestation, to those
of higher-ritual rank (a Bråhma~ purohita or, in North India, an affinal kinsman) or, as in
the village Karimpur, to a person of lower rank in the form of nyochåvar.3 In northern
India, when given to a higher person, sometimes with the mediation of deity, the ritual
prestation is called ca®håvå which signifies the inauspiciousness contained therein: the
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ca®håvå must be given to a designated kinsperson or a person of a particular caste. Many
of the rituals known as vratas, fasting rituals especially common to women, contain an
offering called udapån, a form of ca®håvå, which commonly contains grains and clothing.
These offerings are made to the family purohita at the end of the woman’s fasting ritual
and effectively transfer the inauspiciousness attached to themselves or a member of their
family to that receiving person (also called a vessel, påtra) (Raheja 1988). The
Mahåbråhma~ funeral priests at Varanasi are also recipients of dåna, here representing the
inauspiciousness of the deceased; and since they lack the heat (tapas) necessary to appro-
priately digest this inauspiciousness, they are thought to sicken instead, perhaps dying
from diseases like leprosy as a clear manifestation of the inauspiciousness attached to their
beings (Parry 1980).

In other instances, this inauspiciousness is passed to a lower person who has by the
nature of their being (since lower-caste persons are generally thought to have more heat or
tapas than high-caste persons) a greater capacity for digesting or eating that inauspicious-
ness. Thus at a marriage, coins or bowls of grain are circled over the head of bride and
groom to remove any inauspiciousness attached to them at that time: these grains and coins
are then piled up to be taken away by a lower-caste ritual servant (such as the Barber or
Water carrier) or, if the ritual is in a lower-caste household, by a lower-ranked relative. A
key point here is that the greater heat or digestive capacities of the lower person enable
them to “digest” and hence control the inauspiciousness sent their way without sickening
them as is the case with Bråhma~ or other high-caste recipients of dåna. 

Hence, village religious action can be seen as intimately connected to a vision of the
village as a defined physical location associated with a moral order and composed of
individuals who are dependent upon one another, not only materially but also religiously.
Without the high-caste purohita, the middle-ranked Barber, or the lowly untouchable,
successful religious action would be impossible. It is not surprising, then, that there are
religious stories that tell of how a village community is saved by the behavior of the lowest
of the low, a Sweeper woman. What is also fundamental is that correct religious action
is not just a matter of the behavior of the Bråhma~ priests but also is dependent upon the
correct behavior of the various groups within the village and of the village as a whole. The
Sweeper woman can destroy or save the village just as easily as the Bråhma~ priest can
and neither can exist ritually nor materially without the other. 

While the village is often thought of as a defined moral and physical unit, it is intimately
connected nevertheless to other communities, through systems of temples connected to
kingdoms, through pilgrimage, through marriage networks, and, increasingly, through
popular media. So while the village may have a reality as a conceptual unit for some
purposes, for yet others it is part of a much larger system.

Temples are intimately connected to kingship, and the ancient and medieval kingdoms
of India were associated with particular temples, often built in order to substantiate the
claim of that lineage to rule that territory through its identification of Vi‚~u or Çiva as the
reigning monarch. For example, Çiva in the form of Sundareçvara ruled with his consort
M⁄Œåk‚⁄ the ancient På~∂iyaŒ kingdom in Madurai (Fuller 1984). These royal temples
such as Çr⁄ Cannakeçara honoring Vi‚~u at Somnath, near Mysore, are often inscribed with
the stories of mythological kings such as Råma or K®‚~a as a further claim to sovereignty,
in this instance, of the Hoysala rulers (thirteenth century CE). It was the responsibility of
this god in the temple (who was the true king) to protect the royal family, the kingdom, its
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people, and its territory. Annual festivals are then organized on a regional basis, drawing
together participants from numerous village communities. Some temples are organized
along lineage lines such as those belonging to the Tamil Pramali Ka¬¬ar caste where Çiva
is the principal god (Dumont 1986). These lineage temples also draw ritual participants
from a variety of rural and urban communities, thus linking individuals of the same caste
across village lines.

While many temples draw primarily from a local community or region, others are
linked to pilgrimage routes that transverse India (and now the diaspora). Pilgrimage sites
have become increasingly important as travel and communications become easier, but the
idea of a t⁄rthayåtrå, a trip to a “place of crossing,” is ancient. Associated with rivers,
most particularly the Gaπgå, at Hardvar, Allahabad, Varanasi, or Gaya, these crossing
places or fords are sites where divinity is particularly imminent and potent. Hence a visit
to a pilgrimage site such as Varanasi is especially beneficial if a pilgrim wants her
message heard by the resident deity. Varanasi is especially sacred to Çiva, as is Mount
Kailåsa. Other pilgrims may be drawn to the region of Braj, around Vrndavan and
Mathura on the border between Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan, birthplace and playing
ground of K®‚~a. Many residents of the Braj region themselves take a pilgrimage to the
Himålayas, to Nagarkot, to worship the goddess sometimes called Vrajeçvar⁄ (the one of
Braj). Pilgrims devoted to Råma can make an all-India pilgrimage, visiting his alleged
birthplace in Ayodhya, his wife S⁄tå’s birthplace in Janakapur, the åçrama of Vålm⁄ki
(who was considered the composer of Råma’s story, the Råmåya~a), an åçrama in
Maharashtra where Råma and S⁄tå are thought to have stayed in their forest journey, and
so on, all the way to the tip of India at Kanyakumari, where the monkey army that
purportedly aided Råma rescue his captured queen built a causeway to Laπkå, island
home of the demon Råva~a.

Whatever the god and goddess, whomever the pilgrim, and whatever spiritual goals they
seek, pilgrimage links individuals across villages and regions and contributes enormously
to the spread of an all-India Hinduism. Sometimes key identities cannot be transcended, as
in the caste ties described by Irawati Karve (1988) about a pilgrimage to the temple of the
god Vi†hobå in southern Maharashtra, while at other times links to a particular guru aid in
transcending these ties. Pilgrimage is central to enacting a sacred geography of Hinduism
and of linking individuals beyond their local communities, however influential those links
may be. 

India’s rural communities are also intimately linked through marriage networks,
through the movement of women from their natal homes to those of their husbands.
Although there is a regional difference in the distances of these marriages (in southern
India, the average marriage distance is less than five miles, while in the north it is more
than ten miles; Sopher 1980), most women do leave their natal communities at marriage.
In the north, this has traditionally been mandated by rules of village exogamy and mar-
riage to persons not previously related as kin, while in the south, cross-cousin marriage has
been prescribed, and although the groom may be a relative already, he most commonly
still resides in a different community. This circulation of women, especially in the north,
is a source of new rituals and everyday practices: one example is the bride who may want
to perform an annual or weekly ritual unknown in her in-law’s community. But there is a
second aspect to the movement of women in marriage; and this involves the less perma-
nent but nevertheless frequent movement of men. Fathers, brothers, and husbands visit
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their sisters, aunts, and cousins in their communities regularly and are still required to
escort women between natal and affinal homes on many occasions. These all provide a
frequent circulation of men across the region and also serve to link rural communities. The
“isolated” rural community, as an economic and religious unity, is not the reality. Rather,
regional temple rituals, pilgrimages, and the movements of men and women all reinforce
the interconnectedness of humans across the rural landscapes of India and hence the
circulation of religious ideas and practices across regions and the country and now to (and
from) the diaspora in places like Birmingham, London, Queens, Pittsburgh, Fiji, or
Trinidad. 

UNDERSTANDING VILLAGE RELIGIOUS PRACTICES

While there are numerous volumes on everyday Hindu practices by missionaries, colonial
administrators, and other travelers to India (e.g. Crooke 1926; Whitehead 1921), the work
of M. N. Srinivas in the 1940s on the Coorgs, a caste group located in Karnataka in south-
ern India, marks the real beginning of anthropological writings on Hinduism. Srinivas’s
work is especially important because of his ability to speak about nontextual traditions at
a time when Indology remained focused on Sanskrit written works. Studies of village reli-
gious thought and practices also benefited from the shift in acceptable sites for anthropo-
logical fieldwork after the Second World War. Before the war, a few studies existed of
so-called “peasant” communities such as Robert Redfield’s work in Mexico, but the
majority of anthropological work focused on “primitive” or “tribal” communities (and,
indeed, there is a strand of writing on India concerned with its so-called tribal communi-
ties; e.g. see Furer-Haimendorf 1943–48). But the 1950s wrought a revolution in anthro-
pological endeavors as the peasant communities of the world became acceptable sites for
research. 

In terms of conceptualizing village Hinduism, the students affected by Redfield’s writ-
ings on Mexico are most influential. During the 1950s, scholars like McKim Marriott,
Milton Singer, and M. N. Srinivas struggled with the task of understanding the relation-
ships between village religious practices and textual Hinduism. Throughout his writing on
the Coorg, M. Srinivas (1965: 89) makes the distinction between Sanskritic Hinduism or
“all-India Hinduism” and regional or local Hinduisms, with their implied local gods,
distinctive practices, and vernacular texts. While Sanskritic Hinduism implied pan-Indian
deities and the salience of ideas such as karma and dharma, local Hinduisms might involve
the worship of deities known only to that community and a lack of reference to concepts
such as dharma and karma as guiding principles of people’s lives. 

Building on his work on the folk-urban continuum, where he develops the idea of the
folk society as different from the civilization, Redfield collaborated with Singer on an arti-
cle on the cultural role of cities that contained a vision of the relationship between rural
and urban that was then followed up by Marriott. Essentially, Redfield and Singer
(1954–55) propose that in the primary urbanization process that characterizes the first
cities, the rural folk or little traditions are transformed by the growing urban literati into a
coherent “great tradition” that becomes the standard for members of that civilization.
Marriott (1955) takes the argument further, proposing that there is a continuous inter-
change between the textual “great” traditions and the folk “little” traditions and that this
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process is a two-way exchange. Ideas borrowed from the folk into the great tradition
undergo the process of universalization, while those from the great that influence the folk
traditions undergo a process of parochialization. 

One example concerns the Hindu epic the Råmåya~a, one of the most popular traditions
in India; its best-known version is the Sanskrit rendition by the poet Vålm⁄ki, who is con-
sidered by many to be the author of the Råmåya~a as well as a key actor in it. But it also
exists in numerous vernacular versions—in Bengali, Tamil, Avadhi, Marathi, and so on.
In addition, it is enacted, usually in performances lasting ten to thirty days, in villages and
cities throughout northern India every October (although the modern urban elite are more
likely to perform in or see a professional one or two hour version, and similar short ver-
sions are found among Hindus in the diaspora). Each of these local enactments reframes
the epic according to local traditions, building upon one or more written versions current
in their community and possibly on the Vålm⁄ki rendition as well. 

In the late 1980s, the television producer Ramanand Sagar developed a multiepisode
televised version of the Råmåya~a. Sagar’s Ramayan incorporates items from various
regional and local Råmåya~as as well as from Vålm⁄ki. For example, he takes the idea of
a shadow S⁄tå from the Råmcaritmånas of Tulas⁄dåsa, a Hindi (actually Avadhi) version
of the Råmåya~a (Hess 1999: 9–14). This allows him to have Råma’s wife S⁄tå captured
by the demon Råva~a without having her chastity truly tested. Unlike Vålm⁄ki, he also has
S⁄tå undergo a fire ordeal to prove her virtue. Using the ideas discussed here, we can say
that the Sagar Ramayan represents an all-India version (for it was televised throughout
India every Sunday morning and can now be rented in video stores in India and abroad,
though in Hindi, not Sanskrit) and that it represents a process of universalization in taking
elements from various regional Råmåya~as and incorporating them into a new all-India
version. At the same time, in a process of parochialization, local communities are
borrowing from both the Sagar Ramayan and their older regional versions and adapting
these to their own local performance traditions in the village and community Råmal⁄lås
presented regularly throughout northern India. What this example demonstrates, in part, is
that there is no one “great” tradition but a multiplicity of Sanskrit traditions as well as
“classical” traditions in vernaculars. These interact in complex ways with the even greater
multiplicity of local traditions even today. Further, universalization as a process has now
been widened and reformulated as globalization, and parochialization becomes localization
(see Wadley 2000). 

By the 1970s, anthropologists and some historians of religion working in rural India had
begun to devote their full attention to village religion rather than incorporating it into
monographs in village life.4 Attempts to understand local constellations of deities led to
structural analyses that simultaneously focused on relationships among humans, among
divinities, and among humans and divinities. To take one example, Beck (1981) examined
the roles of MåriyammaŒ, “the vacillating goddess,” in South India and speaks to the struc-
ture of the pantheon of Hindu gods and goddesses as understood when we look at village
religious practice and belief, especially when tied to human structural differences such as
Bråhma~ and low caste. MåriyammaŒ is understood as both the calm consort of Çiva
(Pårvat⁄, Umå, Gaur⁄) but has a “violent underside as punisher and angry death dealer
(Durgå-Kål⁄)” (Beck 1981: 86–87). Through annual ritual celebrations, Beck argues that
the two sides of MåriyammaŒ are united. These celebrations bring into question animal
sacrifice; the roles of males (as husbands or potential husbands); and the hierarchical
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extremes of Bråhma~ and untouchable. As she writes: “When the goddess comes home to
earth things are also stirred up. . . . A fresh infusion of well-being flows from her presence
and from a general lessening of categorical boundaries. . . . Most important of all, how-
ever, is . . . that these rites constitute a public restatement of mutual dependence on the
goddess” (Beck 1981: 132–33).

Drawing on the work of Louis Dumont (1970), the encompassing nature of higher-
ranked deities as well as an attempt to understand local pantheons reverberates through the
work of Lawrence Babb (1975), Richard Brubaker (1978), Michael Moffat (1979), Susan
Wadley (1975), and others. Supreme deities, such as Çiva and Vi‚~u, are seen as distant
from humans, as unreachable because of their divinity. These deities encompass lower-
ranked deities that take on aspects of the supreme deity’s character, as do the incarnations
of Vi‚~u—for example, Råma as the warrior king or K®‚~a as the child and lover. K®‚~a
in turn encompasses the snake deity, a more capricious deity whom he conquers by danc-
ing on its seven heads until it relinquishes its control of the Yamunå River. Våsuki, the
king of snakes, in turn encompasses numerous named snake deities who are more mali-
cious than Våsuki himself. A second hierarchical arrangement has Çiva at the top: he gives
power to and controls the Nåthayog⁄s who are his devotees. They in turn give power to the
Rajasthani regional deity G¨gå, who cures snake bite. G¨gå in turn has control of Våsuki
and the snake deities. (Lapoint 1978 presents the legend of G¨gå where these roles are
played out.)

Another approach to village religion is to see it as related to the seasonal cycles and
agricultural seasons to which it is intimately connected. These seasons are best portrayed
in a set of songs known as bårah mås⁄ (twelve months), in which the characteristics of
each month of the year are given within the frame of a narrative which is sometimes reli-
gious in character and sometimes more concerned with everyday woes such as the cheat-
ing landlord (see Vaudeville 1986; Wadley 1983). Normally the months are collapsed into
three seasons, hot (March-June), rainy (July-October), and cold (November-February).
The rainy and cold seasons, at least in North India, are followed by a major harvest: crops
during the hot season are possible only with irrigation. Around the annual cycle and in
sections within it, deities and rituals are organized in a more linear or narrative fashion.
The two harvest seasons of northern India are celebrated with the cycle of rituals
surrounding D⁄vål⁄ (“the festival of lights,” a ritual honoring the goddess Lak‚m⁄ and
household prosperity) in the fall and Hol⁄ (a celebration of the new harvest of barley,
fertility, and community) in the spring. Moreover, each of these major events is
surrounded by other rituals that capture aspects of the core festival. 

Looking again at an example from Karimpur, the festivals prior to and following D⁄vål⁄
are: Simåra Simåriya, a festival when young girls seek the goddess’s support for an
auspicious marriage; karvåcauth (pitcher fourth), a day on which married women worship
their husbands and seek their longevity; D⁄vål⁄ itself, with its celebration of Lak‚m⁄, the
goddess of prosperity, and Ga~eça, the god who removes obstacles; siyå¨måtå, a ritual
early in the morning after D⁄vål⁄ in which women ask the gods for children, particularly
sons; Govardhana, also the day following D⁄vål⁄ when household prosperity and survival
are sought by honoring K®‚~a, who held the mountain Govardhana (literally, “cowdung
wealth”) in his little finger as an umbrella over his village to protect it from a deluge; and
bhaiyå d¨j (brother’s second), a ritual where women worship their brothers and seek their
protection for the coming year.5 If we list the goals of this set of festivals, as linked to the
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more general idea of household prosperity, the focus of the set is clear: hope for an
auspicious marriage; a long-lived husband; sons; general household prosperity; protection
by a woman’s brother. All of these rituals are primarily enacted by women, and while the
goals are broader than those of the women themselves, this set of fall rituals clearly
focuses on those things that a woman would ideally need for happiness: husband, sons,
prosperity, support of natal kin (Wadley 1980). That all occur within a five-to-six-week
period makes the underlying message of prosperity generated by women even stronger.

Notably these rituals are organized and largely enacted by women, as indeed are the
majority of annual cycle rituals in northern India. Not only do these rituals mark the powers
of women in gaining household prosperity, they also provide a marked counterpoint to
female devaluation and subordination as found in the dominant male-authored texts of
Sanskritic Hinduism. 

This emphasis on ritual enactments of female worth and power is captured in an analysis
of another calendrical ritual cycle by Ann Gold (2000). In the Rajasthani village of
Ghatiyali, the women practice a spring cycle of rituals that begins with Hol⁄, the festival
celebrating the destruction of the goddess Holikå and devotion to Råma of her nephew
Prahlåda, and ends sixteen days later with Gaπgaur, a time when girls pray to be “auspi-
ciously married to living husbands.”6 Between these two rituals fall two more: the first
honors S⁄talå (the cool mother or “smallpox goddess”), while the second celebrates the
Dasa Måtå (the ten mothers). Gold sees these four linked festivals (and they are clearly
linked in the minds of the women who enact them) as capturing “what female power is and
does,” and it is in large part because they are linked that they carry weight. 

She summarizes the overall relationships and effects of these four rituals thus: 

1) At Holi, conceptually, the female demonic [in the form of Holikå Må] is humanized,
her kinship acknowledged. Although complete identification is certainly avoided, com-
plete horror is never posed. Ritually, it is men who vividly act out aggressive, demonic
violence, while women take the part of rescuers and life-givers [as they symbolically
save the child from the fire and return it to the house]. 2) On Sitala’s day, conceptually,
the goddess who . . . [afflicts children with] disease and fever is the very goddess who
is pleased with female body grime and menstrual pollution, and who grants fertility to
newlywed couples. Ritually, women transgress the taboo on ploughing and claim the
right to bequeath property, recognizing the intimate connection between these two.
Thus they assert an opposition to these doubled ritual and economic disempowerments.
3) On Dasa Mata’s day, conceptually, women claim superior knowledge, superior intel-
ligence. They teach men’s folly in attempting to control wives and make them into pas-
sive objects. Ritually, women put on the “ugly” string that ensures that the Goddess’s
beneficent power will bless their households. 4) On Gangaur, conceptually, women
enact self-determination in marriage arrangements, and a capacity for ascetic feats.
Ritually, Gangaur celebrates couples. As high-caste pageantry, explicitly defined as
important only for those groups who forbid widow remarriage or divorce, it is nearest
among the four festivals to taking a view of females as subservient half-bodies. Yet, just
as women plough like men on Sitala’s Day, on Gangaur a girl acts the part of a groom,
and women—officiating through their “interactive” wall art at the divine couple’s
union—act the parts of male Brahmin priests at weddings.

(Gold 2000: 226)

Gråma

439



Gold calls these “conceptualizations of gender evident in women’s celebrations ‘counter-
points’ ” and claims that they offer “both blunt and subtle denials of a dominant male-
authored discourse of female devaluation and subordination” (Gold 2000: 226). In doing
so, she joins other scholars in looking more carefully at the ritual practices of women
and the ways in which Hindu women, through ritual, contest the dominance of male
textual traditions.

These two examples illustrate a further concern of scholars working with religious prac-
tices in rural India (though it also permeates recent work on urban and textual religion)—
the gendered nature of ritual practice. In addition to the major roles that women play in
annual cycle rituals, they surround the more textual and Sanskritic practices of life-cycle
rituals with their own rituals and texts, usually songs and stories sung and told in the local
dialect. For the most part, a Bråhma~ priest conducts a birth ceremony, a marriage cere-
mony, or a funeral (priests are not always available to the lowest castes, who officiate at
their own ceremonies). But these textual rituals (with the text often being read in Sanskrit
from a pamphlet) are surrounded by the rituals of women, rituals that ultimately dominate
in terms of time and energy. For example, a high-caste birth requires a tenth-day ceremony
conducted by the priest who gives the child a ritual name and marks his or her coming out
into the community. But on the birth day itself, women celebrate with songs (especially if
a boy) and decorate a milk pot with cowdung and barley seeds in which to make foods for
the new mother. Special “heating” foods must be prepared for the mother to replace the
bodily heat that she has lost through childbirth, lest her body become too cool and illness
befall her. Before the mother can nurse the child, her breasts must be ritually washed by
her husband’s sisters. In parts of India, the goddess of fate, Behmåtå, is called to write the
child’s fate on its sixth day after birth. Various ceremonies lead to the ritual cleansing
of the mother and child, until the “coming out” ceremony presided over by the priest on
the tenth day after birth. This abbreviated synopsis of the rituals of childbirth clearly
marks the critical role of women, even in one of the most important realms dealt with by
textual traditions.

If women’s roles in village religious practices loom large, in contrast to the roles of the
practitioners of the Sanskrit textual traditions, so do those of non-Bråhma~ men. This is
especially true of curing rituals, where expertise is not hereditary but often chosen or
achieved through extraordinary circumstances. Typically, a diviner-priest or exorcist is a
lower-caste male who has developed a special relationship with his own tutelary deity and
who has chosen to learn the sacred ritual sayings that provide power for his curing. Thus
by working with his more powerful spirit, the exorcist is able to confront the more
malevolent lesser deity or spirit and induce him to abandon his victim, to move to another
place, to return to his earthly body (as in snake possession),7 or to accept the worship of
others and be happy being thus worshiped. (The possession is usually identified because
of illness or peculiar behavior on the part of the one possessed.) Sometimes the deity
possessing a victim will become the tutelary deity of that person who is then recognized
as an exorcist or diviner-priest. Hence roles as diviner-priests or exorcists provide a route
to recognized religious specialization for lower-caste men, who are otherwise denied an
authoritative role in religious practice (for several excellent examples from southern India,
see Caldwell 1999; Hiltebeitel 1988–91; Kapadia 1998).

Possessions also provide an avenue for those oppressed—women, laborers, members
of the lower castes—to speak out against their oppressors, often in violent terms. Thus
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a possessed young bride might speak about the unwelcome sexual advances of her
husband, using aggressive language that is in marked contrast to proper female speech. Or
the spirit possessing a laborer might speak in the most antagonistic ways about the abuse
and poor pay, or lack of pay, he receives from his landed employer. Possession can also
be used to explain other kinds of social problems, such as the son who quickly returns from
the city where he has unsuccessfully sought employment in an alien environment and has
a breakdown defined by his community as possession (Freed and Freed 1964).

It is also possible for a community to use ritual and possession for political purposes. One
such ceremony is Hol⁄, the North Indian ritual of reversal, where the lower castes and women
are allowed to throw colors (or dung or urine) on their high-caste/male oppressors (see Marriott
1966). Hol⁄ provides an opportunity to mark anomalous behavior. For example, in North India
a man should not live in his wife’s village, although when a couple has no son, they
frequently bring their son-in-law to their home, especially if land is available.8 Hol⁄
frequently involves mocking the man living in his wife’s house, as in the instance Marriott
(1966) reports of the son-in-law led through the village lanes riding backwards on a donkey. 

While possession rituals, especially, mark an opportunity for the oppressed to speak,
F. G. Bailey (1994) provides an example where ritual is used to punish those who have
become too uppity, transgressing the acceptable power structures of the rural community.
He studies a collective community decision about witchcraft in a village in Orissa. In this
case, the death of a young woman who may have had cerebral malaria is blamed, some
months later, on a Potter who had unexpectedly become wealthier than his neighbors.
After a series of rituals to divine the cause of the girl’s death, it was claimed that his
tutelary deity had gotten loose and caused the girl’s death. Only with large monetary
contributions from the accused Potter (thus taking away his “improper” wealth) could the
community feel safe.

Thus we have come full circle: in village religion, men and women of various castes
(and women of all castes) play a variety of specialty roles that support rituals such as
D⁄vål⁄ or a marriage. But village religion also provides an outlet for those oppressed by the
material and ritual hierarchy to speak out, as when a young wife is said to be possessed
and the spirit is allowed to speak through her to the wider community, outlining her issues
and concerns. Women gain power through rituals that they control, and so do lower-caste
men. This in fact is one of the great sustaining values of village religious practices, as
contrasted to the high-caste, male-dominant Sanskrit textual traditions. Many of these
same practices are found in urban religious practice, so that we might often more prof-
itably speak of nontextual traditions than of village traditions. (Exploring the nuances of
these differences between village and urban practice is beyond the scope of the chapter.)
Nevertheless, village religion and its urban counterparts allows a greater range of ideas,
practices, and practitioners than does the religion of the Sanskrit tradition: one result is an
enormous vitality as religious practice opens to everyone.

THE EFFECTS OF GLOBALIZATION ON 
VILLAGE RELIGION

As already noted, village religious practices are never stagnant but always responsive to new
ideas brought through travel and pilgrimage and more recently through the media. The early
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effects of what we now term “globalization” reached a small range of people. One of the first
sources of new ideas that reached a relatively wide audience was printed books, and for the
rural audience these were often didactic manuals—how to perform the rites and festivals of
the twelve months of the year or how to perform a weekly ritual such as that for Saturday.
Even more popular were pamphlets of religious songs—either for particular seasons or life-
cycle rites or around some given theme. Some of these pamphlets were written in a local
dialect and hence were accessible only to audiences raised in that region; and as a result, they
were particularly valuable in highlighting the traditions of local areas. Yet other pamphlets
emphasized more all-India themes or rituals. But since the majority of India’s villagers even
today are illiterate, materials to be read reach a circumscribed audience.9

The modern printing press also contributed to the flow of visual ideas, especially with
“god posters” or Hindu calendar art. Working with an ever-changing set of ideas of how
to render the gods and goddesses visually, the proliferation of god posters has been enor-
mous, with essentially every house, however poor, having at least one image hanging from
an often dusty wall (see Inglis 1995; H. Smith 1995). Here again there is a contrast
between local images and those with wider, perhaps all-India, circulation. Images of
deities at local temples or temples reached on pilgrimage can be contrasted to such perva-
sive images as Lak‚m⁄, the goddess of prosperity.

The influence of motion pictures is also enormous. For example, in the mid-1970s, the
“new” goddess Santo‚⁄ Må, who is thought especially to protect women whose husbands
are absent (an increasingly common phenomenon as migration from rural to urban areas
increased), had her cult vastly enlarged through a Bollywood film that purportedly told her
story. It is important, however, to note that poverty denies many people, especially poor
women, access to films. The rapid spread of television in the late 1980s and 1990s has
further increased the reach of mythological films, which appear to be the primary focus of
many women’s television viewing. 

More cheaply available are audio media—radios and tape players. Since electricity
remains problematic in many rural areas (which either do not have electricity or are subject
to frequent power cuts), both radios and cassette players are often run off of batteries,
themselves expensive and hence a deterrent to their use. But cassette players have a
particular niche not met by either films, television, or radio. Like printed pamphlets, audio
cassettes are cheaply produced and easily marketed. They are thus responsive to the
demands of audiences for songs, ballads, epics, and religious stories told in their local
dialects, with local themes by artists renowned in that region. Frequently, then, the
marketing range for audio cassettes is limited to a rather small geographic region (and pos-
sibly areas where migrants have moved). For example, the electronics market in Delhi has
distributors that specialize in the audio cassettes from particular districts: they buy from a
designated cultural region and then sell to shopkeepers with migrant audiences from those
regions (not particularly difficult, as migration tends to follow kin and caste networks).
Thus whereas the Bollywood (Hindi movies made in the enormous Bombay film industry)
films shown on television and in cinema halls tend to have a homogenizing effect on local
religious practices, widespread use of audio cassettes plays a crucial role in keeping local
traditions flourishing (Manuel 1993).

India’s rural communities are also caught up in the wider religious confrontations preva-
lent throughout India today. The crisis at Ayodhya in the early 1990s when Hindus tore
down a centuries-old Muslim mosque that they claimed was built on the site of the
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birthplace of the god Råma reverberates in the resurgence of performances of the story of
Råma (the Råmal⁄lå) in local communities across northern India. Increases in education,
both to more children and to higher levels, bring more and more ideas of Sanskritic
Hinduism into village life: not only are students’ textbooks filled with Sanskritic concepts,
texts, and history, but their teachers usually advocate a strong all-India set of values based
on their understanding of Sanskrit traditions.10 At the same time, the increased education
and general prosperity of a number of caste communities has meant that these once-
silenced communities can now support a set of lectures by a religious leader of their own
caste group or subsidize a Råmal⁄lå performance in places where previously only higher-
caste landlords could attempt such patronage. This is most evident in the Dalit movement
in which hundreds of thousands of ex-untouchables have left Hinduism and converted to
Buddhism in an attempt to rid themselves of old prejudices and hurtful behaviors. Their
resistance is shown too in folk songs such as the one in the Anant Patwardhan film, We
Are Not Your Monkeys, in which a prominent Maharashtrian folk singer claims that the
low castes were enslaved by the Åryan high castes and turned in the monkey army that the
god Råma used in his battle with the demon Råva~a in the Råmåya~a. 

The media also seem to affect some kinds of religious practices and symbols. Recently,
I encountered a group of teenage girls (who were partially raised in an urban area) who
refused to engage in the ritual cleansing of their courtyards with cowdung, as they had
learned in school that dung was dirty and disease ridden. This denial of the ritual purity of
the products of the cow strikes at the heart of Hindu belief and practice (Wadley 2000).
Comparable is evidence from South India that women in rural Karnataka no longer are
required to be segregated in a menstrual hut nor do they have to take a bath with cowdung
at the end of their menstrual period (Helen Ullrich, personal communication, 2001).

In contrast to these signs of an opening up of Hindu symbols to new and vastly differ-
ent interpretations is the behavior of some Bråhma~ village women who are more careful
and conservative in their eating and ritual habits than their mothers-in-law were. In part,
their conservative following of rules about what one can eat, and from whom, are a
response to the Hindutva movement of the 1990s in which many “Western” practices have
been condemned as “modern” and to be avoided by the devout Hindu.11 These women
refuse any food not cooked by a Bråhma~, will drink tea only if made by a Bråhma~ and
served in a metal (not china) cup,12 and have the leisure time (given less involvement in
the labor-intensive household chores such as grinding grain of their elders) to engage in
daily and weekly rituals.

VILLAGE RELIGION AND THE DIASPORA

Slowly the village community is being transformed. Never itself an isolate, though envi-
sioned by its residents as a particular place with a particular value and ethos, the village
community is increasingly connected with urban India and with the rest of the world.
Slowly India’s rural population is decreasing in favor of residence in cities. Every year,
more and more men, sometimes with their families, migrate from India’s villages to seek
their livelihoods in India’s cities. Yet the movement between urban and rural sites is enor-
mous, as members of families return to their “native place” for important rituals, such as
D⁄vål⁄ or for weddings, births, or funerals. Recent migrants might retain their rural
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connections for a generation or more, never thinking to conduct a marriage in the city or of
celebrating a major festival in the city. When return to the rural homesite is not possible,
they seek to reconstruct, in the city and in altered form, the social and religious practices
of their homeplace. 

Some of these recreations are challenging, such as a North Indian ritual called
karvåcauth (pitcher fourth) held in a lower-middle class neighborhood in Delhi in 1998.13

Karvåcauth is a major festival for women in the Hindi-speaking regions of northern India
and involves a full fast for the day, to be broken only when the moon rises. Held in honor
of one’s husband’s long life, women consider it one of their most important rituals. In their
home villages, they gather in family or lineage groups to celebrate, telling stories of the
ritual, drawing the ritual design on their walls, and in the evening worshiping their
husbands and breaking their fast together. In urban areas, often isolated from other family
members, groups of women, often from different caste groups but living nearby in the
same colony, gather to celebrate together. The ritual design is no longer drawn on a cow-
dunged wall; rather, a paper version is bought in the market and hung on the cement wall.
This cross-caste, nonfamily celebration is unknown in their home areas, but the need for
community at time of religious festivity leads to the altering of old rules. Moreover,
whereas in northern India a village (or a caste within a village) may have organized a
Råmal⁄lå enactment of the story of Råma, now a colony in the urban area may do so.

The challenges are even greater in the Indian diaspora. But the resulting religious prac-
tices have a similar theme: the Hindu community of Syracuse, New York, for example,
puts on a Råmal⁄lå performance, ignoring original caste and regional differences. The
women from northern India gather in someone’s house for their karvåcauth festival with
paper designs bought in New York City or sent by kin in India. 

Longitudinal studies that would allow us to understand the transformations of village
religion as members move to other spaces are lacking. Autobiographies of Indian migrants
to the West suggest that the shift to exceedingly rare visits to the home community, despite
the importance of native place, takes place within one generation. Certainly, there are
families from the community of Karimpur that have slowly, but finally, broken all their
ties to their native place in the last thirty years. Owning houses in nearby urban areas and
with children raised as city kids, they eventually sell whatever remaining property they
have in the village and cut their ties. Now their village kin visit them in the city rather than
their kin in the village.

With 70 percent of India’s population still in rural communities, village religious prac-
tices are in no danger of dying out. Yet every such community is challenged by migration,
by media, and by influences that are slowly eroding some practices in favor of new ones.
Over time, many Hindus have cut and will cut their ties to their rural communities, yet
periodically they too return to savor the connection to the “place to which one belongs.”

NOTES

1 I am using caste and jåti interchangeably here: neither is the equivalent of var~a. I have capital-
ized the names of caste groups as defined by their traditional occupations to distinguish them
from individuals who might choose to follow that occupation, hence Tailor is a person whose
caste occupation is sewing, while tailor refers to a person of any caste who has chosen to make
clothes for a living.
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2 Many of these caste-specific functions are also found in urban areas, in some sense replicating the
social formations of rural communities (and, in many instances, are actually a rural community
incorporated into a growing urban space). Hence ritual interdependence helps to characterize
community, not just village communities.

3 The terminology changes from area to area: in Karimpur, there is a marked distinction between
the dak‚i~å given to the priest and the nyochåvar presented to those lower. Raheja (1988) finds
a different set of terminology at work in a community several hundred miles north.

4 The unpublished dissertation by John Planalp (1956) is one early exception.
5 This event is particularly important for North Indian women who are married into previously

unrelated families in villages at some distance from their natal homes. Moreover, the hyperga-
mous marriage system is sometimes interpreted to mean that fathers cannot accept food or water
in their daughter’s affinal home, making it all but impossible for a father to visit his married
daughter. The result is that brothers become the link between a woman’s village of birth and her
village of marriage and hence represent to women any protection against marital abuse that she
may receive from her natal kin.

6 Taking place six months later than Simåra Simåriya, it seems that Gaπgaur is nevertheless the
Rajasthani equivalent of the Karimpur ritual.

7 The spirit of the snake who has bitten a victim is believed to reside in that victim’s body and
must be induced to return to its snake body. Hence, in North India at least, snakes that have bitten
someone are not killed, for if they were, there would be no body for them to return to.

8 This practice is also related to ideas about a female’s manifesting her sexuality before her
parents: in some communities, a man cannot sleep with his wife when visiting her parents nor
should the wife give birth in her parents’ home. Clearly, the resident son-in-law breaks these
taboos.

9 In the more rapidly modernizing cities, comic books became a key transmitter of religious ideas
(see Babb and Wadley 1995).

10 Yes, this does make it difficult to be a Muslim student in many rural communities where
Muslims are not in a majority. It also leads sometimes to anomalies, such as the best Sanskrit
student in the Karimpur middle school in the late 1960s was a Muslim.

11 Two notable practices attacked by the movement are the birthday cake because it involves blow-
ing out candles, when in fact a child’s life should be celebrated with the lighting of a candle or
lamp, and Valentine’s Day, seen by the elements in the hindutva movement as decadent
Westernism. Popular high-class restaurants in Mumbai were picketed on Valentine’s Day by
conservative Hindus in both 2001 and 2002.

12 Metal has centuries-old qualities of transmitting purity and pollution, while china is an unknown
thing and hence is used by those who wish to break the rules, but not by those who intend to stick
firmly to them.

13 I observed this ritual enactment in October 1998.

Gråma

445



446

C H A P T E R  T W E N T Y

ÅLAYA

Vasudha Narayanan

Build a temple (kôyil)
in your heart.
Install the lord
called Mådhava [K®‚~a] in it
Offer him the flower of love . . .

(PeriyåÏvår TirumoÏi 4.5.3)

So sang PeriyåÏvår, a poet devotee, in the eighth century CE. Although most Hindus
believe that the supreme being resides within them, they still go to the local temple or

make long pilgrimages to visit a deity enshrined in a sacred place. Many Hindus, even in
the diaspora, take their children to visit the temple in the Indian village from which their
ancestors came or to a temple in which their families have worshiped. Such pilgrimages
are undertaken to petition or express gratitude to the deity or to have different rites of
passage performed in a place held sacred by their family for many generations.

Hindus of various sampradåyas or traditions have been worshiping in temples for more
than fifteen hundred years. It is likely that there were many sites considered to be holy
even before temples were built there. While the sacrality of many temples is inextricably
connected with the sanctity of the land on which it is built, this chapter will deal more with
the history, structure, theology, and functions of the place of worship and to a lesser extent
with the place itself. The information is drawn from visits to hundreds of temples in India
and a few dozen temples in the United States, Canada, and South Africa; dozens of
Sanskrit and vernacular works extolling the glory of the place and the temple
(Sthalapurå~a); as well as pamphlets and brochures. The sources used—textual, historical,
ethnographic, and participant observation—are integrated with personal reflection on
pilgrimages made to these temples and participation in rituals conducted in the many shrines. 

ACCOUNTS OF SACRED PLACES IN INDIA

Sacred epics and texts on deities known as Purå~as mention specific places in India as holy
and charged with power. Many Hindu texts say that if one lives or dies in the holy



precincts of a sacred place, one is automatically granted supreme liberation. According to
oral tradition, there are seven towns which are so holy that just by dying there one is
assured of liberation (adapted from Eck 1982: 38):

Ayodhyå, Mathurå, Måyå [Hardvar]
Kåç⁄ [Varanasi], Kåñc⁄, Avantikå [Ujjain]
And the city of Dvårakå
These seven bestow liberation. 

There are other lists of such cities and villages. Many lists are regional, but some are pan-
Indian and span the subcontinent, creating networks of sacred spaces and consolidating the
various Hindu communities and traditions. South Indian Çr⁄vai‚~avas (a community that
is about a thousand years old and whose members worship the deities Vi‚~u and Lak‚m⁄)
count 108 temples as sacred. One hundred and six are in India, the other two are heaven
(vaiku~†ha) and the mythological sea of milk where Vi‚~u is said to lie on his serpent bed.
Because the Çr⁄vai‚~ava community is located in South India, most of the places are in the
modern southern states of Tamilnadu, Andhra Pradesh, and Kerala. A few towns like
Dvaraka and Ayodhya from northern India are deemed sacred because of their associations
with the stories of Råma and K®‚~a (incarnations of Vi‚~u), but the most important temple
for them is in the local island town of Srirangam in the Kåver⁄ River in South India.

Worshipers of the deity Çiva who is said to be the husband of the powerful goddess
Pårvat⁄/Çakti also have their lists of the most important pilgrimage places. In most of these
temples, Çiva is represented in the form of a conical stone or upright shaft called liπga. The
word “liπga” means “distinguishing symbol” and refers to the male procreative organ. 
It is placed in a receptacle called yoni, which represents the womb. The union between the
yoni and liπga reminds one that female and male forces are united in the spiritual and 
the material generation of the universe. Most Hindus, however, do not normally interpret
the liπga and yoni as physical objects. Rather than reminding them of sexual connotations,
it serves as a reference point to the spiritual potential in all of creation and specifically to
the positive energies of Çiva. In many narratives, the liπga is seen as a column of light, a
pillar with no beginning or end and depicts the infinite nature of Çiva.

In the Tamil-speaking lands of South India, there are five temples dedicated to five 
manifestations of the Çiva liπga. These forms connote the five basic elements that, accord-
ing to many schools of Hindu philosophies, come together in the creation of the universe.
The five elements are water, fire, wind, earth, and air/ether. Muttusvåm⁄ D⁄k‚itar, a
renowned musician (1776–1835), composed songs in honor of Çiva in these five temples.

Other narratives say that Çiva is said to appear as the flame of creative energies
( jyotirliπga) in twelve places in India, but the list of places is contested by many local
devotees who would like to see their town on the pilgrimage route. Many of these
places now advertise on the internet, narrate the history of the shrine, and describe the
accommodations available to the pilgrim. The list of jyotirliπga sites with home
pages on the internet include Çr⁄çailam, Oµkåreçvara, Gir⁄çneçvara, Aundha-Någanåtha,
Tryambakeçvara, and Bh⁄maçaµkara.

One may also count lists of the 108 places where there is çakti or the power of the
goddess present. There are also lists of sixty-eight places where the Çiva liπgas are said to
have emerged “self-born” (svayambh¨) (Eck 1982: 38), the eight places where Vi‚~u spon-
taneously manifested himself, and so on. When it is a small, local area that is being exalted,
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we see localized lists; thus there are supposed to be 108 shrines to the goddess Durgå in the
state of Kerala alone. Pilgrimage programs sometimes include these thematic routes, and
the map of India is filled with holy cities and places. Pilgrims through the centuries have
gone from one place to another linking the many centers of the Hindu traditions.

GENERIC SACRALITY AND LOCAL SANCTITY

Indeed there are those who say that all the land of India is holy; it is here that actions bear
fruit. The description of the sacrality of the land was confined to the northern part of India
in the time of the Dharmaçåstras around the beginning of the Common Era. Manu says:
“That land, created by the gods, which lies between the two divine rivers Sarasvat⁄ and
D®‚advat⁄ is . . . Brahmåvarta . . . . The tract between those two mountains which extends
between the eastern and western oceans, the wise call Åryåvarta (the country of the noble
ones). The land where the black antelope naturally roams, one must know to be fit for the
performance of sacrifices; this land is different from the country of the barbarians”
(Manusm®ti 2.17, 22–23, adapted from Bühler 1886: 32–33; emphasis added). In time, the
concept of the sacred land extended beyond the land between the Himålaya and Vindhya
mountains to cover the whole subcontinent. 

In the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, India as personified as the mother
(Bhårata Måtå) has been important in political thinking. Mayuram Viswanatha Sastri
(1893–1958), a musician who participated in the struggle to free India from colonial rule,
composed a song popular among all South Indian classical singers called “Jayati Jayati
Bhårata Måtå” (Victory, Victory to Mother India):

Victory, Victory to Mother India
sung by the wise, 

most exalted of all [lands]
filled with forests
comfort of the despondent,
Victory, Victory to Mother India

Holding all lives to be equal,
sustaining all honor and perfection
most esteemed of all lands
possessing supreme bliss,
Victory, Victory to Mother India.

Appearing with countless virtues
replete with compassion 
manifest flower of joy 
She who is the refuge of the fallen,
Victory, Victory to Mother India.

In this, and many such songs, India is personified and extolled as a compassionate mother
goddess filled with sanctity. This image of Mother India has had political overtones as
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well; as we have seen in an earlier chapter during the freedom struggle against the British,
Mother India was portrayed as being held captive by foreign forces. Bankimchandra
Chatterji’s song “Vande Måtaram” (We bow down to the Mother) is considered to be the
national song of India. Every morning, all radio stations in India play the opening bars of
this song when they begin transmission. In the late twentieth century, the notion of a
personified Mother India is associated with political consciousness of Hindus, and there is
even a temple built in her honor (McKean 1996a).

While India is personified as a mother and considered holy, most Hindus localize the
sanctity and go regularly to the regional temple or a sacred place that has been important
to their families for generations. A young married couple may go to such a holy city to
pray for a child and will return there to conduct some sacrament for the child after its birth.
A family whose ancestors may have hailed from a particular village may send money to
that local temple for propitiatory rituals.

Although there are many standard itineraries—just Vi‚~u or Dev⁄ temples or a mixture
of all the famous ones—almost every town is held sacred in some way. Practically every
holy place has a Sthalapurå~a, a text which lavishly describes the antiquity and the sacred-
ness of a place. The whole town surrounding any temple is said to be sacred. Every tree,
every stream near the precincts of the temple exudes this sense of sacredness. Bathing in
the sea, river, stream, or pond near the temple is said to grant salvation. In South India,
every village temple will have a story of how the lord or the goddess revealed himself or
herself in that place to a particular devotee. Pilgrims believe that by remembering the
stories of the devotees whose wishes were fulfilled in the past and in worshiping that local
deity in a particular way, they will now receive divine grace. This grace will eventually
give one liberation from the cycle of life and death.

The temple itself is like a port of transit, a place from where a human being can “cross
over” (t⁄rtha) the ocean of life and death. Many of the temples and holy places are also
located near bodies of water—one finds them near oceans, streams, rivers, or springs of
water. When such a body of water was not readily available, temple architects dug a deep
well or pool and used it for ritual purposes. In this context, one may recall that one of the
main structures of Mohenjodåro in the Indus Valley civilization was called the great bath.
This may well be one of the earliest sacred tanks, similar to the hundreds of temple-
attached ponds that we find in South India.

Many temples and holy sites are also near mountains and caves, places where Hindu
gods and goddesses resided in Purå~ic stories. Çiva lives in the mountain called Kailåsa,
and for the devotee, every Çiva temple on earth is a Kailåsa. The innermost shrine in a
temple usually has no window and is said to resemble a cave. 

The sanctity of places is not frozen and immutable; while a few places like Srirangam
and Varanasi have been continuously sacred for almost two thousand years, the popular-
ity of a place in the past was dependent on the presence or visits of saints and singers, on
the one hand, and political expansions and the caprice of emperors and royal patronage,
on the other. Thus, the sanctity of a place has been constructed and reconstructed by poets
and patrons, saints and singers, over the millennia and reimagined in every generation.
Tirupati, for example, which was a relatively small temple in the hilly forests, became
famous after the patronage extended to it by the Vijayanagara kings and the songs of
Annamåcårya in the fifteenth century (Narayanan 1995). When reimagining and recon-
structing the sacrality of a place, new architecture and rituals are frequently introduced.
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New rituals are also devised to go with the rising popularity of new temples. In Mel
Maruvattur, a village about fifty miles from Madras, the temple of Ådiparåçakti has
become celebrated since the mid-1970s. A new revelation to a young man who lived in
this village proclaimed that land to be the place where the goddess abides. All pilgrims
coming here now wear red clothes; it is said that the deity made her wishes known through
a devotee and ordained it. The goddess, it is said, pronounced that although the skin of her
devotees may be white, red, brown, or dark, the blood that runs in them is always red. To
denote the equality between all devotees without consideration of gender, caste, or race,
her followers should wear red when they worship her in the temple. For miles around the
temple, one may see truckloads of red-clad worshipers or a solitary pilgrim walking
sedately, all heading to the shrine of the goddess. Nor does the innovation stop there; in
contra-distinction to most Bråhma~ical temples, menstruating women worship here. In
most Hindu temples, menstruating women are considered to be “polluted” and not allowed
to enter. This rule is internalized by most women, and they traditionally do not go to a
temple to pray during the time of their menstruation. In Mel Maruvattur, however, there is
no discrimination against menstruating women.

Although it is the deity of the town who is said to grant favors and salvation, the pious
devotee deemed every particle of dust in the town to be sacred. Just residing in a sacred
place is said to grant one liberation from the cycle of life and death, and as we saw earlier,
several towns figure in such lists. How do these grand statements and ardent worship fit
into the Hindu traditions? What is the meaning of worship in the temple and visiting a holy
place? How does the devotee view the deity in the temple? We will turn our attention to
these issues and try to understand the importance of temple worship in this chapter.

HISTORY OF TEMPLES IN THE SUBCONTINENT

Most of the earliest surviving religious structures in India are either Buddhist or Jaina
monuments, prayer halls, or caves dug into hillsides. Although there may have been places
of worship even in Harappå and the great bath that was built in Mohenjodåro may have
had ritual significance, we do not find any “Hindu” temple or religious structure until
almost the beginning of the Common Era. This may simply be because the earlier struc-
tures were made of wood and bricks which perished easily or that royal patronage from
Açoka (third century BCE ) and other emperors resulted in the sponsorship of many more
Buddhist and Jaina monuments.

One of the earliest artifacts identifiable with Hinduism as we recognize it is from the
second century BCE. An inscription on a pillar (c.120–100 BCE) found at Vidiçå (modern
Besnagar in Madhya Pradesh) says that the original monument was a kind of flag post with
Garu∂a, a bird which is a devotee of Vi‚~u. The inscription says that the pillar was built in
honor of Våsudeva (another name for K®‚~a) by a Heliodorus. The inscription indicates
that religious structures which were similar to later Vai‚~avaite ones were prevalent around
the first century BCE (Huntington 1985: 57). Also from the second century CE, we find an
image of Lak‚m⁄ flanked by elephants in the entrance to Buddhist monasteries near
Pitalkhora (Desai 1975: 21). Votive images of the sun-god S¨rya in northern India (Craven
1976: 116) and Çiva in southern Andhra Pradesh (Huntington 1985: 87–88) in the first century
CE indicate that Hindu deities were being represented in forms that were worshiped.
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Some of the earliest Hindu temples that have survived were built in what are now the states
of Gujarat and Karnataka. About fifty temples were built around the fifth century CE in
Saurashtra, Gujarat (Dhaky 1975: 121). In South India, several temples were built at Aihole
(in the state of Karnataka) and some may date back to 520 CE (Venkataraman 1976: 4). Many
of the temples built in Aihole around the sixth century CE are said to mark the first phase
in the growth of the South Indian temple (Venkataraman 1976: 4). We do know that by the
eighth century in South India, the poet devotees of Vi‚~u and Çiva went from temple to
temple singing about the deity enshrined in it. Some temples like that of the famous
Vaiku~†ha Perumå¬ belonging to the eighth century are artistic presentations of elaborate
theologies—in this case, of a sectarian tradition called Påñcaråtra. This temple has been
called “the Bhågavata Purå~a in stone” (Hudson 1995: 137–82), and a case has been made
for close links between theology and temple building. By the tenth century, the CôÏa kings
and queens built great temples in the south of India. Enormous towers built on elaborate
temple structures replaced the smaller stone edifices, and various substyles of North and
South Indian temple architecture were discernible by now. 

Endowments to temples

Temple rituals and distribution of honors were financed by offerings and endowments of
the devotees. Many women made such endowments in their own names, and it seems
possible that many of these were either from royal families or from courtesans attached to
temples. In the year 699 CE we hear that a great Çiva temple where Brahmå, Vi‚~u, and
Çiva were all enshrined was dedicated by Queen Vinayavat⁄ in Bådåmi, the capital of the
Cå¬ukya kingdom (Bolon 1988: 62). Samavai (966 CE), a Pallava queen, made the first
monetary endowment to the temple at Tirumala-Tirupati (in modern Andhra Pradesh),
which today is the richest temple in the country. Samavai’s endowments made possible
several innovative features in worship and, as the inscriptions show, funded the celebra-
tion of many festivals in that temple. 

Samavai was not an isolated example; queens of the CôÏa dynasty (c. ninth to thirteenth
centuries CE) in South India were enthusiastic patrons of temples and religious causes for
the Çaivaite community of South India around the tenth century (Dehejia 1990). People
endowed cattle, money, lands, jewels, and so on, and the income was to be used for the
cause specified by the donor. Sometimes people donated money for the performance of
a ritual in the temple, sometimes to make a particular kind of food, offer it to the deity, and
then distribute it to pilgrims or to other religious personnel like the Veda-reciters. 

Queens like SembiyaŒ Mahådev⁄ (tenth century CE), deep in the south of India, built numer-
ous temples and endowed liberally to the Çiva temples in their kingdom. She was widowed at
a young age but obviously did not live a quiet secluded lifestyle that some Dharmaçåstras
advocated for widows. Over a period of sixty years, she gave generous gifts to many temples
in South India. We hear of SembiyaŒ Mahådev⁄ for the first time in an inscription dated 941;
she is said to have made an endowment so that a lamp may be kept permanently lit in front of
the deity. A village bearing her name was founded during her lifetime. The last inscription
recording her activities is in 1001 (Venkataraman 1976: 12–13). She built new temples,
renovated old ones, and gave generous donations to all of them (Venkataraman 1976: 16–64).
Many other queens of the CôÏa dynasty in the south also made liberal endowments to temples,
and temple inscriptions record the details of their philanthropic gifts.
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In addition to royalty, devadås⁄s (“servants of the lord,” a phrase referring to temple
courtesans) also endowed money in their own names to the temples (Narayanan 1995: 100;
Orr 1994, 2001). Looking at the inscriptions in a thousand-year period between 700 and
1700 in the state of Tamilnadu, Leslie Orr (2001) has distinguished various categories of
women who regularly endowed to South Indian temples; these include queens, palace
women, Bråhma~ women, temple women, slaves, and Jaina religious women/teachers.
A study of these inscriptions also shows that many women seem to have had access to
property, direct control over the land that they owned, and enjoyed a considerable degree
of autonomy and independence from male-dominated family structures. It is also obvious
that Dharmaçåstra rules and regulations insisting that women be dependent on men do not
seem important in these inscriptions.

Some of the earliest recorded endowments by women can be seen in Cambodia. Queen
Kulaprabhåvat⁄ (c. fifth century CE) endowed the monies for the installation of Vi‚~u, the
building of an åçrama (possibly a hermitage, in this context), with a tank and a dwelling
house (Majumdar 1953: 1). There were many such endowments in Cambodia and
Southeast Asia.

Many of these gifts were made in the hope that future generations would honor the
commitment and perpetuate the charitable acts. Many inscriptions end with the exhorta-
tion hoping that the donation would be put to good use “until the sun and the moon
shine.” The donors also plead with future generations to preserve the endowment, saying
that they are indebted to those who thus “protect and maintain” the charity (Venkataraman
1976: 22).

The endowments were made for various reasons. Some were built directly for building
various parts of the temple, some for repair, some for offering food to the deity or for feed-
ing the pilgrims who came to the temple. Some inscriptions specify what ingredients are
to be bought for the cooking of a particular dish and even stipulate the amounts, so we are
left with almost what looks like a recipe book in stone in some temples. Look at the
following recipe for a dish that was supposed to be offered to Veπkateçvara, a form of
Vi‚~u and the deity at the temple in Tirupati. The endowments for the ingredients were
made by various devotees between the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries (adapted from
Viraraghavacharya 1997: 99):

Dosai (a crepe-like dish)

Rice 1 marakkål (a unit of measurement)
Urad lentils 1 marakkål
Clarified butter 1 and 3/4 nåÏi (a unit of measurement)
Yogurt 1/5 nåÏi

The ingredients were ground to a fine paste, fermented overnight, and made into thin
pancakes over a griddle. 

The temple authorities sometimes distributed the many food items they prepared free of
cost to the pilgrims, but sometimes sold them at subsidized prices to pilgrims. Through the
endowments, many temples became very wealthy and were centers of economic power and
activity. In time, as we will note in the section on performing arts, these temples also
became cultural centers where music and dance were performed regularly. These activities
were also patronized by devotees. 
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Patronage of  many rel igious tradit ions

Many patrons endowed not to one but to many religious traditions or sects. A magnificent
temple known as Mårtå~∂ to the sun-god Åditya was built by the king Lalitåditya (r.724)
in Kashmir in the eighth century. The temple stood on a plateau with a dramatic sweeping
view of the entire valley and had many images of Vi‚~u. He is said to have conquered
territories all the way to the Deccan, and the poet Kalªana, writing in the twelfth century CE,
writes of him thus in his Råjataraπgi~⁄: “The king, eager for conquests, passed his life
chiefly on expeditions, moving around the earth like the sun” (cited in Fisher 1988: 27).
Lalitåditya patronized and endowed to both Hindu and Buddhist temple complexes, “making
the eighth century Kashmir’s greatest period of artistic achievement” (Fisher 1988:
27–28). He dedicated funds to Buddhist st¨pas and shrines in Uskur and Parihasapur (in
Kashmir) as well as to (Hindu) Vi‚~u and Çiva temples; to quote Kalªana again,
“Who could determine accurately in number how many treasures, villages, and establish-
ments he bestowed on these (shrines)?” (cited in Fisher 1988: 32). This patronage of
shrines of many faiths is seen throughout India in many centuries alongside some clear
cases of religious and sectarian intolerance. Further in the south, the Hôysa¬a queen
Çantala Dev⁄ (c. eleventh to twelfth century CE) is said to have built both Jaina and Hindu
(Vi‚~u) temples around Belur. 

There was extensive temple building in parts of Maharashtra, Rajasthan, and Madhya
Pradesh in the eleventh century (Deva 1975: 98–113). The Candella kings built the famous
temple complexes at Khajuraho, renowned for their exquisite architecture as well as for
their erotic sculpture.

Carvings:  epic  narratives  and erotic  sculptures

Most temples in India are characterized by the intricate carvings and sculptures on walls and
towers. Many of them were decorative; some were put there to ward off the evil eye. Some
temples like the lavishly carved ones at Halebid and Belur (Karnataka, eleventh to twelfth
centuries CE) have extensive narratives from the Råmåya~a, the Mahåbhårata, and the
Purå~as carved on the walls. Many of the niches at Belur also have exquisite sculptures of
dancers and musicians. Queen Shantala Dev⁄, one of the principal patrons of the temple,
was a dancer. The dance form and the beauty of the human body were celebrated through
the sculptures.

Temples in India and Southeast Asia have hundreds of thousands of carvings from the
two epics and the various Purå~as. Some of the most spectacular carvings can be found in
Halebid-Belur (Karnataka), India, and Angkor Wat (twelfth century), Cambodia. There are
several depictions of the Churning of the Ocean of Milk, a story associated with the second
of Vi‚~u’s incarnations, in and around Angkor. Some of these are still found in situ, as the
Churning of the Ocean of Milk, which flows along the long southeast corridor of Angkor,
and museums such as the Musée Guimet all around the world. Stories from the Råmåya~a,
such as the killing of Vålin, and the epic battle of the Mahåbhårata are to be found in
Angkor.

Many medieval Hindu temples throughout India have sculptures displaying implicit or
overt sexual acts. Many books on sculpture written after the Gupta period refer to the
portrayal of sexual imagery in religious monuments, but none seem to have thought of
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these as incongruous in a temple setting. Many, though by no means all, temples have
erotic imagery on walls and towers, both outside and inside. While the depictions of such
imagery in artwork begins in the first millennium CE (Desai 1975: 1–21), it is after the
sixth century that we begin to see pictures of copulating couples. We see this imagery in
Hindu and Buddhist monuments and also in some Jaina temples.

While this seems entirely incompatible with our sense of religion in the early twenty-first
century, it seems obvious from the lack of comment that this imagery was taken for granted
rather than repudiated. The texts do not tell us the reasons as to why these carvings exist at
all, and art historians try to understand the sculptures against the sociopolitical milieu of the
various periods. Based on these pieces of information, a number of theories have come up
to explain the prevalence of sexual motifs in temple architecture.

It is widely accepted that the sculptures are there for multiple reasons and have to be
socially contextualized. Thus, we cannot say that they were all put there for any single rea-
son like sex education. While it is sometimes assumed that these sculptures denote the
value of kåma or sexual love and that this is an accepted goal ( puru‚årtha) in human life,
most art historians are dissatisfied with the simplicity of the explanation. Occasionally
there are orgies depicted, and the kåma theory does not provide an explanation for such
excesses (Desai 1975: 2). Many of the erotic sculptures depicting sex, it is assumed, are
there for decorative purposes and carved for a sophisticated audience which approved of
these motifs. They may have also served an auspicious function; that is, they depicted the
happiness and well being of life and, in a magical way, caused further felicity to come to
pass. Some of the sculptures are also there for promotion of fertility; it may well be that
they were substitutes for and reminders of real fertility rituals. It is also held that “obscen-
ity and indecency are believed to ‘stimulate the generative powers of nature’ ” (Desai
1975: 105). In other words, these sculptures act as a charm to encourage nature—plants,
birds, cows, crops—to multiply and add to the bounty of the land. They are also associ-
ated with life symbols of fertility and abundance. In some instances, where the sculptures
are of aristocratic loving couples, it may well be portraits of the donors (Desai 1975: 34).
Quoting anthropologists who had studied the importance of magic in many societies,
Devangana Desai, an art historian, says that “ ‘The utilitarian effects of sexual activity
extend, in early ritual, to practices intended to promote the general welfare of the
community and to avert danger and misfortune’ ” (1975: 89, citing Briffault 1929: 45; see
also Desai 1975: 98). Thus these sculptures, symbolically representing sexual acts, may be
there to ward off the evil eye and be protective in nature. 

The connections between these erotic sculptures and Tantric ritual is not clear. In some
forms of Tantric practice, ritual copulation with one who is not one’s spouse is seen under
certain conditions to be part of a complex way to spiritual liberation. It may well be that
in a few cases they do, in fact, depict ritual Tantric intercourse, but the associations
between text and sculpture is not quite transparent. It is also possible that in cases where
a celibate ascetic is seen in an erotic pose, a rival sectarian group is trying to poke fun at
or denigrate the sect to which the ascetic visibly belongs. While it is difficult for us to
ascertain the exact function of the erotic sculptures in the medieval temples, we may say
that they were supposed to promote the quality of human life and fertility, enhance mate-
rial abundance, and protect by warding off evil influences. The sexual metaphor is only
one in the architectural syntax of a temple. The physical layout of the temple structure is
also expressive of the many meanings and functions of the temple.
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LAYOUT OF THE TEMPLES

According to texts and oral traditions, a temple may either represent the body of puru‚a,
the cosmic person spoken of in some Vedic hymns and later texts, or be regarded as a
physical extension of a deity. In other traditions, the temple is likened to a cosmic moun-
tain like the gigantic Kailåsa described in the Purå~as. Others consider the temple to be
an abode of god like Vaiku~†ha or heaven. In an extension of the body metaphor, the tower
or the uppermost structure is called a çikhara (crest of a mountain or head), and the main
shrine, which is in the innermost recesses of the temple, is the womb-house (garbhag®ha)
(Michell 1977: 69; Ramanujan 1973: 20). The curved contours of a temple are said to be
designed to reinforce the mountain metaphor. For some people, every temple may be the
cosmic axis, the center of the world denoted by Mount Meru of the Purå~as (Michell 1977:
69–70). The world then is filled with such centers, and depending on which temple one is
in, that is the center.

Many of the small temples may be little more than a single shrine, sometimes jutting out
into a crowded, urban street. There may be a single room with a deity installed inside, and,
at appointed times, a pujår⁄ or ritual priest will stay there and, if asked, will light a
camphor flame in front of the deity. Some North Indian temples resemble houses and may
be tucked away in residential and shopping complexes, indistinguishable from architecture
around them (Asher 1997). Other temples, like the Liπgaråja and the Raπganåtha temple
complexes in Bhubanesvar and Srirangam, respectively, are elaborate structures, spanning
several acres with several towers. In Srirangam the main shrine is encircled by seven
concentric pathways. While the texts do not elaborate on the numerical significance of
seven, there are many Purå~as in which there are seven “upper worlds” or temporary
paradises and seven netherworlds.

In the past, temples in South India were generally complexes built for a family of deities
and had multiple shrines in one compound. Devotees did not visit all or even most of the
shrines in large temples. The temple complex is like a buffet table; worshipers will walk in,
pick and choose which deities they want to worship that day, and proceed there. Most of
the Bråhma~ical temples, that is, temples where there is some involvement by Bråhma~
priests in the performance of ritual worship, are dedicated to manifestations of
Dev⁄/Pårvat⁄, Vi‚~u, or Çiva and to their consorts, devotees, and/or families. Thus, a temple
would be called Çiva or Vi‚~u or AmmaŒ (mother goddess) temple. A Çiva or AmmaŒ
temple would have separate shrines for Çiva and Pårvat⁄, one for Ga~eça, one for
Skanda/MurukaŒ (children of Çiva and Pårvat⁄), and others for various saints. Historically,
most temples in India have been sectarian in character and have been dedicated to one of
the major deities and his or her retinue.

Many temples also have shrines for the personification of the nine planets recognized
by Hindu astrologers. In many temples in South India, and in the “South Indian” forms of
the temple in the diaspora, this is one of the most popular shrines. Many of the worshipers
consult the local astrologer regularly and may know that Çani (Saturn) and Guru (Jupiter)
will not be in good positions in their horoscope for the next six months or six years. They
then go regularly to the navagraha (nine planets) shrine in a local temple to propitiate a
planet with prayers or offerings and petition them to do the least harm to them.

The orientation of the temple building is specified in many texts. The main deity in
many of the temple complexes frequently faces east, though the large temple complexes
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have entrances from all directions. Many Vi‚~u temples in South India, including the
famous eighth-century CE Vaiku~†ha Perumå¬ temple at Kancipuram, face west. This is
also an auspicious direction. Angkor Wat, built three centuries later, is very similar to this
temple—west facing and three storied. Many scholars have assumed that the west-facing
orientation of this temple is an indication of its inauspicious nature and that it is a funer-
ary mound. This is emphatically not the case in similar temples in South India. When a
temple faces an unusual direction, like south, there is usually a local story to explain how
this came to be. For example, the image of Raπganåtha in Srirangam faces south; it is said
that the lord is facing this direction, towards the country of Sri Lanka, to gaze on
Vibh⁄‚a~a, his devotee, who ruled over that kingdom.

In many North Indian temples, a pair of deities may be worshiped in the same shrine;
thus, Vi‚~u and Lak‚m⁄ would share the same room or Pårvat⁄ and Çiva (both pairs being
visualized as married couples) may be close together. In South India, however, frequently
the male and female deities have their own space. Lak‚m⁄ gets a room of her own in most
Vi‚~u temples; many worshipers go there to get her blessings first. Art historians say that
separate shrines to Lak‚m⁄ were built around the twelfth and thirteenth centuries CE in many
South Indian temples, including Srirangam and Kancipuram (Hari Rao 1967: 59; Raman
1975: 165). In most other temples, the shrines to the Dev⁄ or goddess came to be built
during the Vijayanagara dynasty, that is, after the fourteenth century (Hari Rao 1967: 59).
It is entirely possible that until the separate shrines were built, the female and male deities
were worshiped in the same room. There is no conclusive evidence about the dates of the
separate shrines because literary and architectural evidence is sometimes contradictory.

The paradigmatic  temple at  Srirangam: 
the temple of  Raπganåtha

Let us now look at the plan of the large Raπganåtha (Vi‚~u) temple in Srirangam to see
how an “ideal” temple was supposed to have been built. The problem with such an enter-
prise is that most of these temples were built and rebuilt over centuries and notions of
the “ideal” changed regularly. Srirangam has about seventeen towers, thirty-nine pavil-
ions, and several small bodies of water in it. There are a series of outer streets and path-
ways encircling the main shrine. The temple complex, the largest in India in terms of area,
is about one-hundred-and-fifty-five acres, and there are almost fifty shrines inside. 

Srirangam is supposed to be “heaven on earth,” a description that is extended to every
major temple by devotees in India. To physically extend this analogy, it is said that the
river Kåver⁄ encircles this island town, just as the river Virajå is said to encircle Vaiku~†ha
or heaven in Purå~ic mythology. The surrounding waters of the Kåver⁄ form a natural
boundary, marking off sacred space from the rest of the world.

The plan in a large South Indian temple like Srirangam is similar to many other temples.
The entrance to the temple is generally marked by a gôpura, a structure that became
popular after the twelfth century CE. Although this word originally meant “gateway,” today
it indicates the main tower over a vestibule that leads one into the temple complex. Many
gôpuras are over a hundred feet tall, and some built in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries have as many as eleven stages high. When many gôpuras are built on of the
cardinal axes of the temple, they decrease in size and height as the center of the temple is
approached (Harle 1963: 1). We see this progression and procession of towers in the large
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temple complexes of Cidambaram and Madurai. Frequently, it was a sign of prestige for a
ruler to build a really tall tower or to gild the vimåna, the small tower on top of the main
shrine, with gold. The small dome-like structure on top of the temples in Srirangam and
Tirupati have been gilded with gold by munificent kings in the past.

In recent years, the outer tower for the Srirangam temple was completed in 1987 under
the leadership of a religious teacher and the patronage of thousands of devotees. The
replacement of royal patronage with a system where the public at large funds these
projects has been a major change in the last few centuries. The completed tower stands
over two-hundred-and-twenty feet tall and is billed as the tallest tower in all of Asia. These
towers have sculptures depicting scenes from Hindu mythology. Frequently, these gate-
ways are seen as liminal spaces marking the boundaries between the sacred space of the
temple and the secular city. The importance of these towers is seen in everyday speech; in
a hyperbolic saying that is current in many South Indian languages, it is held that “the
vision of a temple tower is enough to destroy one’s sins.”

The outer streets of the Srirangam temple have houses, banks, and shops. While in earlier
centuries these houses may have been occupied by priestly families, today anyone may
occupy the houses. As one proceeds towards the main shrine, we notice that the inner
pathways have several shrines located within them. In Srirangam there are shrines to
various devotees of Vi‚~u and Lak‚m⁄. These include the poet saints called ÅÏvårs who
lived between the seventh and tenth centuries CE and theologians like Råmånuja and
Vedåntadeçika. There are also shrines to various incarnations of Vi‚~u like Råma and
K®‚~a. The enclosure around the main shrine also has a large shrine for Lak‚m⁄. Many of
the rituals celebrated for Vi‚~u in the main shrine are repeated and performed in front of
Lak‚m⁄ at a later time.

The innermost shrine is called the garbhag®ha (womb-house). Here is the womb, the
place where the powers and energies that lead to the creation of the universe reside. Here
the spiritual rebirth of the devotee is to take place. This is the room with the main deity,
the room filled with potential for creation and spiritual transformation. Here the main deity
is installed, consecrated, and worshiped. The room is usually quite dim, and the light from
the oil lamps illumine the deities. Here the priest performs various rituals on behalf of the
devotee. Devotees file past the main deity saying prayers, lingering, if possible, to see as
much as they can of the manifestation of god within the shrine. While in smaller temples
one can stand in the anteroom in front of the main shrine for as long as one wants, in most
temples, because of the rush (especially on weekends), the pilgrims may simply have to
stand in line and pass the main deity in a queue formation. To see and to be seen by the
enshrined deity is the central act of worship in the temple.

INNER AND OUTER MANIFESTATIONS OF THE DEITY

The image and other forms of  Vi‚~u

Some Hindus, like those who are members of the Çr⁄vai‚~ava community and perform the
rituals in Srirangam, believe that Vi‚~u and Lak‚m⁄ are present on this earth in the “womb-
house” in the same manner as they are in heaven. While Hindus generally emphasize
the inner experience of god, most of them do not adopt the near iconoclasm of sects like
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the early V⁄raçaiva community (Ramanujan 1973: 19–21, 30–31). Many Hindu traditions
developed a theology that articulated an essential relationship between the external mani-
festation of the lord in the temple and the inner embodiment of god within the devotee’s
own heart. 

While there are many interpretations of the “image,” we can look at the Çr⁄vai‚~ava
tradition to see how some Hindu communities articulate their understanding of Vi‚~u’s
manifestation in the temple. They consider the image to be a permanent descent of the
deity as an image (arca avatåra, literally, the “incarnation [of god] in a worshipable
form”) which makes possible the ascent of the human being to heaven, the celestial realm
of Vi‚~u known as Vaiku~†ha.

While the image of the deity may be made of earthly material, Hindus from many
traditions believe that this is the real body of the deity. Far from regarding the image as a
body made of stone or hewn out of rock or cast in metal, the image is considered to be
made of a nonearthly transcendental substance which is unique to the deity and is made
perceivable on earth only by virtue of god’s desire to be accessible to his devotees. This
image is an actual and real manifestation of the deity, neither lesser than nor a symbol of
other forms. It is said to be wholly and completely god, though it does not exhaust his or
her essence. This manifestation of Vi‚~u in the temple, however, does not exist in
contradistinction to, nor is it lesser than, his manifestation in the heart of the devotee. The
outer and inner experiences of the lord are both exalted in many Hindu traditions. 

The human body as  the temple for the deity

Just as Vi‚~u graciously descends from heaven and manifests himself in a temple, he
appears in the worshiper’s heart. TirumaÏicai ÅÏvår, a poet devotee who lived between the
seventh and eighth century CE, expresses this idea clearly and says that the same deity
whom he saw in the various sacred places resides in his heart (Tiruccantaviruttam 64):

The days are gone when I saw 
at Árakam, the standing lord. 
At På†akam I beheld my father sitting,
and at Vêªkå, he reclined. 
I was not “born” then; and when I was born
I never did forget
that he stands, abides, and reclines
within my heart.

The poet clearly identifies the deity externally worshiped in the temples at Árakam,
På†akam, and Vêªkå (all near the town of Kancipuram, about forty miles from Chennai)
with the divinity that he realizes within himself. The external and internal images of the
deity are not mutually exclusive; rather, it is the same divine being which manifests itself
in the temple and in the human heart. 

The god in the heart is the same as the god in the temple. For most Hindus, this god in
a temple is the same who manifested himself in the incarnation form as Råma and K®‚~a.
Thus, Vi‚~u who incarnated himself as Råma, K®‚~a, and others is the same deity who
manifests himself in the local temple (Kulacêkara ÅÏvår, c. eight century CE, Perumå¬
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TirumoÏi 10.1):

In the beautiful city of Ayodhyå, encircled by towers,
a flame that lit up all the worlds
appeared in the Solar race
and gave life to all the heavens.
This warrior, with dazzling eyes,
Råma, dark as a cloud, the First one, my only lord,
is in Citrak¨†a, city of Tillai.
When is the day,
when my eyes will behold him
and rejoice?

In this poem, Kulacêkara ÅÏvår identifies Råma, who was born in the royal “Solar race”
according to the epics, as the same god in the local city called Tillai or Cidambaram. He
longs to see him in this temple.

While many Hindu philosophical traditions have harmonized the concepts of the exter-
nal deity and the divinity that exists within every human being, the V⁄raçaiva tradition,
which was organized around the twelfth century CE, rejected the notion of worship in a
temple. The human being is the living, moving temple for the lord Çiva, they said, and
repudiated the importance of building a temple with brick and mortar. Listen to the words
of Basava~~a (Ramanujan 1973: 88):

The rich
will make temples for Çiva.
What shall I,
a poor man,
do?

In another part of this poem, Basava~~a says that “things standing,” like the temple, will
eventually fall, but the moving body, the live temple for the deity, will always be there.
From his devotional stance, he reverses the notion that the stone temple will stand and that
the human body will perish; he assures us that this live human body is, in a sense, the true
temple. The crafted, standing, immovable temple is static and stagnant; the worshiping
human body is the loving, living temple for the god.

In the nineteenth century, the Brahmo Samåj, or the Society of Brahman founded by
Rammohan Roy, also rejected the concept of “image” worship, saying that it was not present
in the Upani‚ads. These traditions reject the outer manifestations of the deity in a temple and
only accept that the divine person abides within the human being. Thus, although most Hindus
go to temple to worship and understand that god is present there, some reject this idea.

The dist inct ive personalit ies  of  the regional  
manifestat ions and images

In many South Indian villages, there is a conflation of mythical and historical events to
contribute to the sanctity of a place and the image. The movable and immovable images
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within each temple can thus have a distinct personality, as do each of the manifestations
of the lord at the various places in which the images reside. While the primary image may
loosely be classified as Vi‚~u, Çiva, Ga~eça, Pårvat⁄, and so on, in many temples in South
India, Vi‚~u, Çiva, or Dev⁄ have a particular, distinct name. These are comparable to the
differences ascribed to Vi‚~u’s descents as Råma or K®‚~a. Thus, the goddess Pårvat⁄ as
enshrined in the temple at Cidambaram is called Çivakåmasundar⁄; in Kancipuram, where
there is a major temple to Pårvat⁄, she is called Kåmåk‚⁄, and in Madurai, M⁄Œåk‚⁄. 

In each of these places, she has a unique history of how she manifested herself there.
In Madurai, for instance, M⁄Œåk‚⁄ is said to have been born in the På~∂iyaŒ dynasty. She
became the ruler, went on a digvijaya (a victorious military expedition in all directions),
and encountered Çiva in a battle. She eventually marries him, and they both reside perma-
nently in the temple at Madurai. Here she is called M⁄Œåk‚⁄, Çiva, Sundareçvara. 

Similar stories and different names can be seen in many sacred places in South India.
Vi‚~u in Tirupati is called Veπkateçvara; in Srirangam he is known as Raπganåtha. Lak‚m⁄
is called Padmåvat⁄ in Tirucanur, near Tirupati. Vi‚~u, in his distinctive form as Veπkateç-
vara, is one of the most popular deities in India and now has temples in Atlanta, Pittsburgh,
Malibu, Chicago, and other places in the diaspora. The local nature of the gods and
goddesses are stressed in the stories and names. It is generally only Vi‚~u, Lak‚m⁄, Çiva,
and Pårvat⁄ who have these local manifestations; all other deities usually go under their
generic pan-Indian names of Ga~eça, Hanumån, Kårttikeya, and so on.

How are we to understand these multiple manifestations of one Vi‚~u, Çiva, Lak‚m⁄, or
Pårvat⁄? Why is it so important for people to think not of one generic Vi‚~u but with a
brand name, each with a distinctive story and history? Historians and scholars of religion
sometimes see these stories as cases where a local mythic tradition becomes conflated with
a pan-Indian Sanskritic tradition, and the local deity is identified with the Sanskrit epic or
Purå~ic net. Most Hindus, however, would interpret the local nature of the deity as an
example of its accessibility. The supreme being who is beyond human comprehension has,
through its compassion, made itself manifest in human and worshipable image form just
down the road in the local field or in the neighborhood temple. Most stories say that in
answer to a holy person’s prayers, Vi‚~u/Çiva/Lak‚m⁄ or other deity was born in some
local family or royal dynasty and remained in image form in the village for the welfare of
human beings. In other words, most Hindus generally do not speak about an impersonal
cosmic being who is removed from the day-to-day events of the world; the supreme being
is supreme precisely because it is so eminently accessible and local. While there is some
understanding that these local gods and goddesses are actually to be identified as a pan-
Indian deity, frequently their distinctive, local nature is more renowned than their generic
identity. Thus, residents of Srirangam would name their children as Ranga Nathan (lord of
Çr⁄raπgam) or Ranga Nayaki (lady of Çr⁄raπgam) after the local names by which Vi‚~u 
and Lak‚m⁄ are known in this sacred city. In Madurai the goddess is called M⁄Œåk‚⁄; and
while people know she is one manifestation of Pårvat⁄, she is almost never referred to by
the pan-Indian name.

These local deities are celebrated in poetry and songs all the way from the fifth century
CE to the present. The particular story associated with a temple may be acted out in ritual
regularly. Thus, the temple of Goddess M⁄Œåk‚⁄ in Madurai has annual rituals to
commemorate her conquest of all directions, meeting Çiva, and eventually marrying him
(Harman 1989).
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THE LAYERS OF NARRATIVES

The distinctive personalities of the local manifestations are revealed in the stories recorded
in the history of each holy place (Sthalapurå~a). Such histories create a sense of continu-
ity; they fix events both in mythical and historical time. One may observe in them at least
three different strands which are brought together to give an aura of legitimate sanctity to
each holy place and to the image with which it is associated: (i) The origin of the image is
recounted in a “Purå~ic” or epic history. This may involve the appearance of the deity on
its own volition or its appearance before holy people. This strata of legend is usually
located in mythic time. It is important because it lends an aura of scriptural approval from
the Sanskrit tradition, and most Hindus consider this to be necessary for religious legiti-
mation. (ii) The deity is associated with a poet saint or guru, that is, the image is usually
praised by one or more poets in a devotional song. (iii) The temple is associated with a
well-known philosopher/theologian.

Let us look at how this applies to Srirangam. According to local legend and Purå~ic
stories, Vi‚~u is said to have manifested himself there about the time that Råma was on
earth. This is the mythic layer; it is said that Vibh⁄‚a~a, Råma’s devotee, was returning to
his kingdom of Laπkå. According to the story, he asked Råma to give him an image of
himself. Råma gave him a small image with the condition that Vibh⁄‚a~a was not to set it
on the ground on the way to Laπkå. One day, Vibh⁄‚a~a wanted to wash himself and
looked around for someone to hold the image. Ga~eça the son of Pårvat⁄ was on hand,
disguised as a young boy. Ga~eça told Vibh⁄‚a~a that he would only hold the image for a
few minutes; after that he would put it down on the ground. Ga~eça did not wait long and
placed the image on the ground; the image apparently grew in size and stretched along the
island in the middle of the Kåver⁄ River and became immovable.

Vibh⁄‚a~a was upset but could not do anything. The story does not stop there; it is 
connected with a local narrative. It is said that Vi‚~u stretched himself in that spot in order
to please another devotee, the local king of the CôÏa kingdom, and also to honor the river
Kåver⁄, which had wanted to be more esteemed than the river Gaπgå. 

In historic time, the Çr⁄raπgam temple was honored in the songs of the poet saints, the
ÅÏvårs (seventh to tenth centuries CE); it was also the residence of several theologians like
Råmånuja. Thus, the historic sanctity is built on the Purå~ic stories of how it all came to
be sacred in the first place.

The story also makes clear that god is simultaneously present in several places at the
same time. Råma was an incarnation of Vi‚~u, but he is also in the image that he gave
Vibh⁄‚a~a. This image is not a generic Vi‚~u but a southern Vi‚~u in the Tamil-speaking
region and who is only known as Raπganåtha; here, he is one of hundreds of regional
divine manifestations.

Thus, while the theological tradition may conceive of the one “full” lord who appears in
several places and is “complete” in every sense, the oral devotional tradition of popular piety
respects the individual personality of each image and treats each as a distinct person. Often
several stories are interwoven, thus creating a cumulative significance for the image. Such
stories attend both to “Purå~ic” origin and to associations with the historic teachers and
poets. They establish connections between local deities and high gods and thereby establish
a unique history and personality for each arca which provides both a mythological basis for
its distinctive appeal and a rationale for particular rituals associated with a temple. 
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Sectarian Çåkta, Vai‚~ava, and Çaiva texts also insist that the deity is fully present
in every temple. There are some variations on this theme; Çr⁄vai‚~avas may say
that Vi‚~u and Lak‚m⁄ are fully present everywhere, but South Indian Çaivas may feel
that Çiva is in the whole universe, dwells in the heart of every human person, but is
uniquely present only in the temple, that is, the temple at Cidambaram (D. Smith 1996: 2;
Younger 1995). In theological terms, the same lord is said to reside in the many holy
places with no difference in status among these local manifestations, just as the manifes-
tation of Vi‚~u as image, as present in the heart (h®daya), and as incarnate in the world
(avatåra) are ontologically equivalent. Although in popular belief and imagination each
local manifestation is different from another form of Vi‚~u, theological texts may speak
of one Vi‚~u with one eternal form. Thus, the prayer called the Vi‚~usahasranåma (thou-
sand names of Vi‚~u) refers to him as the “one with an eternal form,” who manifests
himself in a manner that is fitting to particular occasions. The supreme being, therefore, is
both one and many, and this is one of the paradoxes of the transcendent breaking into the
temporal, material world.

THE MATERIAL IMAGE OF THE DEITY

The festival (utsava) or processional images of the deity in South India and all images
in northern India are made of metal. In many temples we find bronze images; and in
some, a very specific blending of metals is found. Bronze images seem to have become
very popular at the time of the CôÏa dynasty in South India after the tenth century CE

(Dehejia 1990: 1–47) and was developed to perfection. The sculptors were trained in the
science of metallurgy and the art of image-making. These cottage-industry foundries
following traditional rules now flourish in many places: Swamimalai and Nacchiyar
Koil, near the town of Kumbhakonam, and Mahabalipuram near Chennai are famous for
casting these images for home and temple worship. The marble stone images from Jaipur
(Rajasthan) are renowned for their exquisite features. These places now undertake orders
for images not only for local shrines but also for temples in Tampa, Atlanta, Malibu,
and Pittsburgh. A larger market is now found in the secular sphere—many of these images
are now considered to be objets d’art and grace living rooms in India and around the
world.

Metallic images are seen both in northern and southern India, but the features, clothes,
ornamentation, and decorations differ according to the region. The stone images, however,
have striking differences between the regions. If one walks into a temple in North India,
one will generally see a white marble image; in the south, the primary, immovable image
is usually in dark stone. While these images are ritually bathed and anointed in regular
temple ritual every few years, they also undergo a thorough cleaning and maintenance.
Before the work begins for such preservation, the “life” of the image is ritually transferred
to the smaller festival image. Sculptors refinish the stone images, and during this period,
they are not worshiped by devotees. Before regular worship begins, they are consecrated
ritually and the spirit of the deity is requested to abide in them once more.

The stone images in South India may be between four to six feet in height, and the
metallic, “festival” images used in processions and some rituals are usually between two
and three feet in height. While the festival images are usually standing, the primary images
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of Vi‚~u and Pårvat⁄/Dev⁄ may be in one of many poses. Lak‚m⁄ is usually seen as sitting,
usually on a lotus flower. Çiva’s main primary image in temples throughout India is 
usually in the abstract, aniconical form of a liπga which emphasizes the creative forces of
the universe. The festival form of Çiva may be in several poses; the most famous one in
the twentieth century is one of him as Na†aråja doing the cosmic dance of creation and
destruction. Vi‚~u is represented as standing, sitting, or reclining. Every pose of the
deities, every posture of the hand and legs are said to articulate a particular message that
is meaningful to the devotee.

While the image is obviously made of stone, metal, or wood, devotees think of this as a
living deity. The image is considered to be a material object until there is a ritual called
prå~aprati‚†hå (establishment of life). Through these complex rituals, the image is trans-
formed from a material article to one in which the supreme being resides. This image now
is wholly, completely divine for some devotees.

The paradox of  nonmatter

What exactly does a devotee see when he or she sees the image? Most Western mission-
aries in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were horrified at what they thought was
blatant idolatry. We do know that the different traditions within Hinduism perceive the
image in different ways. Some people may think of the image merely as a focussing point
for their meditation, without any ultimate value. It is a translucent symbol of the supreme
reality, they say, without any intrinsic value. Many other traditions like the Çr⁄vai‚~ava
and the Caitanya schools, however, think of the image as being fully, completely god. The
paradox of the “worshipable image” at least in some Hindu communities is that while this
manifestation of the deity is so obviously made of stone or metal, it is believed to be
aprak®ta or nonmaterial. The deity’s body in heaven, in the incarnate form (as Råma and
as S⁄tå) as well as in the image in the temple, is said to be formed of a transcendent, non-
earthly substance called “pure purity” (çuddha sattva). This “purity” is not on par with the
three qualities (gu~a) which constitute all living creatures and material things. Çuddha
sattva is a “super” substance, transcending anything found on earth. It is a pure substance,
unadulterated by any other quality, and is described as being “luminous.” Only heaven
(vaiku~†ha), the deity’s auspicious body, and the bodies of his attendants are made of this
stuff. This is one form of Hindu perception, but one which is present in dilute ways in
many traditions.

We are confronted with a paradox: What appears to many non-Hindu eyes as the most
gross and material representation of the deity is understood by many Hindus to be a divine,
auspicious form, composed of a nonmaterial substance that exists only in heaven and in
the properly consecrated temple on earth. The image must not be regarded as a material
object. It is a personal god, luminous, and complete with all auspicious qualities; it is tran-
scendent and supreme, yet easily accessible—a bit of heaven on earth.

The image is often referred to as the ultimate means by which the lord makes himself
accessible to humanity. Theologians often speak of the inaccessible supreme being who
deigns to come down and manifests himself. K¨rattåÏvåŒ, an eleventh-century theologian,
says that although the supreme being is inaccessible to the minds of yog⁄s and cannot be
grasped by the philosophy of Vedånta, it manifests itself in temples (Varadaråja Stava
1, 3; Sundarabåhu Stava 119).
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The image symbolizes the accessibility of the deity to the human devotee and
reminds the devotee of their mutual relationship. The worshipable, image form of the deity
simultaneously represents its supremacy and accessibility. The latter attribute is glorified
by a thirteenth-century theologian, Pi¬¬ai Lokåcårya, thus: “The lord, though omniscient
seems ignorant, though omnipotent seems as if powerless, though self-sufficient seems
otherwise. Although he is the protector, he seems to be the protected one, exchanging his
lordship to be one who is extremely accessible. . . . He is thus graciously present in all
temples and homes. This is the glory of the incarnation in the worshipable form”
(Çr⁄vacanabh¨‚a~a 40–42). The temple and the form of the deity in the temple, therefore,
are not comparable to heaven; they are, in the devotee’s eyes, superior to it. 

TEMPLE RITUALS

The camphor lamp and visual iz ing the deity

When a group of devotees pray, whether at home or in the temple, the ritual may end with
an årat⁄ or waving of lamps. The priest, or one of the worshipers, will light a piece of
camphor in a plate and wave it clockwise in front of the deity. The lit camphor flame is
then shown to the worshipers, who reverentially place their hands on top of the flame and
touch their eyelids briefly as if to internalize the light of devotion or knowledge that
showed them the supreme deity in the temple. The main act in this ritual is to see the deity
(darçana) and to be seen by this god or goddess; this is as important as hearing the sacred
words of Hindu scripture.

In many North Indian communities, a popular lyric that is sung during the årat⁄, both in
India and in the diaspora, is one called “Jaya Jagad⁄ça Hare” (Victory to the Lord of the
Universe). The song is sung slowly while the camphor flame is waved in front of the
shrine, and worshipers have darçana or a vision of the deity.

Oµ! Victory to the lord of the universe! 
Hail to the lord!
Lord, victory to the lord of the universe,
you remove the difficulties 
of your devotees in a second.
Oµ! Victory to the lord of the universe!

You fulfill the wishes of those who meditate on you;
their mental anguish dissipates.
Wealth and happiness come to their homes
and the pains of their body fade. 
Oµ! Victory. . . .

You are the mother, the father, 
who else will be my refuge. . . .
I place my hopes on you. . . .
Oµ! Victory. . . .
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You are the perfect, supreme soul,
you who reside in my soul,
supreme lord of all, 
you are the supreme brahman,
you are the master of all.
Oµ! Victory. . . .

You are an ocean of mercy, 
you protect us, lord, you protect us;
I am a fool, caught in passion, 
shower your grace on me. . . .
Oµ! Victory. . . .

Friend of the poor, remover of sorrow, 
you are my protector
Lord, extend your hand [in protection], 
to me at your door. . . .
Oµ! Victory. . . .

Destroy my lowly passions, 
Lord, destroy my sins;
Lord, increase our faith and devotion,
so we may serve you and your servants. . . .
Oµ! Victory. . . .

My body, mind, and wealth is all yours, 
everything is yours.
Lord, I submit what is yours to you, 
for what can I call my own?
Oµ! Victory. . . .

This årat⁄ is probably the most popular religious hymn in northern India. Many devotees
from the northern part of India would think of seeing the deity and singing this song of
adoration as an important part of the evening prayers. The deity is addressed in a personal
manner—it is the mother, father, and the ocean of mercy. The worshiper asks the lord to
fulfill the wishes of the devotees—to destroy one’s lowly passions, to remove one’s
sorrow, to extend the divine hand of protection and for divine grace. One of the early
verses asks for health and wealth for the worshipers. Most devotees who go to temples ask
for some or all of these desires to be fulfilled. 

While devotees ask for special rituals to be conducted at temples with petitionary or
thanksgiving intentions, there are also regular ritual schedules. These temple schedules are
very complex, with daily, seasonal, and annual festivals and celebrations. The rituals
differ in the various regions of India, between folk and “high” tradition temples, between
urban and rural areas, between various castes, and between large complexes and simple
shrines. 
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INDIVIDUAL ACTS OF WORSHIP

Why do people go to the temple or on a pilgrimage? Most of the pilgrimage towns are
called t⁄rtha or places where one crosses over the ocean of life and death. As we saw
earlier, the sacrality of many places is considered to be so potent that just living or dying
there is said to give one liberation from the cycle of life and death. And indeed, a few asce-
tics and pilgrims do go to holy cities with such a wish in mind. Most devotees and pilgrims
who go to places of worship, however, go there for a variety of other purposes and usually
pray for good health and prosperity. Others just go regularly to a local temple and under-
take special pilgrimages whenever possible.

The temples in India are the nuclei for prayers, rituals, and festivals. Many are individ-
ual, devotional offerings, others are grand celebrations speaking of pomp, power, and
prestige. In this section, we will discuss the activities that go on in a temple. We will talk
about individual acts of piety, daily schedules in large temples, and annual celebrations of
major rituals. 

Worship in many Hindu temples is traditionally not congregational in the Judeo-
Christian sense of the term with set services for the community and interactive participa-
tion. The temples have several shrines within them but no pews or seats either for
temporary or permanent seating. In some temples in Northern India and certainly in houses
throughout India, there are group songs (bhajana) accompanied by a percussion instrument
and a keyboard, but that is not a formalized service. More of these group-worship rituals
are also seen in the diaspora, where worshipers tend to congregate on the weekend.

One is supposed to go to a temple after bathing and cleansing oneself physically. In
many large temple complexes or famous pilgrimage sites in India, there are nearby pools,
rivers, or even showers for pilgrims visiting from a distance. City and neighborhood
temples do not have such facilities, except outside India. Footwear is always left outside
the temple precincts; and with it, one leaves the dust and grime of worldly thoughts and
passions. Sometimes the worshiper may buy flowers, camphor, coconuts, or fruits from the
dozens of shops and stalls outside the temple. The simplest act of worship in a temple is
for the worshiper to go whenever the temple is open and make an offering of camphor,
fruit, flower, or coconut to the deity. Many temples, except for the busy ones like Tirupati,
are closed in the afternoons after lunch for rest. In a small temple the offering may be made
directly; in most temples, the worshiper hands over the offering to a priest. In South Indian
temples, the devotee may go up only to the threshold of the womb-house. Only the priests
and ritual specialists who have been specially initiated are permitted to go beyond the
threshold. In many of the North Indian temples, devotees may go all the way into the inner
shrine. In all temples, however, it is having vision of the deity which is most meaningful
to the devotee. Some communities call this viewing of the supreme being as sevå or serv-
ice; to see the lord or the goddess is to be aware of one’s finitude and to want to serve the
deity and other devotees. Many women who come to the temple regularly and who may
not be able to afford the fruit or flower offering may bring a piece of camphor or a small
container of oil. This oil is added to the lamps that flicker in the shrines.

After first being offered to the deity, the flower or fruit that the devotee brought as
an offering is returned as “blessed” and as holding the favor of the divine being. Such a
piece of blessed food is usually called prasåda (literally, “clarity,” used here in the sense
of “favor” of the deity). This act of devotion, of seeing the deity, offering something and
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getting it back in a blessed state, is the simplest and most popular among votive rituals.
Devotees frequently walk around the temple inside one of the enclosures, thus circumam-
bulating the deity. This is an essential feature of the temple visit, as is bowing down before
the deity. 

Some worshipers may ask the temple priest to perform an arcanå (praise or adoration)
to the deity. The priest then will recite 108 names of the local deity (most gods and
goddesses have 108 names); some, like Vi‚~u, Lak‚m⁄, Çiva, and Pårvat⁄ (in her manifes-
tation as a goddess called Lalitå), have as many as 1,008 names. As the priest recites the
108 names, he offers flowers or tulas⁄ (a form of fragrant basil) leaves to the feet of the
god or a red powder called kumkum at the feet of the goddess. The kumkum offered in
worship is then distributed among the worshipers. It is only on special events, which are
frequently sponsored by a devotee, that a whole ritual with the 1,008 names is recited.
After the recitation of names, the waving of the camphor flame, and the offering and
distribution of prasåda (which could be a sweet dish, a piece of fruit, or a piece of home-
made candy), the priest may give the devotee other marks of “favor” from the deity. 

If it is a Vi‚~u shrine in the south, the worshiper may be given a spoonful of holy water
to sip and some tulas⁄ leaves sacred to Vi‚~u. The devotee then puts a pinch of the basil
in his or her mouth to ingest. Occasionally, some fragrant sandalwood paste from the
deity’s body or flowers which adorned the form of the goddess may be given to the
worshiper. The devotee receives this prasåda with his or her right hand (the left hand is
considered polluting) and then puts some of it on his or her own hair or forehead as a form
of ornamentation. It is an honor to wear what was once worn by the god. A priest in a Çiva
shrine may give the devotee some temple-made ash. Ash is a symbol of Çiva, and the devo-
tee respectfully puts a small amount on the forehead. One may get a red kumkum powder
to put on one’s forehead in the shrine of any goddess. 

The entire worship ceremony may take less than five minutes in a single shrine in a
temple that is not very busy. Most people would go to two or three shrines in a complex; if
it is a Vi‚~u temple in South India, one would typically go to the separate shrines of Vi‚~u
and Lak‚m⁄; if it is the north, one may visit possibly the shrines of Rådhå-K®‚~a (kept in
one shrine) and then perhaps Ambå/Durgå or Råma. If one chooses to linger and go to many
shrines or socialize, one may take up to an hour or so. But most regular worshipers, espe-
cially if they are dropping into a temple on the way to work or school on a busy week day,
may simply go to one shrine and be in and out in a few minutes. From this perspective, one
realizes how much the temple is part of one’s everyday life.

After going around the shrines, a woman devotee may go to the official “temple tree”
(sthalav®k‚a), a tree that has been venerated by the community for centuries, and walk
around it with reverence. The temples traditionally honored trees and groves; in medieval
Tamil literature, the important Çiva and Vi‚~u temples seem to have had a resident,
“official” tree which was venerated by the local women. The tree had implications of
fertility, and women worshiped it daily; it is entirely possible that this has been so from
the time of the Harappå civilization. Sacred trees are found both inside and outside temple
precincts. In many villages and in many quiet places in the cities, there are sacred trees that
have a simple platform built around them. 

Under the trees may be many small stone images of intertwined snakes. These serpent
images are venerated with red spots of kumkum powder that is used to adorn the forehead
of women. Women come to these open-air shrines to worship at particular times of the
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year or when they need a wish to be fulfilled. The serpents, called någas, may well be one
of the earliest features of the Hindu tradition; they may even predate the Indo-European
culture. We have very little evidence that their worship was prevalent in the Harappå
culture, since only one seal possibly depicting the serpent has been found there, but they
were probably venerated in other parts of the subcontinent.

Monetary offerings to temples

In some temples, certain items of food are cooked, offered to the deity, and sold at subsi-
dized prices as prasåda. Some temples give free food or prasåda from the monies received
through the endowments made in the past by patrons. As we saw earlier, patrons frequently
earmarked their donations for particular charitable deeds or functions in the temple, and
their donations were inscribed on stone plaques on temple walls. The inscriptions on the
walls of the old temples are a wonderful record of transactions within the temple and give
us considerable information on who endowed the money. Through these we know of the
many men and women who patronized temples and who generously donated money for
pilgrims and festivals. The temples were and still are powerful economic institutions in
which large amounts of money are endowed and where in return the devotee may receive
some symbol of divine grace or tangible form of temple honor.

Most worshipers may drop some money into the large collection boxes known as hu~d⁄.
While many may contribute small change, if they can afford to do so at all, some pilgrims
may donate large sums of money or gold jewelry. While some temples have minimal
funds, others are endowed very well. An example is the Veπkateçvara/Vi‚~u temple at
Tirupati (Andhra Pradesh). It has enjoyed royal patronage during the last thousand years,
but only in the last hundred years has it attracted large numbers of pilgrims and substan-
tial revenues. The popularity of the temple is said to have increased phenomenally after a
major reconsecration in 1958. The wealth of the temple is also frequently reported and
commented upon by the media. In 1996 the reported cash income (not counting the invest-
ments and endowments) was upward of 36 million US dollar a year.

Cars and diamonds are collected, as are approximately 20 kilogram (640 troy ounces)
of gold every month, from various pieces of jewelry deposited in the hu~d⁄. The temple is
located on 28 square kilometers (10.75 square miles) of the Tirumala Hills. Until 1965,
when the government took them over, it owned more than 600 villages. The enormous
funds of the temple are used for charitable purposes, universities, educational institutions,
and hospitals. This temple has one of the busiest daily schedules, since it has to accom-
modate tens of thousands of pilgrims everyday.

DAILY ROUTINE IN LARGE TEMPLES

The suprabhåtam

Lord Veπkateçvara in Tirupati is “woken-up” every morning with the majestic recitation
of the suprabhåtam or a “good morning” prayer in the Sanskrit language, composed in the
fifteenth century. The tradition of such wake-up panegyrics goes back to the Tamil poetic
and royal customs, when the king was woken-up every morning with lilting music and
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words of praise. The Tamil poems were called Tiruppa¬¬iyeÏucci (Waking up from the
Sacred Bed). A Tamil poem of this genre was used for Lord Vi‚~u in the eighth century CE

in Srirangam, and later in the fifteenth century, a Sanskrit work was composed for the
deity in Tirupati. The poet deems the deity to be a royal king and wakes him up with his
song. This notion of the king as god and god as king permeates Hindu thinking in many
levels and is particularly seen in a temple where the deity is treated as a ruler. The supra-
bhåtam is the most famous in the genre, but now almost every major temple in South India
has its own morning wake-up prayer addressed to the local manifestation of Vi‚~u, Çiva,
or Dev⁄.

Lord Veπkateçvara is woken-up like a king, but he has a busy day ahead. The early
morning rituals in most temples begin between five and six in the morning, but in Tirupati,
because of the throngs of pilgrims, the wake-up call may be as early as 3 AM. By the time
the last rituals are done and he is ceremoniously asked to retire for the night, it may well
be midnight.

In many large temples, the deity is woken-up in a similar manner in the morning,
frequently to the sounds of music and Sanskrit prayers. Large quantities of food are offered
to the deity at regular intervals. In Tirupati, Veπkateçvara is decorated with flower gar-
lands (målåsevå) in the morning and “receives” pilgrims like a king receives his subjects.
The worshipers file past the deity in the dimly-lit main shrine, where they get glimpses of
the manifest divinity, the lord, who has taken form to appear before them. Periodically,
this procession of devotees is halted, and the deity is offered food or special prayers. 

The recitation of prayers in temples may differ. At the devotee’s request, the priest may
say the 108 names of the deity. In many temples, sections of the Vedas known as
Puru‚as¨kta (hymn to the cosmic person) or Çr⁄s¨ktam (hymn to Lak‚m⁄) may be
recited regularly. In some South Indian Vi‚~u temples, the Tamil poems of the ÅÏvårs
(eighth to tenth centuries CE) are considered to be the Tamil Veda or revelation and are
recited at regular intervals. 

The 1,008 names of the resident deity may be recited at the sponsorship of a devotee;
the worshiper pays a stipulated amount to the temple office and the priest begins his
recitation. While the priest recites the names, the worshiper and the accompanying family
would sit on the ground in front of the deity and listen to the names. The worshiper usually
has a passive role in these ceremonies. The prototype of such strings of names is found in
the Mahåbhårata, where Vi‚~u’s 1,008 names are narrated. Çiva has several (about eight)
sets of such 1,008 names. There is no definitive discussion in texts as to why these 
numbers are favored, though in general the number thousand seems to indicate a sense of
largeness and suggestive of infinity. Thus in the Vedic Puru‚as¨kta, the puru‚a or pri-
mordial person who is said to have a thousand heads, a thousand eyes, and a thousand feet
extends through the universe and still goes beyond it by ten finger lengths. By reciting or
hearing the thousand (or the abbreviated version of a hundred) names, the devotee is
reminded of the infinite potential and manifestations of the supreme being. Some scholars
also believe that the sanctity of the number 108 (and also 1,008) comes from the number
10,800, the number of time units (muh¨rta) in a year. Vedic texts apparently explicitly
acknowledge this number as 108 � 100 (Parpola 1997).

The deity may be adorned and decorated once or several times a day. In the famous
Çr⁄nåthaj⁄ temple at Nathdvara, Rajasthan, the form of K®‚~a is decorated and adorned
several times a day in order to delight the throngs of devotees who flood into the audience
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chamber. In many of the larger temples, the deity goes through a ritual bathing and
anointing (abh⁄‚eka) process once a week. In many South Indian temples in India and in
the diaspora, this is a major ritual. The priests leave very few clothes on the deity and
systematically bathe and anoint it with various substances—water, milk, honey, yogurt,
and so on, symbolizing the various nourishing substances of the world. Finally, pitchers of
water are poured over the image to the recitation of the Puru‚as¨kta. A screen is drawn
between the worshipers and the shrine; the deity is then offered incense and fragrances,
clothed, and adorned in new splendor. After an afternoon rest, there are evening audiences
with the worshipers and evening årat⁄. 

In some temples there is a beautiful ritual of making the lord sleep at night to the strains
of soft music and lullabies. In all these rituals, the deity is envisaged as a king-protector or,
at times, an infant child in the form of K®‚~a. The paradox of the ritual, of course, is that the
lord or the goddess who is the supreme being indulges the whims of the devotee and takes
on image form which is bathed, anointed, clothed, adored, and adorned by the human being.

These forms of worship in many South Indian temples follow one of two systems laid
out in texts called Ågamas. There are Ågamas dedicated to Çiva, Çakti Dev⁄ (the goddess),
and Vi‚~u. The Ågamas are texts parallel to the Vedas in some ways, but elements of their
worldview are seen in parts of the Mahåbhårata. Many Ågamic texts lay down specific
rules for the time, manner, and details of the rituals and festivals. Male priests of the
Bråhma~ caste are trained in these temples as apprentices, undergo special initiation
ceremonies, and are empowered to attend to the deity in the main shrine. 

While only male Bråhma~ priests do the rituals within the main shrine in the large, tradi-
tional temples, in many smaller, newer temples such as Mel Maruvathur, women are begin-
ning to officiate in the main shrine. Traditionally, women were considered to be polluted
during the time of menstruation and did not go to a temple. This is now being reversed in
many newer shrines in India. The temple was supposed to be ritually pure, and menstruation
and death polluted it. When there was a death in the family, those closely related to the dead
person are considered ritually polluted for a few days and cannot visit the temple during this
period. The number of days that one is ritually polluted depends on one’s caste. It is interest-
ing that although in devotional narratives a woman can pray to the lord or goddess anytime
and surrender herself anytime, even if she was menstruating, the Bråhma~ical structure of a
temple ritual did not allow this in practice. For example, it is said in the Mahåbhårata,
Draupad⁄ called upon Lord K®‚~a and asked for protection when she was being abused. This
surrender took place when she was (from the view point of the Dharmaçåstras) considered to
be ritually polluted, that is, when she was menstruating. In the world of devotion, however,
there is no physical pollution, no stigma to menstruation. It is in the ritual, male Bråhma~ical
world of the traditional temple, that a menstruating woman is excluded.

SPECIAL RITUALS IN TEMPLES: THE AUSPICIOUS
WEDDING OF VIÍ¡U AND LAKÍMÛ

There are periodic temple rituals which are sponsored by a devotee. A person may say
that when a son gets married or if he or she gets a promotion, the family will celebrate the
wedding of the god and the goddess in a temple. While this is done in many temples on a
regular basis, it is celebrated almost everyday with eclat in Tirupati (in Andhra Pradesh).
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By extension, this ritual is celebrated in all the temples where the manifestation of Vi‚~u
is called Veπkateçvara or “lord of Veπkatam Hill,” that is, in Pittsburgh, Malibu, Chicago,
Atlanta, and Singapore, among other places. The ritual is kalyå~a utsava or the celebra-
tion of the auspicious wedding between Vi‚~u and the goddesses Çr⁄ (Lak‚m⁄) and Bh¨
(the earth goddess). This festival is different from other ritual wedding celebrations such
as that of the deities M⁄Œåk‚⁄ and Sundareçvarar in the city of Madurai. While the latter is
an annual occurrence, the kalyå~a utsava is celebrated almost everyday in Tirupati upon
the request of devotees. In this ritual a priest acts out the part of the lord as a bridegroom,
and all the ritual acts of an actual wedding are performed. In popular terms, devotees
believe that the reenactment of the most auspicious event—the union of the male and the
female powers of the universe, the wedding of the god and the goddess—there will be hap-
piness and prosperity for all. The ritual also highlights Vi‚~u’s accessibility. The devotee
almost “plays” with the deity (as manifested in the image) and thus reenacts and partici-
pates in this most auspicious event, the marriage of Vi‚~u to Lak‚m⁄ and Bh¨. Such a
reversal of the human-divine relationship is typical of devotion (Ramanujan 1993a). The
human being is not an instrument of the lord’s sport (l⁄lå); rather, Vi‚~u, through his
manifestation in the image form, participates in the sport of the devotee.

The images of Vi‚~u, Lak‚m⁄, and Bh¨ and the ritual of the wedding also represent the
several relationships of the deity to the world. By assuming the form of the bridegroom of
Lak‚m⁄, Vi‚~u reminds the human that he is the bridegroom for every soul; as the consort
of Bh¨, Vi‚~u can be seen as the support of the earth and as a friend to all humanity. 

Annual  r i tuals  I:  temporary shrines and local  deit ies

In many suburbs of large cities and in rural areas, women from the so-called “lower” or
“scheduled” castes (castes which Western academics call “untouchable”) may set up an
image in a small shrine under a thatched roof; with community contributions, it may even-
tually get brick walls around it. In the state of Tamilnadu, we find deities not found in the
Purå~ic structure, local goddesses who are not known outside the immediate cultural area.
Sometimes temporary shrines may be erected around an image only for one month when
the goddess is celebrated. The goddess cannot be called a village deity; she is found in both
rural and urban areas. 

The goddess in this area manifests herself in seven forms, and a community will tradi-
tionally worship only one of these manifestations. In the suburbs of Chennai, for instance,
in the month of Å†i (mid-July to mid-August), AmmaŒ or the mother goddess is worshiped
by women. The goddess may be called CellattammaŒ, NågatammaŒ, or any one of seven
names. On any given Sunday of the month, a small community builds a temporary shrine,
surrounded by large canopies to hold the crowds. Visiting folk musicians and bards who
know the relevant songs are hired for the day, as is a public address system, which blares
to the world that the community is celebrating the goddess that day. From early in the
morning, loudspeakers roar film songs dedicated to the goddess. 

The expenses of the festival in this shrine may be picked up either by community
contributions or through the major sponsorship of one family, with other families chipping
in. For two days, the women cook large cauldrons of food which will be distributed to
about a hundred visitors after the worship. Around mid-day, the film music stops and the
hired (male) folk musicians sing ballads to the accompaniment of skilled percussion
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instrument players. As the drumming gains momentum, women may start swaying and
become possessed with the spirit of the goddess. Anywhere between two to ten women
may dance under possession for about an hour or so in front of the goddess, eventually
slowing down as the drums decelerate. They eventually stop their rhythmic swaying, sip
water, and relax as the next stage of the rituals begin. In some communities, the goddess
enjoys meat; a goat is now sacrificed right there and offered to the deity. The large caul-
drons of thick fermented cereal which is said to “cool” down the system are distributed to
the visitors, and the film music glorifying the goddess begins to pick up speed again.

While the setting seems fairly informal, the events are planned months in advance. The
Å†i festival for the goddess will scarcely be over before planning for the next one begins.

Annual  r i tuals  II:  the fest ival  of  recitat ion in Srirangam 

The large Bråhma~ical temples of India also have regular annual cycles of rituals cele-
brated with hundreds of thousands of devotees. The grandest festival in most temples is
called brahmotsava or the festival of the supreme being. The most ostentatious celebration
usually occurs on the last day or the day when the festival image of the deities is pulled
slowly through the streets in an enormous chariot (ratha, têr); a ritual anglicized locally as
the “car festival.” The temple best known for the car festival is Jagannåtha in Puri, where
the local form of Vi‚~u called Jagannåtha, is pulled through the streets. In this temple,
Jagannåtha is understood to be Vi‚~u’s incarnation, K®‚~a. K®‚~a’s sister and brother,
Subhadrå and Balaråma, are installed in the chariot and pulled slowly by human beings
through the streets, with hundreds of thousands of people following them. (The English
word “juggernaut,” which refers to any massive force that crushes anything in it’s path, is
a mispronunciation of “Jagannåtha.” The chariot/cars are very tall and weigh several
hundred tons.) In the last two centuries churches in South India have also celebrated
chariot festivals in honor of the Virgin Mary or various Christian saints.

Let us look at one long festival called the adhyayana utsava or the festival of recitation
in the temple city of Srirangam to see how complicated some of the annual celebrations
are. The Vi‚~u/Raπganåtha temple here celebrates annual festivals for almost two-hundred-
and-fifty days a year. “Çr⁄raπgam” translates as “sacred stage” or “sacred arena.” Unlike
the dynamic Çiva, who is the dancer in the city of Cidambaram, here the manifestation of
Vi‚~u, who is known as Raπganåtha (lord of stage), reposes in tranquility on his serpent
couch. He is not the performer but the audience entertained by the recitation and the dance
of human beings. Srirangam, during the utsava, becomes the cosmic stage, and here
the devotion of a ninth-century poet, the NammåÏvår, and his perceived ascent to heaven
are enacted annually. During the festival, through song and dance, this place is affirmed to
be bh¨loka vaiku~†ha or heaven on earth.

The mythical portrayal of heaven (vaiku~†ha) seems similar to the physical description
of Srirangam: an island garlanded by a river. Srirangam, which is near the large town of
Tiruchirapalli, is circled by the Kåver⁄ and Kolladam rivers, and it is said to resemble
Vaiku~†ha, circled by the Virajå River. The rivers form clear boundary markers; separating
earth from heaven, the outside world from the realm of the sacred temple space. On the
days of the adhyayana utsava, one is in a liminal state, for only during those ten days are
the northern gates of the Srirangam temple, known as the “gates of heaven,” opened and
the distinction between the earth and the heaven is said to be removed; heaven and earth
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become contiguous with each other. Heaven is said to come to earth; the lord who cannot be
grasped or perceived by the senses is said to be seen by all; the unheard sound resonates
through the articulation of the Sanskrit and Tamil Vedas. Revelation is simultaneously visual
and aural as the devotees see Vi‚~u/Raπganåtha enshrined in the Hall of the Thousand Pillars
and hear the words of poet NammåÏvår. At the conclusion of the ritual, Vi‚~u grants salvation
to his ninth-century devotee NammåÏvår; at the end of the sacred time, when heaven has
descended to earth, NammåÏvår, the human being, ascends to heaven. 

The festival focuses on the recitation of the Sanskrit Vedas as well as the recitation and
performance of the Tamil poems composed between the eighth and the tenth centuries in
honor of Vi‚~u. In the eleventh century CE, Vai‚~ava devotees introduced these poems
into the temple and home liturgies and began to comment on it—initially orally and through
the performing arts and then later in writing. A full recitation with verbal and performative
commentaries is held during the annual adhyayana utsava. These ritual contexts comment
upon the songs and inform us about the poems and the local devotional community—
perhaps more so than even a verbal commentary. The whole festival is one of rejoicing and
splendor, celebrating the quest of NammåÏvår—and every devotee—for union with Vi‚~u.

The adhyayana utsava takes place in the month of Mårgaç⁄r‚a (December 15th to January
14th) in all temples where there is substantial representation from the Çr⁄vai‚~ava
community. Some rituals of the festival are celebrated in several temples in America. Over
twenty-one days, Sanskrit Vedas and four thousand Tamil verses composed by poet devo-
tees are recited. The highlight is the recitation of NammåÏvår’s Tiruvåymo¬i, a poem of
1,102 verses. The program for twenty-one days, starting with the new moon of the month
Mårgaç⁄r‚a, involves carefully orchestrated rituals, including: the recitation of poems,
processions of the festival image through the streets, the dressing up of the festival image
in various costumes, enactment of particular episodes from the Tamil ÅÏvår poetry or the
Sanskrit epics by special cantors/actors (male Bråhma~s who belong to certain family
which have the hereditary rights to perform) in some temples, and enactment of particular
verses from the poetry. On each day, the movable, festival image of the Vi‚~u used for
celebrations is dressed up in special costumes, and he is worshiped in his other manifestations. 

The adhyayana utsava begins on the new moon day in the month of Mårgaç⁄r‚a. The
recitation of the Tiruvåymo¬i begins on the eleventh day (ekådaç⁄) after the new moon; it
is on this day that the “gates of heaven” will be open. On this eleventh day in the bright
half of the moon in Mårgaç⁄r‚a, the heaviest crowds of the year are expected at the
Srirangam and most other Vi‚~u temples in South India and in the diaspora. This day is
one of the holiest days in the pan-Hindu calendar; fasting on this day and keeping a pious
vigil through the night without sleeping is said to grant one the good merit to reach
Vaiku~†ha. 

Beginning on this day, the tall, northern doors of the Srirangam temple, known as the
“gates of heaven,” are opened just prior to the recitation of the Tiruvåymo¬i. These doors
are kept closed for the rest of the year and kept open only on the ten days of this recitation
and performance; during these ten days, heaven is contiguous with earth. While the gates
in Srirangam are very tall, most temples in India and in the diaspora have smaller doors
which are considered to be a vestibule connecting heaven with earth. In the Vi‚~u temples
of Atlanta, Pittsburgh, Chicago, and so on, these make-shift “gates to heaven” are formally
opened during this day with throngs of devotees in attendance. In Srirangam, the festival
image of Vi‚~u/Raπganåtha is brought from the main shrine and goes slowly around one
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of the enclosures of the temple and then passes through the “gates of heaven.” In recent
years, there has been extensive television coverage of the Srirangam temple when the lord
passes through the “gates of heaven.” 

In Srirangam, for the ten nights of the festival, the processional image of Vi‚~u is
brought through the “gates of heaven,” taken to the temple tank, and then brought to the
“Hall of a Thousand Pillars,” a twelfth-century structure which is in one of the outer enclo-
sures of the temple. This enormous hall is a grand form of a pavilion which may exist in
many other temples—a pavilion in which music and dance were performed for the deities. 

On the last day of the festival, the poet NammåÏvår is said to be given salvation. The
performance as enacted by priests and images in the temple depicts NammåÏvår as reach-
ing heaven and getting liberation from the cycle of life and death. At that point, a member
from the crowds of devotees, who are witnessing this passion play of NammåÏvår’s devo-
tion to god, goes up to the center stage and requests Vi‚~u to return NammåÏvår to human-
ity. Vi‚~u agrees to let the poet come back to humanity, so that his words and his form in
the temple will continue to inspire and save other devotees. Following this drama of the
salvation of NammåÏvår, the cantors are taken in a procession around the temple.

What is the meaning of this festival? On the simplest level, we can see a community—
the Çr⁄vai‚~ava tradition—asserting from the eleventh century that their vernacular
language, Tamil, is equivalent to Sanskrit and that revelation is not frozen in the Sanskrit
Vedas. Revelation is ongoing; it came through NammåÏvår, and it happens every time the
devotee hears the sacred words and sees the divine manifest form of the lord in the earthly
place that is transformed to heaven. 

Some other devotees give a symbolic meaning for the various parts of the rituals, 
saying that every small syntax of the ritual corresponds to a spiritual state in the path of
the human soul to heaven. The journey of Vi‚~u from the main shrine to the Hall of a
Thousand Pillars is said to express the pilgrimage of the human soul to heaven. Lord
Vi‚~u/Raπganåtha is said to represent the human soul which wants salvation, and the
details of his passage to the Hall (which is heaven) is considered to have allegorical mean-
ing. Let us look at some details of this type of interpretation to get an idea of how devo-
tees internalize temple rituals and see them as outer manifestations of inner, spiritual
conditions:

Ritual Allegorical meaning

doors closed when Vi‚~u leaves the main shrine sense organs shut and controlled
bearers of palanquin movement of ku~∂alin⁄ or 

glide-like serpent yogic energy 
within one’s body

Vi‚~u goes through doorway human life passes through head at death 
Vi‚~u orders a gateway to be opened various barriers broken and

pathways to heaven opened 
Vi‚~u reaches a well in one of soul reaches river Virajå which  

the enclosures circles circles heaven
lord discards a shawl and wears new garland soul assumes new spiritual body
lord wears clothes with gems soul is radiant in glory at the time of liberation
images of saints brought near lord soul renders continuous service with 

other devotees to the lord
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Such allegorical interpretations for rituals are seen in many Hindu texts, but it must be
noted that there is no common ground of acceptance for these meanings. Many rituals were
initiated by patrons and devotees to commemorate various events which took place in
known historical or mythical time and to enact moments in the tradition which they
believed should be remembered and celebrated. The astrological exactness of these cele-
brations is critical, and these moments succeed in bringing together various segments of
the Hindu communities in horizontal space as well as by tying in these devotees with their
ancestors in vertical time.

Pilgrimages

Perhaps the times when we see the community coming together both vertically and hori-
zontally is at times of major pilgrimages when there are movements of great numbers of
people over the subcontinent. While there is no single pilgrimage which is incumbent on all
Hindus and of the magnitude of the Hajj in Islam, almost every Hindu usually makes at least
one or more pilgrimages in the course of his or her life. The popularity of pilgrimage centers
and events may wax and wane according to political patronage and cultural relevance, but
some towns like Varanasi and Ramesvaram have been important for centuries. 

While some of these towns are important yearlong, many get a special significance and
attract hundreds of thousands of pilgrims only on a few festival days of the year. Thus, the
river waters in the cities of Haridvar, Ujjain, Nasik, and Prayåga (the modern Allahabad)
attract millions of pilgrims during the kumbha melå or the festival of Aquarius/Pitcher.
This festival commemorates a myth in the Purå~as. Apparently the gods and the demons
fought for the nectar of immortality, and when the gods eventually procured it, they used
the four places as resting spots. Fertility and immortality are promised to pilgrims here;
one may bathe for liberation from the cycle of life and death, but more probable, one may
get drops of water to soak seeds and grains so that the harvest next year may be bountiful.

The festival occurs every three years and rotates between the four towns mentioned
here. These towns are located on rivers which are generally considered holy; but during
the astrologically correct days in January-February, the sanctity reaches a peak. Nasik is
on the Godåvar⁄, Haridvar on Gaπgå, Ujjain on Siprå, and Allahabad is on the confluence
of the Gaπgå, Yamunå, and the mythical Sarasvat⁄. Bathing in the waters at the astrologi-
cally correct moment is said to give one good karma and is said to cleanse one physically
and spiritually. Millions of pilgrims congregate here, but it is the special place for sådhus
or holy (male) ascetics and sadhvis or ascetic women. In 1995, more than twenty million
pilgrims came to bathe in Allahabad. Accounts of the festival are found as far back as
seventh-century literature, and in the eighth century, the philosopher Çaµkara is said to
have asked ascetics to assemble here during the astrologically beneficial moments.
Prayers, religious songfests, sectarian debates, religious councils, and power brokerage all
take place here during the days.

Most Hindus consider the rivers of India to be sacred. By bathing in the great rivers of
India, one is said to be morally cleansed of sins and to acquire merit or auspiciousness.
One not only gets physically cleansed by the rivers but one is morally purified and one’s
sins ( påpa) are destroyed as well. A story popular in oral tradition makes the point.

A king goes to sleep on the banks of the river Gaπgå. When he wakes up in the middle
of the night, he sees some women covered in filth taking a dip in the holy river. They
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emerge from the river cleansed and then disappear. The king returns on several nights and
sees the same thing. Eventually he asks them who they are; they reply that they are the
embodiments of the rivers of India. Everyday they tell him, human beings bathe in the
rivers and their sins are absolved by that act. The rivers—embodied as women—absorb
the moral dirt and then come to the Gaπgå, the grand purifier, to purify themselves.

Variations on the story say where the Gaπgå goes to get herself purified, although it is
generally assumed that she needs no purification. In stories that extol the river Narmadå,
Gaπgå goes to bathe in that river. In a metastory ascribed to oral tradition, she goes to
bathe in the holy city of Prayåga to absolve herself of the moral filth. This story obviously
praises the sanctity of Prayåga but ends up being a circular narrative because the holy city
itself gets it’s importance because the rivers Gaπgå and Yamunå meet there.

The generic version of the story distinguishes between two kinds of dirt: moral dirt and
sin (påpa), which is perceptible as physical dirt in the bodies of the river. In addition to
moral and physical purities, one may also note that in other Hindu contexts there is a third
kind of purity: ritual purity. When one bathes in them, rivers and other bodies of water may
bestow the pilgrim and his or her clothes with ritual purity. Ritual purity encompasses
physical purity, but all that is physically clean is not ritually pure (Alley 1998). Even if a
person is physically and ritually clean, the mere association with people and garb which
are deemed ritually unclean or impure may be contagious enough to “pollute” one. 

Most of the rivers of India are considered to be female, and mountains are generically
male. There are exceptions however: some rivers like K®‚~a have male names and some
mountains like Nandådev⁄ bear women’s names. Rivers are perceived to be nurturing (and
sometimes judgmental) mothers, feeding, nourishing, quenching, and, when angered,
flooding the Earth. The river Gaπgå is hailed by millions of people as Mother Gaπgå
(gaπgåmaiyå). Hindu girls in India are frequently named after rivers. Rivers are also
personified as deities; Gaπgå is sometimes portrayed as a consort of Lord Çiva. In the
south, Kåver⁄ AmmaŒ (Mother Kåver⁄) is the name by which the river is fondly addressed.
The river Kåver⁄ rises in Coorg, Karnataka, and hundreds of girls born in the area are
called Kåver⁄. In the plains of Tamilnadu, Kåver⁄ is seen as a devotee and sometimes the
consort of Lord Vi‚~u, and several temples (like TêraÏunt¨r, near Kumbhakonam) have a
striking image of this personified river in the innermost shrine. By bathing in the rivers,
by venerating and propitiating the divine personification of the rivers, the devotee prays
for purity and prosperity.

The waters of these rivers are also used to extend sacrality wherever they are present.
Little jars of water from the Gaπgå are kept at homes and used for funeral rituals.
Sometimes pilgrimage rituals involved carrying water from one sacred place to another,
thus extending the mingling of the powers of these rivers. For instance, in popular prac-
tice, pilgrims worship Çiva at Ramesvaram, deep in the south of India. They then take sand
from the beach of Ramesvaram to Allahabad. The rivers Gaπgå and Yamunå meet at
Allahabad, and, according to some Hindu texts, a third, mythical river called Sarasvat⁄
joins them here under the ground. Pilgrims dissolve the sand they have brought from
Ramesvaram at this confluence of rivers. They then take the holy water from this conflu-
ence in little bottles back to Ramesvaram and anoint the Çiva liπga there. Many devotees
consider the pilgrimage circle, from Ramesvaram to Allahabad and back to Ramesvaram,
to be particularly meritorious. In other rituals, waters from the Gaπgå and other rivers
of India are taken to other countries, mingled with the waters of local rivers, and used to
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consecrate new temples. Thus, during special rituals at the Veπkateçvara temples at
Pittsburgh and Atlanta, waters of the Gaπgå and Kåver⁄ were mingled with the Mississippi,
the Suwannee, and other American rivers, blessed with the recitation of Vedas, and used
to consecrate the new or renovated temple structures. When the temples are consecrated in
the new place, the daily and periodical cycles of rituals commence.

Millions of Hindus have thus connected old places of worship with new ones. Although
there may not be formal, unifying links between the various traditions of the Hindu faith,
pilgrimage rituals, like the one physically connecting Ramesvaram in the south with
Allahabad in the north, served as strong connecting bonds. As Hindus settle in new countries,
the land there is consecrated; the sacred waters of India are brought to mingle with the
waters of the new host country, and sacrality is extended. 

Building plans for Hindu temples in America are constantly in the works, and a project
is finished only for another extension or renovation to begin. Building plans are constantly
evolving—as are prayers, rituals, and functions. Sacred spaces and Hindu temples have
overlapped in India and Southeast Asia for more than two millennia; now these sacred
spaces are perceived in other parts of the world. Through temple rituals, some Hindus may
establish connections between themselves and the deity, seek favors from and offer thanks
to the presiding deity, aspire to eliminate old sins, acquire karmic and ritual purity, seek
liberation from the cycle of life and death, establish connections with sacred places, both
new and those going back to their ancestors, and extend their notions of holy land from
India to the diaspora. The final blessings that ring out after most rituals in Hindu temples,
both in India and in other countries, proclaim the aspirations of all devotees: sarva jana
sukhino bhavantu: “May all people be happy!”
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C H A P T E R  T W E N T Y - O N E

TÛ RTHA

Surinder M. Bhardwaj and James G. Lochtefeld

Pilgrimage to sacred centers has occupied a venerable place in the long history of 
Hindu civilization and remains an important practice in modern Hindu life, both inside

and outside of India. Although at the most literal level pilgrimage involves a place and
people who travel to that place, both the places and the actions can have considerable
symbolic content. When one investigates the meanings of these actions in light of their 
context—a particular time, place, and cultural milieu—the insights that one gains both reflect
and reveal that context. As with any other realm of religious life, looking closely at pilgrim-
age can reveal a great deal about the fundamental assumptions in any religious tradition.

In Islam, for example, the centrality of Mecca is a symbol for the oneness of Allåh, and
every adult Muslim is required to do the Hajj (assuming one is physically and financially
able), as a sign of obedience to Allåh. Furthermore, the ritual patterns of the Hajj itself
symbolize both the unity and the equality of the Muslim community and the lordship of
Allåh. Yet many Muslims also pay visitations (ziyårat) to Í¨f⁄ tombs—sometimes to ask
for favors, but sometimes simply to maintain a relationship with the saint buried there
(Pinto 1989: 117). Here the emphasis is on compassion and grace and its accessibility to
ordinary human beings. Unlike the Hajj, these journeys are not required as a religious
obligation but are often prompted by compelling human concerns.

For Buddhists the notion of pilgrimage is very different, since the meanings of these
actions are coded into a Buddhist context. No single place is deemed the most important
sacred center; the emphasis is instead on the path, which reflects Buddhism’s stress on
self-transformation. When Buddhists visit the four sites associated with the historical
Buddha—Lumbini, Bodhgaya, Sarnath, and Kusinagar—it is because these places serve
as reminders of the Buddha’s life and message and an exhortation to Buddhists to do the
same. In a similar vein, Tibetan Buddhist pilgrimage around Mount Kailåsa can be inter-
preted as a symbol of transformation—the death of the old person and a new beginning.
Although every action must take place somewhere, for Buddhists the critical factor is the
path, as the vehicle to move one toward the ultimate religious goal. 

Although it is commonplace to talk about sacred places possessing these qualities in
themselves—and in many cases this reflects the understanding of the people who visit
them—it is clear that different sorts of things are happening in each of these examples
and that the meanings of these places are based on their context. Similarly, one can expect
that Hindu pilgrimage will reveal the Hindu conceptual world (or worlds), and the most



pervasive feature of Hindu tradition is its infinite variety. Hindu religion is diffuse and
decentralized, and pilgrimage reflects this fundamental characteristic. Hindu sacred places
are distributed throughout India—whether associated with particular deities, with events
in Hindu mythology, or with particular rites in the life cycle—and millions of people visit
them each year. These places are clearly important, but there is no single uncontested holi-
est place—the valuation of various places ultimately depends on who is speaking.
Pilgrimage is clearly an important Hindu religious activity, and some of the largest gath-
erings of humanity take place at India’s major sacred centers, particularly at the kumbha
melås (Dubey 1987). Yet although the pilgrim’s journey is important, no single model
encompasses what people do on pilgrimage—again, one must look at the context. As a
manifestation of Hindu cultural life, pilgrimage is also directly connected with many of the
other cultural forces—social change, economics, and politics. 

In connection with Hindu pilgrimage, this chapter will discuss these three notions:
the pilgrim’s journey (path), the pilgrim’s goal (place), and the cultural forces that shape
the ideas about these. Although all three are important in Hindu tradition, by far the great-
est stress has been on the notion of place, a stress that reflects the deeply rooted conviction
that certain places are powerful in their own right and that visiting them can promote or
facilitate personal transformation. These are the t⁄rthas, the points of crossing, and they
will receive first attention. 

TÛRTHA IN THE HINDU WORLD: 
A PLACE AND A SYMBOL

The word “t⁄rtha” literally means a “ford” or a “crossing place”—a place where one can
easily cross from one side of a river to the other. Metaphorically, t⁄rthas are places where
the boundaries between the everyday world and the sacred become permeable and where
one can more easily “cross over” or communicate between the two (Eck 1981a: 325).
As mentioned earlier, such encounters cannot be ascribed under a single model, since
pilgrims at the same place can often have differing motives. If the ultimate goal is conceived
as freedom from the cyclical bondage of karma and the soul’s ultimate merging with the
infinite (mok‚a), then t⁄rthas are the place where this can happen. In other cases, t⁄rthas
provide access to the divine presence, either for pragmatic reasons such as seeking favors,
or to take part in the divine l⁄lå and thus be in the divine presence. In other cases, t⁄rthas
are believed to be places where ritual actions carry greater religious weight—whether
bathing in a sacred pool, giving alms (dåna), or performing one of the life-cycle rites. In
every case, however, such t⁄rthas are places where the religious goals are more easily
attained. Generalizing from this concept of symbolic “crossing,” all Hindu holy places are
colloquially termed as t⁄rthas; this term is even applied to gurus, teachers, and other holy
men and women, since their grace helps one to transcend this phenomenal world. 

As one might expect from the word’s literal meaning, in many cases t⁄rthas are associ-
ated with water, particularly with India’s sacred rivers. The earliest mention of these, in
¸g Veda 10.75.5–6, described an area in Punjab and Sind, but this area soon expanded.
The most common classical list names seven sacred rivers—Gaπgå, Yamunå, Godåvar⁄,
Sarasvat⁄, Narmadå, Sindhu (Indus), and Kåver⁄—which between them span the subconti-
nent. Even among these the Gaπgå occupies a special place and is often considered as
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a symbol of the sacred river itself—so much so that Godåvar⁄ and Kåver⁄ are often
described as the “Gaπgå” for their particular regions. Although all these rivers are consid-
ered holy throughout their length, their sanctity can be intensified during particularly
auspicious times or augmented at certain unusual places: river sources (which could
represent the origin of things or the purity of the just born), river junctions, and places
where they empty into the sea (which could be seen as symbolizing an individual merging
with the infinite). Another possible transition point is the place where a river disappears
and becomes indistinguishable such as Vinaçana, where the Sarasvat⁄ merges into the
Rajasthan desert. Aside from rivers, any other body of water can also be a t⁄rtha; the term
“t⁄rtham” is also used for cara~åm®ta (water from washing a deity’s feet). This is the holy
water that the priest distributes to the temple devotees after worship, which the devotees
sip as a mark of their visit to the temple deity. 

Aside from rivers and bathing places, many topographic features or natural phenomena
that evoke a sense of awe can be seen as what Mircea Eliade (1959b: 11) called “hiero-
phanies” or manifestations of the sacred. These can include hot springs, natural gas emis-
sions, waterfalls, conical hills, mountains, rock outcroppings, confluences, promontories,
oceanic views, and beautiful lakes. Throughout the cultural history of India, the Himålayan
mountain system has been considered to be a holy region because it is recognized as the
abode of Çiva. More particularly, Mount Kailåsa is the paradigmatic symbol of Çiva
himself. In the deserts of Rajasthan and in mountainous Himachal Pradesh, many Dev⁄
(goddess) temples are located on hilltops. Dev⁄ pilgrims often portray themselves as
her little children who feel a natural attraction to her mountainous “palaces” and set out on
her pilgrimage in response to her “call” to them (Erndl 1993: 61). 

Such places are not only seen as holy sites but also may be identified often as manifes-
tations of the divinities themselves. For example, Nandå Dev⁄ is a mountain and a goddess,
Vai‚~o Dev⁄ is revealed as three lumps (pi~∂a) of rock in a cave in the Himålayan
foothills, Jvålå Dev⁄ is present in a natural gas vent which has been lit for centuries, at
Kedarnath a fold of stone is where Çiva showed himself, and, of course, the river Gaπgå
is considered to be the goddess Gaπgå. Such places are not simply symbols but are also
considered to be actual manifestations of the divinities themselves; at such sites one can
thus directly encounter divinity. As examples of human religious behavior, such t⁄rthas are
a human social product. But many of the people who flock to these places, often at the cost
of time, money, and trouble, see themselves responding not to a projection of social real-
ities but to a genuine divine presence, and the significance of such places is repeatedly
reaffirmed through activities such as pilgrimage and ritual.

The final way by which a place or region can come to be considered holy is by being
identified with one or more of the divine activities (e.g. sport, hunt, play, love, battle, and
miracle), and the circumstances sanctifying that place are invariably revealed by the site’s
Sthalapurå~a (charter myth). For example, Triyuginarayan in the Himålayas is claimed to
be the spot where Çiva and Pårvat⁄ were married, and pilgrims can take ash from the smol-
dering fire (dhuna) which is claimed to have been burning since that time; the Cåmu~∂å
Dev⁄ temple in Himachal Pradesh is claimed to be on the spot which the çakti of the Dev⁄
killed the demon-generals Ca~∂a and Mu~∂a (Erndl 1993: 58). 

Such divine activities may also sanctify an entire region, although such regions generally
have a central core area. Such identification with whole regions is particularly characteristic
of K®‚~a and Råma devotion, in which primary stress is not only in worshiping the deity
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but also in participation—taking part in the divine l⁄lå. For example, Vrndavan is identi-
fied as K®‚~a’s “home town,” but the surrounding Vraja region is filled with places iden-
tified with one or another of K®‚~a’s exploits (Entwistle 1987; Haberman 1994). The same
is true for Råma’s devotees, who have special love for Ayodhya but also revere places
associated with his years of exile. The area around Kuruksetra has many specific places
especially identified for performing certain rituals, since this site is associated both with
the Mahåbhårata war, which was fought to uphold dharma (divine order), and for K®‚~a’s
divine discourse, the Bhagavad G⁄tå. 

TÛRTHA CLASSIFICATION

Since the Hindu tradition’s hallmark is diversity and decentralization, it is no surprise that
the Hindu t⁄rtha system contains multiple subsystems. These are not intertwined
into a single formal hierarchy but stand as independent systems with their own nodal
points—some more popular than others, but none universally recognized as the holiest.
In many cases these sites and systems also show conceptual mirroring: “All-India”
networks are often replicated on some smaller, regional scale, whereas local sites are
identified with larger, more important ones (e.g. Morinis 1984: 30). It is also not uncom-
mon to find that these networks intersect at pivotal places (e.g. Ujjain, Kancipuram)
whose economic, political, or cultural significance made it imperative to have a presence
there. 

Greater and lesser pilgrimage networks have grown up around each of the major deities.
The sacred places of the great goddess are described as p⁄†has (seats) rather than t⁄rthas
(crossing places), perhaps to connote an established divine presence. Each goddess in this
network has a separate identity and a separate consort, but they are all seen as manifesta-
tions of a single female divine energy. Although there is no single consistent list of these
sites—some sources list 51 and some 108—they are spread throughout the subcontinent.
The charter myth tying all these sites together comes from the story of Dak‚a’s sacrifice,
which ended with the death of Goddess Sat⁄ (who was Dak‚a’s daughter and Çiva’s wife).
While Çiva roamed India carrying Sat⁄’s body, grief-stricken, Vi‚~u used his discus to
cut parts of the body away, and wherever a part of Sat⁄’s body fell to earth, it became
established there as a particular goddess (Sircar 1973). 

This story uses bodily imagery not only to link together a host of local Hindu goddesses,
by identifying them as manifestations of this great goddess, but also to connect them and
their places into a single unified whole. Yet even though this charter myth emphasizes
their connections, some sites are more important than others, based on the body part
believed to have fallen there. For example, Kåmåkhyå in Assam and Jvålåmukh⁄ in
Himachal Pradesh are associated with Sat⁄’s pudenda and tongue, respectively. These are
sexually charged parts of the female body, and both places are seen as being extremely
powerful. Yet there is no unanimity in these claims, since one finds that differing spots
claim the same body part. For example, local tradition at Kål⁄ma†ha (in the Garhwal
Himålayas) claims that this was the place where Sat⁄’s pudenda fell, a claim that boosts its
prestige as a sacred site. 

This all-India goddess network is complemented by smaller regional ones. The best-
known regional network is the “seven sisters” of the Çivalika Hills, which shares certain
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sites with the larger network. Of the seven, Jvålåmukh⁄ and Vajreçvar⁄ Dev⁄ are listed in
Sircar’s (1973: 40) enumeration of the çaktip⁄†has, and local sources claim this for Nainå
Dev⁄, Vai‚~o Dev⁄, Cintp¨r~⁄, and Manasa Dev⁄, but not for Cåmu~∂å Dev⁄ (Erndl 1993:
37–59). Furthermore, this list of seven is not definitive, since Hindi sources list a set of
nine goddesses. As with the larger network, the important feature here is that of place—
tying together differing goddesses as members of one geographic group.

Similar interconnected patterns can be seen for Çaivite t⁄rthas, for which the most
important network is the twelve jyotirliπgas (liπgas of light). Çaiva myths describe Çiva’s
first manifestation as a gigantic pillar of light, and these twelve sites are deemed places
where this jyotirliπga came down to earth (Eck 1982: 290–91). Although each site has a
particular Sthalapurå~a (charter myth), in every case the charter describes how Çiva took up
residence in that spot. The twelve sites are scattered unevenly over India: two are in Gujarat
(Somanåtha and Någeçvara), three in Maharashtra (Bh⁄maçaµkara, Gh®~eçvara, and
Tryambakeçvara), two in Madhya Pradesh (Mahåkåleçvara and Oµkareçvara), two in South
India (Rameçvara in Tamilnadu and Mallikårjuna in Andhra Pradesh), one in the Himålayas
(Kedårnåtha), and two in eastern India (Viçvanåtha in Varanasi and Vaidyanåtha in Bihar).
Furthermore, some of these are important pilgrimage places—particularly, Visvanath,
Vaidyanath, Ramesvaram, and Mahakalesvar. 

Just as the çaktip⁄†ha network shows smaller regional variants, so does the Çaiva. In the
Himålayas, the five different sites in the Pañcakedår—which is centered around Kedarnath,
one of the jyotirliπgas—are all described as part of Çiva’s body. Another regional group-
ing, this one in South India, identifies each manifestation of Çiva with one of the five
primordial elements, thus conveying the symbol of totality: Tiruvannamalai (fire),
Kalahasti (air), Jambukesvar (water), Kancipuram (earth), and Cidambaram (space).
Although none of these five are among the twelve jyotirliπgas, the last three are important
sites in very important places.

With Vai‚~avas, this all-India trend is not nearly so marked. One finds it with the
devotees of Vallabhåcårya, who have identified 84 bai†haks (seats) of Vallabha (S. Das
1985), which are spread through many of India’s holy places. Unlike for Çiva and the
goddess, one reason why Vi‚~u has no widespreading network may be that his two most
widely worshiped avatåras, Råma and K®‚~a, are strongly associated with particular
places—eastern Uttar Pradesh and Vraja. These are areas in which Råma and K®‚~a are
believed to have actually lived—and such specific identification may hamper the devel-
opment of wider networks. Another possible reason is that Vi‚~u has tended to assimilate
other deities, either through the doctrine of the avatåras or by identifying him with
autochthonous deities. At least three of these latter deities have taken on major importance:
Veπkateçvara in Tirupati, Vi†hobå in Pandharpur, and Jagannåtha in Puri. One does
see smaller Vai‚~ava networks, such as the Pañcabadr⁄ in the Garhwal Himålayas and the
Vårkar⁄ pilgrims at Pandharpur. 

Other networks mark the boundaries of ethnic or religious identity. The largest such
network is the cår dhåm, four sites marking the “boundaries” of the sacred land of India:
Badrinath in the north, Puri in the east, Ramesvaram in the south, and Dvaraka in the west.
Each of these sites is associated with one of the saµnyås⁄ ma†has said to have been estab-
lished by the philosopher Çaµkaråcårya—so these four places not only mark the bound-
aries of the sacred land but also carry associations with the greatest Hindu religious figure.
On a smaller scale, other networks celebrate and solidify regional identities: there is
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another “cår dhåm” in the Himålayas, composed of Yamunotri and Gangotri (the sources
of two sacred rivers), Kedarnath (Çiva), and Badrinath (Vi‚~u). Tamilnadu’s pilgrimage
centers of MurukaŒ celebrate the Tamil landscape’s diverse ecosystems and also provide
a unifying factor for Tamil identity (Clothey 1972: 93). In the same way, Maharashtrian
identity has been formed and reinforced by the eight shrines to Ga~eça, which make up the
A‚†avinåyaka network (Courtright 1985: 211–17), and the temples to Kha~∂obå (Stanley
1977: 31–34). 

Each Hindu cultural region of India has similar, though less universally well-known
specialized t⁄rthas. Many goddess shrines specialize in rites pertaining to male children,
for example, their first hair offering, and many of these are places to which people come
to request the birth of male children. Possibly originating as fertility rites, their association
with mother goddess shrines is clear enough. A final t⁄rtha network depends not on the
presiding deities but on their utility for performing certain rites and ceremonies, especially
for the dead. These will be mentioned later. 

Development of  overseas Hindu sacred places

Although Hindu cultural influence has historically extended through Southeast Asia, until
recently Hindu holy places have been limited to India itself. As larger numbers of Hindus
have settled outside the subcontinent, one of the results has been the development of
pilgrimage and pilgrimage sites in their new homes. 

During British colonial rule, Hindus emigrated to virtually every part of the British
empire. The greatest overseas diffusion was to East and South Africa and to certain trop-
ical islands, such as Fiji, Mauritius, and the West Indies. Most of these emigrants served
as laborers on plantations, as workers constructing railways and roads (especially the East
African railway), and as small traders and artisans. These Hindu communities remained
relatively isolated from India until quite recently and were unaware of the complexity of
religious developments in India (Klass 1991: 23). 

At this point, the best-developed Hindu pilgrimage activity outside of India is in
Mauritius. In this festival Çaiva pilgrims draw water from Grand Bassin Lake—which
is identified with the Gaπgå—and carry the water as an offering to Çiva at their local
temples, timing their journey to arrive on the evening of Çivaråtri (Cascaro and
Zimmerman 1987). This ritual is clearly modeled on the pilgrimage to Deogarh in Bihar,
in which pilgrims draw Gaπgå water at Sultanganj and then carry it seventy-three miles to
the Vaidyanåtha temple (Anand 1990: 123). Since the Hindus in Mauritius (and in the
other sugar colonies) largely emigrated from Bihar and eastern Uttar Pradesh, this
connection is quite reasonable. 

Hindu migration to North America followed a very different pattern, especially after the
major changes in the American immigration laws in the 1960s. Most Hindu migration to
America occurred in the context of postindustrial society during the information age; many
of these immigrants were very highly educated and came from relatively privileged back-
grounds. Whereas the nineteenth-century emigrants to the sugar colonies became cultur-
ally isolated, these North American immigrants have been in constant touch with their
Hindu heritage in India. One result of this has been the relatively rapid development of
temples. Aside from being places of worship, these have often also served as community
centers, a function one rarely finds in India (Narayanan 1992: 153). 
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Among the oldest of these temples is Pittsburgh’s Çr⁄ Veπkateçvara temple, built in
1976, whose presiding deity is the same as that of the famous Tirupati temple of India.
This is only one of a series of Veπkateçvara temples in various places in the United States,
including Orlando, Houston, Malibu, and Aurora in suburban Chicago; in many cases
these have been built with help from the Tirupati temple trust (Narayanan 1992: 149).
Although the Pittsburgh temple’s festival calendar has been affected by United States
cultural constraints—with greater activity on weekends and American secular holidays—
the temple literature emphasizes the holiness of the site itself, which is compared to the hills
around Tirupati. This emphasis on the site’s holiness reflects Çr⁄vai‚~ava theology, in
which the consecrated image, known as arca avatåra, is a real form of the deity. Thus, in
these ritually awakened images Veπkateçvara is considered to be genuinely present at these
temples. This contrasts with the pattern associated with Çaiva temples in the United States,
which are described as being discovered rather than consecrated (Narayanan 1992:
157–61). Most Veπkateçvara temple devotees are culturally connected with the Dravidian
cultural region and consider this temple as the most important. On their trips back home to
India, they also visit the Tirupati temple, turning it into an international pilgrimage center. 

The people managing the earliest temples in the United States often seemed conscious of
the need to serve the entire Hindu community. The presiding deity at the oldest Hindu
temple in New York City is Ga~eça—a deity acceptable to most Hindus—and the temple
has images of the other major deities. This same inclusive impulse can be seen in many of
the Veπkateçvara temples, which have images of non-Vai‚~ava deities (Narayanan 1992:
170). Yet as the United States Hindu community has become better established, there has
been the greater tendency to divide into smaller groups. This is most visible in places where
Hindus are densely settled such as northern New Jersey, whose eight different temples
serve well-defined regional and sectarian groups. Since such division reflects deep-seated
sectarian and regional loyalties, one would suspect that this trend will continue. 

SOURCES FOR THE STUDY OF TÛRTHAS:
TEXTS AND HISTORY

Contemporary t⁄rthas have resulted from the heritage and cumulative cultural processes of
the Hindu people over several millennia. The earliest potential sources are the pre-Åryan
traditions, which consist of the vast urban civilization of prehistoric northwestern India
(the Indus Valley civilization), and numerous peoples and cultures of the forests, grass-
lands, and arid ecosystems. Any ideas about religious life in these cities are highly specu-
lative since the only evidence is archaeological, and these sources are “silent” regarding
abstract ideas such as religion. 

The most important sources for pilgrimage and pilgrimage places come from Hindu
sacred literature, beginning with the Vedas. Although it is difficult to fix an indisputable
date for the Vedas, the ideas in them are fairly clear. An important feature of Vedic lore is
the sanctity of rivers, which are eulogized in many verses (Kane 1968–77, 4: 556–57;
Schwartzberg 1978: 13). The Sarasvat⁄ is particularly prominent in Vedic literature, and
although this river now flows only during the monsoon, and even then disappears in
the Rajasthan desert, it was then a prominent river and joined the Sindhu (Indus). The
Vedas detail ceremonies that pilgrims performed at the confluence of Sarasvat⁄ and
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D®‚advat⁄ and at the place where the Sarasvat⁄ disappears. In addition to sacred rivers,
these texts also mention several settlements as holy places, such as Hariy¨p⁄yå (possibly
modern Harappa) in the Saptasindhu region and Kåç⁄ (Varanasi) in the east (Schwartzberg
1978: 13).

A more clearly developed picture appears in the epic literature, particularly in the
Mahåbhårata. The core events of this epic are probably of the eighth or seventh century BCE

(Kulke and Rothermund 1998: 45). In its Vånaparvan (forest book), the Mahåbhårata lists
a large number of t⁄rthas associated with water bodies, sages’ hermitages, sacred
mountains, forests, and other natural features. The grand pilgrimage described here begins
at Pu‚kar in Rajasthan, at the sacred lake of Brahmå, and moves clockwise through the
entire subcontinent, finally ending in the Himålaya Mountains, the abode of Çiva (Bhardwaj
1973: 44; Schwartzberg 1978: 14). Aside from laying out the contours of the sacred
landscape and extolling t⁄rthaphala (literally, the “fruit” or benefits of visiting a t⁄rtha), the
Mahåbhårata also emphasizes that such rewards are reaped by pilgrims who control their
senses and are above hypocrisy and deceit—a theme which runs through Hindu pilgrimage
to this day. Unlike the Mahåbhårata, the Råmåya~a gives few references to concrete sacred
places despite its extended tale of Råma’s sojourn in the forest world. 

In contrast, the Purå~as name a large number of sacred places, and one of their most
significant elements is the exaltation of sacred sites, particularly the glorification of
t⁄rthaphala. The development of the present Purå~as is generally accepted as taking
place in the Gupta period (c.350–550 CE). These texts often describe pilgrimage as a ritual
alternative to Vedic sacrifices—sacrifices whose performance was far beyond most
people’s means and ritual skills—and one sign of this is that the t⁄rthaphala is often
equated with the merit from Vedic sacrifices such as the açvamedha (horse sacrifice).
T⁄rtha toponyms in the Purå~as reveal an intimate topographic knowledge of India but also
clear sectarian biases. This is hardly surprising since many of the Purå~as are unabashedly
sectarian. 

Although formerly one had to search through these texts to map their sacred sites,
several helpful sources have been compiled. Surinder Bhardwaj (1973: 62, 66, 69) has
mapped the identifiable t⁄rthas in the Garu∂a, Matsya, and Agni Purå~as, and as a cultural
geographer, he has also talked about the implications of these maps, such as pilgrim
circulation and settlement patterns. A far more ambitious list can be found in P. V. Kane’s
History of Dharmaçåstra (1968–77, 4: 723–825), which provides a list of about 2,500
t⁄rthas. In many cases Kane has matched these textual references with actual sites. 

Some later religious digests utilized the lists in the Mahåbhårata and the Purå~as but
kept their focus on some selected regions, possibly to favor a king or a patron. An inter-
esting example is Bha††a Lak‚m⁄dhara’s K®tyakalpataru (T⁄rthakalpataru, according to
Kane 1968–77, 4), a famous twelfth-century CE compendium. This work mentions a large
number of t⁄rthas, although the author’s sources are relatively narrow—he draws only
from the Mahåbhårata and a few selected Purå~as (Kane 1968–77, 4: 691). Mapping these
t⁄rthas (Bhardwaj 1973: 72) revealed a major bias toward northern India, although
this may simply reflect his sources. Lak‚m⁄dhara’s work was a model for later t⁄rtha
digests, including Våcaspati Miçra’s T⁄rthacintåma~i (late fifteenth century), Nåråya~a
Bha††a’s Tristhal⁄setu (c.1550), and Mitra Miçra’s T⁄rthaprakåça (c.1625). These latter
authors drew from a far greater textual corpus, including the Vedas themselves, and also
wrote substantial commentary on the rites connected with pilgrimage and pilgrimage sites.
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Although these texts extol many different places, considerable attention goes to sites in the
Gaπgå basin and particularly to Kåç⁄ (Kane 1968–77, 4: 623–24). 

All the sources based on Sanskrit texts have certain limitations. First, these texts cannot
be read as factual descriptions—recall that some of the sites Kane lists cannot be found in
real life. Many of these texts also show strong sectarian biases and exalt certain sites but
completely ignore others. Even when the sites are certain, another vital consideration is
that of the authors and their audience. These texts are the product of a small, educated elite
and give a prescriptive picture of their views; one cannot assume that ordinary people
followed these prescriptions—presuming that they even knew that such texts existed. 

Within these limitations, several texts deserve serious consideration. As mentioned before,
Kane’s History of Dharmaçåstra (1968–77, 4) has an extensive list of individual pilgrimage
places (723–825) as well as citations from these texts about the emphasis on the cultivation
of moral qualities (562–63), through which alone pilgrims gained their goals. Similar senti-
ments can be found in K. V. R. Aiyangar’s (1942) introduction to Bha††a Lak‚m⁄dhara’s
T⁄rthavivecanakå~∂a, which stresses the notion that pilgrimage’s real affect is as a means
to transform oneself. Consideration of the relative merits of various t⁄rthas can be found
in Richard Salomon’s “T⁄rtha-pratyåmnåyåª” (1979) and detailed prescriptions for 
pilgrimage practices in The Bridge to the Three Holy Cities (1985), Salomon’s translation
of the first section in the Tristhal⁄setu. 

Pilgrimage studies  

Hindu pilgrimage studies run the gamut from (popular) descriptions of individual t⁄rthas,
to analytical studies focused on the meaning of holy places in Hindu life, to works that
examine a pilgrim’s journey in the larger context of that person’s social and cultural life.
The simplest pilgrimage studies are descriptive sources, many of which mirror the pattern
in Sanskrit texts by naming collections of t⁄rthas. One such source is the volume of the
popular Hindi religious journal Kalyå~a entitled “T⁄rthåπka” (1957), which contains
descriptions of about 1,800 t⁄rthas, though with a certain bias toward northern India. The
1961 Census of India took on the ambitious and unprecedented project to prepare detailed
volumes on the fairs and festivals of each state and in some cases each district. These
volumes give history and descriptions for sacred places from all religions, as well as esti-
mated attendance at particular fairs and festivals. J. H. Dave’s (1957–61) four-volume set
describes a number of important Hindu pilgrimage sites but relies very heavily on Sanskrit
texts and popular tradition. A general description of the importance of pilgrimage sites in
Hindu civilization can also be found in two articles by Agehananda Bharati (1963, 1970). 

An attempted quantitative typology is in S. M. Bhardwaj’s Hindu Places of Pilgrimage in
India (1973), written from a cultural geographer’s perspective. Bhardwaj describes pilgrim-
age places as falling into various “levels,” from “subregional” all the way to “pan-Hindu”;
his primary criterion for determining these levels is based on the distance that pilgrims have
traveled to get there. This work carefully locates the pilgrimage sites described in various
Sanskrit texts and measures and monitors pilgrim flow in these places. He suggests that as
pilgrims move to higher-level sites, their goals become more abstract—that is, less tied to
immediate concrete needs. Some scholars considered this formulation appealing (Turner and
Turner 1978: 237–39), but on the basis of their studies, others found it subject to many
exceptions and unsupportable (Morinis 1984: 271; van der Veer 1988: 62).
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Another genre is pilgrimage site studies, which have been done by scholars from a variety
of disciplines. L. P. Vidyarthi’s The Sacred Complex of Hindu Gaya (1961) provided a
model for many other places, including Badrinath, Katmandu, Nathdvar, and Varanasi
(Kåç⁄). Each of these works examines the site in question from the perspective of sacred
centers, sacred performances, and sacred specialists. These are useful ethnographic studies
but suffer from the underlying premise that pilgrimage to these places serves as a means of
cultural integration between the “great” and “little” traditions—traditions that are often
difficult to separate and discern (Morinis 1984: 241–43). This model also gives very little
attention to pilgrims themselves, giving these accounts a strangely depopulated feeling—as
if there were temples and buildings and specialists to service the trade but no customers! 

Other site studies include Diana Eck’s Banaras (1982), an account based primarily on the
Sanskrit måhåtmya literature and the geography of the city itself. It does an admirable job of
drawing an idealized picture from these sources but gives little attention to grittier subjects,
such as economics and social organization. G. A. Deleury’s The Cult of Vi†hobå (1960)
focuses on the temple at Pandharpur and the twice-annual Vårkar⁄ pilgrimage there. The
essays in The Cult of Jagannath and the Regional Tradition of Orissa (Eschmann, Kulke,
and Tripathi 1978) carefully lay out not only the history and development of Puri’s
Jagannåtha temple but also the larger cultural forces at work in Orissa, particularly notions
of kingship. Given the depth of K®‚~a devotion, it is not surprising that there have been several
studies on the Vraja region. Alan Entwistle’s Braj (1987) exhaustively surveys the sites in
Vraja, the sources that describe them, and the history of both. Jack Hawley’s introduction to
At Play with K®‚~a (1981) depicts the mood of participation so central in K®‚~a-bhakti and
sets the context for describing the liturgical dramas known as Råsal⁄lå. A longer and more
highly nuanced exploration of this is found in Margaret Case’s Seeing Krishna (2000). 

Several sources describe the experience of the pilgrims themselves. Irawati Karve’s
“On the Road” (1988) and D. B. Mokashi’s Palkhi (1987) both describe the Vårkar⁄
pilgrimage to Pandharpur; Karve in particular highlights the disjunction between Vårkar⁄
egalitarian ideals and actual social practices. David Haberman’s Journey Through the
Twelve Forests (1994) not only describes his (often painful) experiences during a circular
foot pilgrimage around Vrndavan but also gives a careful description of the history and
development of the sites themselves. 

The most valuable works either combine the study of a particular site with more
theoretical understandings or examine pilgrimage in the larger context of social, cultural,
economic, or religious life. Of the latter, Ann Gold’s Fruitful Journeys (1988) is an example
of village-based anthropology, in which she examines the villagers’ differing sacred jour-
neys—to local shrines for various purposes, to further shrines to fulfill life-cycle needs,
and, finally, a tour of all-India pilgrimage sites. She richly describes all these journeys but
admits that she had difficulty understanding pilgrims’ motives for the final category
(A. Gold 1988: 260). Kathleen Erndl’s Victory to the Mother (1993) examines various
manifestations of the goddess cult in northwest India and chapter three describes the
pilgrimage to various hill temples, often in obedience to the goddess’s “call.” The most
fascinating example is E. Valentine Daniels’s Fluid Signs (1984). This text ends by
describing the pilgrimage to Sabari Malai in Kerala but builds up to this by uncovering
distinctively Tamil conceptions of person, environmental affinity, and sexuality. 

Several sources combine extended site studies with more in-depth theoretical consider-
ation, for which the best example is E. Alan Morinis’s Pilgrimage in the Hindu Tradition
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(1984). This text examines and compares three sites in West Bengal, then ends with a
chapter entitled “Theoretical Perspectives on Pilgrimage.” Morinis (1984: 233–75) divides
these perspectives into typological schemes, functional analyses (such as promoting social
integration, fostering group solidarity, or enacting elements of the social order), theories
of individual motivation, and psychological theories. He compares each of these theories
with his data from West Bengal and shows that every theory for explaining pilgrimage
either suffers from internal inconsistencies or is so context-bound that it is of limited value
elsewhere. Several scholars have disagreed with Victor Turner’s view that pilgrimage is
an analogue to tribal rites of passage (Morinis 1984: 257–58; Sax 1991b: 12; van der Veer
1988: 58–60). In his own work, Morinis (1984: 298–99) ends by propounding his own
theory, which contrasts the pilgrim’s “explicit” and “implicit” journeys—the former being
the journey to a shrine, and the latter the journey of the soul to the “One.” 

In Gods on Earth (1988), Peter van der Veer exposes several problems with this last
model: that it is a theological rather than an anthropological argument, that it draws its ideas
from widely differing times and places, and that it largely ignores “the production and
management of meaning by various interest groups involved in pilgrimage” (63). Van der
Veer’s study of Ayodhya takes up theoretical questions in his second chapter, and as his
book’s subtitle clearly shows, one of his major concerns is “the management of religious
experience and identity.” Since he was conducting fieldwork in Ayodhya while the
Råmajanmabh¨mi movement was gathering strength and realized that his “scholarly” work
had profound political implications, this emphasis on the way that interest groups manage
religious meaning is not surprising. A final anthropological study is William Sax’s
Mountain Goddess (1991b). This looks at Nandå Dev⁄’s cult and pilgrimages in the context
of Kumaoni society but begins with a chapter laying out the anthropologist’s perspective. 

A final category is shorter works and anthologies. In “The Lord of the Spirit World,”
Sudhir Kakar (1982) masterfully depicts how pilgrimage to the Bålåj⁄ (Hanumån) shrine at
Mehndipur in Rajasthan effects healing in mentally troubled people. It not only considers the
pilgrims’ worldview, in which the deity’s power is seen as driving off possessing spirits, but
he also analyzes the therapeutic affect of these rites from his own psychoanalytic perspec-
tive. In “Creating the South Indian ‘Hindu’ Experience in the United States,” Vasudha
Narayanan (1992) looks at the Veπkateçvara temple in Pittsburgh and examines how the
social context in the United States is affecting both ideas and practice there. Finally, there are
collections of sociological essays on pilgrimage edited by Makhan Jha (1985, 1991) and
D. P. Dubey and Lallanji Gopal (1990); these essays tend more toward the descriptive than
the analytic. Under the guidance of R. P. B. Singh, the National Geographical Journal of
India has produced a large number of studies on various aspects of pilgrimage, especially
Hindu t⁄rthas (sacred places) and t⁄rthayåtrå (pilgrimage) (R. Singh 1987).

YÅTRÅ TO TÛRTHAS: PILGRIM PATTERNS

Until now this chapter has focused on pilgrimage sites, but one cannot have these without
pilgrims—that is, real men, women, and children who intentionally travel to these sites.
As a religious activity, pilgrimage is a human behavior that takes place in the context of
a time, place, and culture. In looking at this an outside observer may perceive things that
are invisible to the participants or conceive of these things in different ways than the
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participants—such as describing notions of a t⁄rtha’s sacrality as tied to distances traveled,
money spent, and the numbers of people going there. Yet this is an outsider’s perspective,
and to get the whole picture one must take into account what people themselves think
they are doing—that is, one must recognize that they are conscious agents and take their
perspectives seriously. It is true that many pilgrims visit these sites with the conviction
that they are encountering a living, divine presence and not just a site validated by social
projection. Yet even though there are enough “simple” believers to make this a genuine
“insider’s” perspective, many other people work on more abstract and symbolic levels.
A good account of their behavior must recognize this, and the surest way to do so is to pay
genuine attention to what real people say and do—not that one should uncritically accept
everything that they say, but that one should hear their voices. 

Just as examining the notion of t⁄rthas reveals no single most sacred center but various
networks reflecting strong differences of opinion, similarly there is no single overarching
reason why pilgrims travel to these sites. The Hindu religious tradition is diffuse and
decentralized, and pilgrimage sites and pilgrimage behavior reflect this fundamental
reality. In many cases, pilgrims themselves may have no single clearly defined motive but
several different ones, and these become evident only by examining each particular case.
Yet even though each person’s perceived reasons for traveling are his or her own, certain
themes appear again and again: transformation, participation, obligation, purification and
power, seeking “peace,” and tourism. 

Transformation and pi lgrimage

There is a long history of understanding pilgrimage as a vehicle for spiritual development
(sådhana) through voluntary austerities (tapas), and this notion has strong undertones in
Sanskrit texts and pilgrimage manuals. It first appears in the Aitareya Bråhma~a (7.15.2)
of the ¸g Veda:

Flower-like the heels of the wanderer, 
his body groweth and is fruitful: 
All his sins disappear, 
slain by the toil of his journeying.

This same theme is also echoed in the epics. Although the Mahåbhårata extols the “fruit”
of visiting t⁄rthas, it also emphasizes that these rewards are reaped by pilgrims who 
control their senses and are above hypocrisy and deceit. As Kane (1968–77, 4: 553) reports
from one of the Purå~as, pilgrimage was seen as affirming and inculcating positive moral
values, such as forbearance, truthfulness, restraint of senses, respect for elders, and
compassion for others. Despite the exaggerated claims of rewards, the Hindu scriptures
never considered pilgrimage as a substitute for moral and righteous action but as an act of
piety in the context of a life lived according to one’s dharma. According to the K¨rma
Purå~a: “That person who abandoning his proper duties resorts to t⁄rthas does not reap the
fruits of pilgrimage in this world as well as in the next” (2.44.20, cited in Kane 1968–77,
4: 570–71). 

This transformative ideal can still be found. One contemporary guru described pilgrim-
age as a tool to break down the ego—that the difficulties of travel gradually transformed
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one, just as clothes are cleaned by beating them on rocks. Further benefits of pilgrimage
came from having limited possessions, which helped people to simplify their lives, while
their constant motion kept them from developing attachments. One also sees this notion of
willingly accepting hardship in the Kåñvariyå pilgrims who carry Gaπgå water on foot to
the Vaidyanåtha temple in Bihar or from Haridvar back to their homes and who undergo
all sorts of hardships on the way. I (Lochtefeld) once accompanied this latter group for
twenty miles and gave up with date-sized blisters on my soles, but they carried on, some
limping with every step. Similarly, the ebullient pilgrims traveling to the Çivalika
Mountain shrines of the great goddess (Dev⁄) climb the steep slopes leading to her temples
singing “Jai Måtå D⁄” (Victory to the Mother), even while they are sweating at each step
in the monsoon season (Erndl 1993: 61–83). 

Yet many Hindus do not ascribe to this essentially romantic pilgrimage notion, as any
investigation of pilgrim travel patterns clearly shows. Although some sådhus travel on foot
as a religious discipline, ordinary pilgrims walk to pilgrimage spots only where there are
no roads—primarily in the hills and the Himålayas. It is plainly evident that pilgrims will
use conveyances when they are available and that they prefer to do so. Easier travel
encouraged long-distance pilgrimage by reducing the time and effort needed to reach one’s
destination, but it also altered pilgrimage patterns. For example, before the railroad came
to Haridvar in 1886, pilgrims came there mainly in early April, on their way to the
Himålayas, whereas after the railroad pilgrims came throughout the year and also more
often. Yet by 1898 train travel was so accepted that religious festivals could be shut down
by simply suspending train reservations. In his well-documented study, Ian Kerr (2001:
304–27) has shown that the railways in India had a profound impact on the spatial origins,
temporality, and the social patterns of pilgrimage. While the volume of pilgrims skyrock-
eted, their gender structure was profoundly altered—toward much greater female and
family participation. A similar example can be seen on the roads to the Himålayan
pilgrimage shrines, which as late as the 1930s had an elaborate network of pilgrim shelters
(ca††⁄) every eight to ten miles. With the advent of roads this network simply withered
away, and with it several traditional pilgrimage routes such as the path from Gangotri to
Kedarnath. So even though the cultural tradition praises hardship and austerities, most
people avoid them if possible. 

Another mode of experiencing pilgrimage is participation, for which the best example
is found in K®‚~a devotionalism. For many pilgrims coming to Vrndavan or viewing a
Råsal⁄lå in some other setting, the real focus is not to get somewhere and do something but
to savor the experience itself. As described by Case: 

Krishna’s activity is called l⁄lå—literally, play. He performed all his youthful feats in
play, just for the fun of it. The pleasure that he felt in his actions was the pure pleasure
of eternal bliss. . . . For the devotee, the l⁄lås narrated in the Bhågavata Purå~a are
taken as having happened historically, but they also happen eternally. Krishna
participates in the recurring daily, monthly, and yearly patterns of the natural world,
and his devotees can also participate in his activities in this eternal realm.

(2000: 6)

The stress here is on becoming a participant in the divine l⁄lå and in sharing the experience
of K®‚~a’s presence. Groups emphasizing this tend to focus on visualization practices—on
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envisioning oneself as sharing god’s activity in that sacred space. It is primarily centered on
inner experience and the cultivation of that experience; the end goal is “the inducement and
enhancement of bliss” (Case 2000: 92). Along with being (sat) and consciousness (cit),
bliss (ånanda) is one of the qualities traditionally associated with the divine essence; and
through these “sharing” practices, the devotee can enjoy this as well.

Obligation

Other travelers’ journeys focus less on ascetic practice or participation in the divine l⁄lå
than on fulfilling immediate personal or familial obligations. In earlier times pilgrimages
were sometimes undertaken as expiation ( pråyaçcitta) for an unbecoming or sinful act,
and these pilgrimages were judged equal to various penances (Kane 1968–77, 4: 55–56).
In contemporary times one major source of obligation is life-cycle rites, particularly rites
connected with the dead. Pilgrims come to Haridvar bearing the “flowers” (bits of bone
and ash) from cremation pyres to perform the final death rites by immersing them in the
Gaπgå. Formerly this rite may have been done years after a person’s death; but with better
transportation, it is now often done right away (see A. Gold 1988: 85). Whatever
the timetable, this is still a religious obligation that someone must fulfill. The same
holds true for Gaya in Bihar, which is one of the best-known places in North India for
performing the pi~∂adåna rite for the ancestors, whereas in South India the preferred site
is Ramesvaram. Kuruksetra (in Haryana) is the t⁄rtha of choice to perform funerary rites
for those dying under unusual circumstances.

Perhaps the most unusual rite is religious suicide. The tradition extols this at certain t⁄rthas
either as a sure door to final liberation (mok‚a) or to gain the objects of one’s desire. Kane
(1968–77, 4: 701–2) cites the authority of the Brahma Purå~a, which permits and even
encourages suicide at Puru‚ottama K‚etra (Jagannåtha Puri in Orissa). Accounts of suicide
at Puri were part of standard British missionary polemic, although concrete cases are difficult
to verify. Hindu religious literature prescribes suicide at t⁄rthas such as Kåç⁄ and Prayåga,
and actual suicides at the latter site are attested by Hsüan-tsang (1969, 1: 232–34), al-B⁄r¨n⁄
(1971: 170), and al-Badå’¨n⁄ (1976: 179). Tradition reports that the Mughals took strong
exception to this and took concrete steps to stop it (Sarkar: 1901: 27–28, 136).

A different sense of obligation comes when pilgrimage fulfills a vow. Vows in which
one promises to carry out certain actions if one’s requests are fulfilled are a common
feature of religious life. Many of the Kåñvariyå pilgrims to whom I (Lochtefeld) spoke
alluded to making vows to carry a kåñvar for a certain number of years, although few of
them said anything about the content. What is generally accepted is that if one receives
one’s request, then one must fulfill what one has promised. Such a vow is essentially seen
as a contract with god, and to renege on this is to risk terrible misfortunes. There is no
required form or setting for making such vows—since god knows the content—but in
many cases people make them at pilgrimage sites, since in many of these places the deities
are seen as “awake” and more responsive to people’s requests. 

Seeking power and peace

The presuppositions behind such vows reveal one of the most important reasons why many
people visit t⁄rthas—the heartfelt conviction that doing so brings them in contact with
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divine power, through which they can gain blessings and grace. In many cases, this same
notion lies behind much of people’s religious practice in their everyday lives, and this is
one reason why it seems mistaken to dismiss “local” sites as different from “pilgrimage”
sites. The same sorts of things—connections with deities—happen in both places. For
many pilgrims at Haridvar, the Gaπgå is thus not merely water but a goddess with whom
they can have direct contact. Temples in the hills, the Himålayas, and on the other side
of town all house resident deities, whose darçana is both powerful and purifying. Some of
these deities are renowned for granting people’s wishes—Veπkateçvara at Tirupati is
said to fulfill any request made in his presence—but such requests usually require a return
visit to give thanks in public. Such public displays affirm the shrine’s power and thus
encourage others that their requests will be fulfilled. As always, a site’s Sthalapurå~a
reveals a great deal about what people might expect and what sorts of concerns might draw
people there. Just as one chooses a medical specialist based on one’s ailment, so many
sites (and their presiding deities) often have “specializations.”

This desire to gain access to divine power cuts across religious lines and sends Hindus
to Í¨f⁄ dargåhs, such as NiÕåmudd⁄n Awliyå in Delhi and MuÙ⁄nudd⁄n Chisht⁄ in Ajmer,
or to Christian shrines such as Saint John de Britto in Tamilnadu. Even pilgrims with no
explicit request are believed to gain benefits, if only through charging their spiritual
batteries through proximity to this power (Pinto 1989: 117). Not surprisingly, the places
that most commonly draw pilgrims from different religious communities are those that are
reputed to have healing powers (Bhardwaj 1987: 457–68). In the same way, many pilgrims
travel to visit with religious gurus, who are not only seen as teachers and guides but also
as giving access to divine power.

Although these places (and people) are considered both holy and powerful, it is also
important to recognize that these qualities are not seen as static but that they can be
enhanced by differences in place and time. It is clear that many pilgrims believe this, for
festivals bring predictable spikes in pilgrim activity. For example, although the Gaπgå is
everywhere holy, certain places are considered more powerful, and this power is multi-
plied when combined with more ritually powerful times. People bathe everywhere in the
Gaπgå on the festival of Kårtika P¨r~imå, but particularly at t⁄rthas such as Haridvar and
Garhmuktesvar. Similar bursts of activity can be seen on the festival days connected with
particular deities. 

The most dramatic enhancement can be seen in the kumbha melås, which are held at
Haridvar, Allahabad, Ujjain, and Tryambakesvar. The kumbha melå’s current charter
(unattested before the twentieth century) connects these sites with the battle between the
gods and the asuras for the nectar of immortality (am®ta). The charter relates that this 
nectar fell to earth at these four spots, during a twelve-day struggle between these groups.
Since a divine day is believed to equal a human year, these festivals are celebrated in these
spots every twelve years, and on that anniversary the waters are again said to be trans-
formed into that primordial nectar. The kumbha melå at Allahabad is the best attended of
all, in part because this site has far more usable space than the others, but mostly because
of its excellent location in relation to the populous Gaπgå plain. 

For many pilgrims, this closeness to power is a powerful factor behind their journey.
Yet as noted before, Hindu pilgrims come with a wide variety of attitudes, and many are
not simple believers. Although religious texts describe the vast religious merit ( pu~ya)
generated by visiting pilgrimage places, many pilgrims seem reluctant to claim this.
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Perhaps this reticence comes from a reluctance to claim benefits for themselves or
the notion that what they are doing is not difficult enough to “qualify” as pilgrimage—
particularly since many wandering ascetics do uphold the traditional standard of foot
travel, begging for food, and enduring privations. Yet for many people this reluctance is
more strongly rooted in changing religious paradigms, particularly greater skepticism
about the literal reality of religious merit. Sanskrit pilgrimage literature reflects the
assumptions of an earlier time, and one cannot expect contemporary people to subscribe
to these. Although some people retain simple, “traditional” faith, those who do not must
either discard these symbols or reinterpret them in a modern context. 

Several generations ago Kane recognized this reality and noted that 

The number of people visiting holy places in the belief of accumulating merit is sure
to become less and less, as modern secular education spreads. But it would be a
calamity for the moral and spiritual greatness of India if pilgrimage to holy mountains
and rivers came to be stopped altogether. I would . . . recommend to all men, however
highly educated, the undertaking of pilgrimages to certain hallowed spots.

(1968–77, 4: 826)

He later exhorts that “Every Indian who is proud of the great religious and spiritual
heritage of our country must make it a point to devote some part of his time to frequenting
holy mountains, rivers and other places of pilgrimage” (Kane 1968–77, 4: 827).

Here Kane attempts to replace traditional religious sentiments with cultural pride, which
is one sort of reinterpretation. Another type of response is to show how traditional prac-
tices have either “reasonable” or “scientific” explanations. Gaπgå water, we have often
been assured, has scientifically tested bacteriological properties. This explanation con-
flates ideas about religious and hygienic purity, and I (Lochtefeld) encountered many other
examples of such reasoning. In interpreting the visitors guide to the Pittsburgh Veπkateçvara
temple, Narayanan observes the same phenomenon. She notes that a strong message in this
literature is the notion that “All rituals have an inner meaning and significance which
frequently have to do with promoting good health and a safe environment. . . . Such inter-
pretations are seen in the ‘antiseptic’ properties of turmeric or cowdung, and I have even
heard that the reason why we break a coconut in a temple is to let the ‘ether’ out of the
coconut and thus replenish the ozone layer” (1992: 174). However far-fetched such expla-
nations may seem, they are clear attempts to reconcile conflicting paradigms. Not every-
one may agree with these explanations—Narayanan notes the pamphlets explicitly state
that “the views expressed in the articles . . . do not necessarily reflect those of the S. V.
Temple management” (1992: 168). Yet she also speculates that for many visitors, such
pamphlets may provide the only explanation they receive. 

In my (Lochtefeld) own experience, the most sophisticated responses somehow
managed to combine the notion that pilgrimage places had some sort of transforming
power, with which one needed to harmonize oneself. Although people may doubt the literal
reality of pu~ya and påpa (religious merit and demerit), they may conceive of the benefits
from pilgrimage in other ways. One man compared the effect of visiting the holy places
to putting on fine perfume—even a small amount has a pronounced effect and continues
to scent the body long after one has applied it. Another common image was the notion of
seeking “peace,” which I often heard during my work in Haridvar. People waxed on the
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calming effects of Haridvar’s natural beauty, and one man explicitly stated that when one
bathed in such a beautiful place, all of one’s “mental tension” (he used this English phrase
in a Hindi sentence) was relieved and gave one the feeling that one’s sins had been washed
away. This is another attempt to impart some special feeling to the place, phrased in a
twentieth-century idiom of anxiety and relief rather than religious merit and demerit.

Tourism

The final important motive behind pilgrim behavior is tourism—whether recreational,
cultural, or religious—which has greatly affected modern t⁄rthas. The emphasis on tourism
has undeniably increased since independence, partly because India’s population has
become more urban and thus tends to have more cash income to spend on traveling, but
also because of tourism promotion by the national and state governments—which see
tourism as a “clean,” labor-intensive industry. Such promotion has not only included
building and running the necessary infrastructure—on the premise that “tourists” demand
more and better facilities than “pilgrims”—but also organizing cultural festivals and other
attractions to stimulate visitor traffic. Although such promotion often makes it seem as
though holiness is a commodity to be advertised, bought, and sold, such advertisements
can be seen as a twentieth century equivalent of the Sthalamåhåtmyas, which were also
intended to attract people to pilgrimage sites by touting their merits.

Such development has had its costs—particularly in the Himålayas, where the fragile
ecosystems have degraded more and more. More subtly, “tourists” tend to want comfort,
ease, and entertainment, and as these sites have been marketed along those lines, many
residents feel that this has transformed the atmosphere in these places. As one Haridvar
purohita (hereditary pilgrimage priest) remarked, in earlier times people had stayed in
dharmaçålås, but now they stay in hotels, and this change signaled the loss of the dharma
which had made Haridvar special. 

A sharp distinction between “pilgrims” and “tourists” is often difficult to make at Hindu
t⁄rthas because many educated Hindus describe their visit to holy places simply as
tourism. But whatever they prefer to be called, the number of visitors, tourists, or pilgrims
has visibly increased, not declined. Their quest for merit is another matter. The phrase
“pilgrim-tourism” (in German literature “pilgertourismus”) perhaps more aptly encom-
passes the modern pilgrimage activity (Rinschede 1999: 197–221).

In any case, the “pure” pilgrimage reflected in this romantic view never really existed.
Most Hindu families expect to have fun as part of t⁄rthayåtrå. This does not deny that there
have been real changes in pilgrimage over time. Better transportation has made it possible
for people to travel more easily and often but has undoubtedly decreased the anticipation
that would come in the long journey to a site to which one had never been and might never
see again. Yet when one looks for evidence about fundamental attitudes, how much is
really different?

At base, “pilgrim” and “tourist” are both idealized types, and almost all visitors to these
sacred sites share both aspects. Any pilgrimage involves visiting places, often new ones,
and this certainly brings the thrill of discovery. Most Hindus go on pilgrimage in
a group—usually family but sometimes friends and neighbors—so the journey involves a
great deal of social interaction, a break from routine, and fun. Furthermore, pilgrimage was
one of the few travel opportunities for women from the most traditional Hindu families,
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which meant that this was an incredibly exciting time for them (A. Gold 1988: 217). As a
laudable religious activity sanctioned by dharma, pilgrimage was also socially acceptable
conspicuous consumption, whereas other sorts of status expenditure may have been seen
as frivolous or wasteful. All these considerations indicate that “pilgrims” can and often do
have multiple motives at the same time. 

Another problem with this strict pilgrim/tourist dichotomy is that it assumes that the
past was somehow different from the present. Is this true, and if so, how far back does one
have to go to find this? As but one example of how little things have changed, for many
years Haridvar’s largest religious festival coincided with the biggest marketplace in North
India. Many visitors then had no problem doing business and bathing in the Gaπgå,
although they presumably did these at different times! Furthermore, contemporary travelers’
descriptions clearly show that this holy event was marked by thefts, confidence games,
prostitution, gambling, and various “secular” entertainments. 

Visitors with a variety of motives are encountered at the t⁄rthas. In the same way, indi-
vidual pilgrims’ self-understandings of their journey can also be different. Some people
may adhere to traditional understandings, seemingly unchanged for hundreds of years,
while others are constructing new interpretations for existing practice. Yet there also
remains a deep-seated conviction that these places have something to offer visitors—
whether natural beauty, powerful darçanas, productive social interactions, or the guidance
of a “saint”—if they will allow this to happen. Although this power is felt to be real, it is
not automatic but depends on the individual’s response and participation. In the end, a
pilgrimage will mean something different to each person, and the major factor in generat-
ing such meaning will be the religious quality of their individual lives, since from a purely
behavioral standpoint two people may perform the same action but understand it very
differently. This emotional commitment and involvement may be the reason why the
traditional texts claim that a person with faith gets the benefits of a t⁄rtha, while one
without faith merely gets a bath. 

This section has discussed some possible reasons why pilgrims travel and has focused
on their individual choices and understandings, since the decision to travel is an individ-
ual choice. Yet people’s religious lives take place in a larger cultural context, in which
larger cultural forces shape the pilgrim choices. The following section will examine
pilgrimage in the context of the forces that drive larger numbers of people, especially
economic forces, politics, and religious conflict. If a complete analysis needs to take
into account “the production and management of meaning by various interest groups
involved in the pilgrimage” (1988: 63), as van der Veer insists, then such factors cannot
be ignored. 

ECONOMICS, POLITICS, AND SOCIETY: 
COOPERATION, CO-OPTATION, CONTESTATION

As the products of a particular religious and cultural process, t⁄rthas carry great symbolic
weight. Their importance is actively upheld and promoted by groups with interests in these
places, particularly interests based on sectarian loyalties, on competition for patronage, on
the struggle to control local resources, and for political gain. Such conflicting forces have
meant that t⁄rthas have high potential to be contested places, and this has often been true.
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A pervasive but relatively innocuous contest involves claims about the primacy of sacred
places, which can be seen in the Purå~as and even more in the Sthalapurå~as or local
sacred texts. Such texts promise great rewards for visiting a particular t⁄rtha and compare
this with the merit gained by visiting other sites, which is invariably less than the merit
from the site the text is promoting. Most pilgrims recognize the nature of this genre and
take such claims and promises in stride. 

More serious competition arises when groups contest with each other for the same
sacred place; this desire to control a site usually stems from competition for power, patron-
age, and prestige. Fierce competition is an everyday reality for businesses, such as pilgrim
lodging houses and restaurants, but in many other cases, the contesting groups have
worked out an amicable arrangement. For example, the t⁄rtha purohitas in most t⁄rthas
have worked out an arrangement based on a pilgrim’s ancestral village, with each family
drawing its jajmåns (pilgrim clients) from a different Indian region or regions. In the case
of temples, families of local priests often take turns as the temple’s resident custodians.
During their tenure they are entitled to the offerings that are given, but they are also
responsible for carrying out the necessary rites (Case 2000: 78). 

Given this direct link with people’s livelihood, competition is often particularly strong
when large numbers of pilgrims are expected, and occasionally such contests break out
into open violence or criminal activity, as one group tries to oust the other by force or
guile. One excellent contemporary example is with the sometimes homicidal competition
between Ayodhya pilgrimage priests (van der Veer 1988: 241–59), but there are many
earlier examples. Both Ab¨ al-FaÕl Allåm⁄ (1972: 422–24) and al-Badå’̈ n⁄ (1976: 94–95)
report a battle in April 1567 between two ascetic groups at Thanesar, which arose when
one claimed that the other had usurped its right to claim the offerings there. Competition
for prestige and patronage lie beneath many of the bloody conflicts that have marked the
kumbha melås, as various ascetic groups have sought primacy in the bathing order and the
control over the site that this would imply. Such control had economic as well as ritual
implications, and it is no accident that in three of the four kumbha melå sites—Haridvar,
Allahabad, and Ujjain—the dominant ascetic groups were heavily vested in the local
economy. In the eighteenth century, the primary rivalry was between the Çaiva and the
Vai‚~ava akhå®ås, resulting in battles in Haridvar (1760) and in Tryambakesvar (1789). In
the twentieth century, the primary tensions have been within the Çaiva akhå®ås, and these
erupted into violence in 1998. As the social circumstances have changed, so has the
dynamic between competing groups. 

The role  of  some regional  empires  

Given the t⁄rthas’ symbolic importance, they have often played a central role in Hindu life,
but the social effects have often been far more positive than those just described.
According to many historians, the economic and political strategy of medieval regional
kingdoms emphasized patronage of the great temples, such as the Tirupati temple and the
Jagannåtha temple in Puri (Stein 1961; Kulke and Rothermund 1998: 137). These temples
were important redistributors of the kingdom’s economic resources. Large land grants to
these temples meant a steady flow of grain. In turn the temples loaned money to the
villages, thus maintaining economic control of the realm. The rulers considered these
temples’ presiding deities as their state deities (Mukherjee 1977: xii) and, in some cases,
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claimed to rule as the deity’s deputy, thus upholding the sacred order. In other cases, kings
patronized temples as a strategy to confer legitimacy. The Srirangam temple received
considerable patronage from various South Indian dynasties, since this temple’s primary
image is Raπganåtha, Vi‚~u as the divine monarch. Such image-building even cut across
religious lines. Even though Tip¨ Sul†ån Fath ÙAl⁄ Khån was a Muslim, his capital at
Srirangapatnam featured a Raπganåtha temple, and this powerful symbolism would have
helped legitimate his rule in the eyes of his Hindu subjects. 

Temple-building and patronage were significant element in many regional empires.
The CôÏa dynasty constructed many temples as symbols of their royal power and author-
ity, such as at Thanjavur (Tanjore) and Gaπgaiko~∂acôÏapuram (Nilakanta Sastri 1963),
and many of these temples ultimately became pilgrimage places. Following their example,
many other South Indian regional Hindu kingdoms, including the Gurjåra-Praithåras,
Pålas, Gajapatis, and later Vijayanagara, were energetic in building and endowing temples,
which served as major links in pilgrimage networks. 

With Marå†hå ascendancy these same effects became evident in North Indian t⁄rthas,
which were reshaped by Marå†hå patronage and piety. By 1680 Marå†hås had replaced
Råjp¨ts as the primary donors at Varanasi, Allahabad, Puri, and Gaya; such patronage was
partly to underscore their claim to come from a lineage as illustrious as the Råjp¨ts. These
claims were reinforced by lavish building projects. The houses of Holkar and Scindia both
built huge stone bathing ghå†s in Varanasi, and Queen Abhalyåbå⁄ Holkar is largely
responsible for constructing the present Viçvanåtha temple (C. Bayly 1983: 137). As
Marå†hå influence widened, so did their largesse; Abhalyåbå⁄ is also said to have built the
Ku‚åvarta Ghå† at Haridvar, a tradition attested by a plaque on the ghå†. Aside from their
bequests, royal pilgrimages were a major economic stimulus to the regions through which
they traveled, since they tended to travel in large companies (Deleury 1987: 195).

After the East India Company became the primary commercial and territorial power in
India, the Company also assumed the role of the guardian formerly held by these regional
empires. Protection of Indian religious customs and institutions was at the heart of the
“Cornwallis Code” of 1793 (Cassels 1988: 1); this was reiterated in Queen Victoria’s
Proclamation of 1858, which explicitly pledged that the government would not interfere in
her subjects’ religious lives (R. Muir 1923: 382–83). Under the rubric of guardianship, the
“East India Company played a prominent role in the administration of a Pilgrim Tax at three
places—Gaya, Allahabad, and Puri” (Cassels 1988: 16). Under the Company, tax was levied
on pilgrims to the Jagannåtha temple in Puri, although there were some tax-exempt classes
of pilgrims, such as da~∂⁄ svåm⁄s and sådhus (Mukherjee 1977). In doing so, the Company
was functioning appropriately as the local “ruler”—in upholding established custom—but
this practice eventually ended because of opposition from English evangelical groups. 

In addition to collecting pilgrim taxes at religious sites under its jurisdiction, the
Company took on the responsibility for maintaining public order. After the Marå†hås
ceded much of Uttar Pradesh to the Company in 1803, the Company took responsibility
for keeping order at the annual Haridvar fair, which combined a religious festival with the
most important marketplace in North India. Haridvar’s security needs were particularly
pronounced during the kumbha melås, given the history of sometimes sanguinary conflict
between various ascetic groups. The Company not only stationed troops to maintain
order at the fair, but it also enforced the “traditional” bathing order—an order which
reflected the relative power of these groups when the Company arrived. The basic impulse

T⁄rtha

497



behind all this was to safeguard life and property, which the British saw as integral to their
colonial mandate. 

This responsibility continued after Company rule gave way to empire, and in order to
do this the colonial government was often forced into greater involvement with pilgrim-
age arrangements. One textbook case was the cholera epidemic of 1867, which began at
the kumbha melå in Haridvar but was carried by pilgrims returning home by train to
virtually every part of India. The government was reluctant to ban large religious festivals,
since this would be considered undue interference in religious affairs, and so it responded
by taking a greater public role in ensuring public health and safety at large pilgrim gath-
erings, especially the kumbha melås. 

These same patterns persist in independent India, even though it is a secular democracy.
Religious gatherings such as the kumbha melå are still funded and regulated by the state
governments, partly because of the government’s responsibility for pilgrims’ health and
safety, and partly because local governments simply cannot fund and manage such enor-
mous festivals. State governments have also used the appeal to popular welfare as a reason
to take direct charge of religious institutions. Temple management at many important
pilgrimage sites—among them Badrinath, Puri, and Tirupati—has been taken from the
traditional owners and vested in a temple committee; such changes have often caused
major changes in the distribution of the offerings at these places. The most recent case
of this kind is the thirteen kilometer yåtrå route to Vai‚~o Dev⁄, which the government of
Jammu and Kashmir took over in 1986. This action has resulted in much better facilities
for pilgrims but was clearly detrimental to the traditional caretakers (Vasudev 2002). 

Interrel igious contestat ion 

Contest for sacred places reveals another dimension when different religious groups are
involved, especially when such conflicts have political implications. The most fruitful
resolutions of such conflicts have come when such contests have resulted in multiple sites
in a place, which magnifies their importance. Two examples where this happened are
Ujjain and Kancipuram—both of which were royal capitals during their history, and both
of which contain important Hindu sectarian sites. 

Similar accommodation can be seen in Hindu interaction with Jaina and Buddhist
pilgrimage traditions. Jainas, Buddhists, and Hindus share common cultural roots, and
pilgrimage is an important activity for all three. The most important Jaina religious figures
are the t⁄rthaπkaras (ford-makers), the teachers who build the “fords” to make it possible
for humans to cross the ocean of rebirths. The concept of a holy person as a t⁄rtha, which
is well established in Hinduism (Bharati 1970: 89), is also applied to Jaina monks. During
the four monsoon months when Jaina monks traditionally stay in one place, lay people
undertake t⁄rthayåtrå to seek the benefit of “crossing.” During the rest of the year, Jaina
monks themselves are like mobile t⁄rthas (McCormick 1997: 240). These same patterns
can also be seen for contemporary Buddhist monks and pilgrimage sites. 

Many Buddhist and Jaina sacred places have been at least partly adopted by Hindus as
well, although both groups are presently asserting a more separate identity, especially
those Buddhists (like the Måhårs) who have converted to escape the disadvantages of the
caste system. Nevertheless, there are several sacred places where Hindu, Jaina, and
Buddhist sacred spots exist in close proximity (Schwartzberg 1978: 22). Among the most
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prominent are Varanasi and Gaya, in which major Hindu and Buddhist sacred spots
are within a few miles of each other. There are also several places where two groups have
temples in the same site, such as at Muktinath in Nepal (Hindu and Buddhist temples) and
Junagadh and Girnar in Gujarat (Hindu and Jaina temples). Of course, in some cases these
sacred sites have simply changed hands, such as Badrinath in the Himålayas. In earlier
times this seems to have been a Buddhist site, but it has become one of the cår dhåms
marking the boundaries of Hindu culture (Fonia 1998: 95–96).

Such intrareligious contests have not always been cooperatively resolved, especially
when such competition reflects claims of identity. The early twentieth century saw the
struggle between the Akål⁄ Sikhs and the Udås⁄ mahants (abbots) who controlled many
important Sikh centers (K. Singh 1966: 193–216). Among these contested centers were
Nankana Sahib, which is the birthplace of the first Sikh guru, Nånak; another central site
was the Harimandir (“golden temple”) in Amritsar, which has become the Sikh commu-
nity’s administrative headquarters. The Udås⁄s are Hindu ascetics with close historical
links to the Sikhs, since the order was founded by Sir⁄ Cand, Nånak’s eldest son. The
twentieth-century Akål⁄ struggle for control of these places was based on their claim that
Sikhs were a separate religious community and should therefore control their religious
sites. This conflict raised many thorny issues that further separated the two communities,
such as removing images of Hindu deities at these sites, which Sikhs considered at odds
with their monotheistic faith. In the end, the control was wrested from the mahants and
vested in an elected Sikh body, the Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak Committee.

Hindu-Sikh relationships have affected pilgrimage places in more recent times. As Sikh
separatism in Punjab peaked during the 1980s, this sharply reduced the number of Sikh
pilgrims going to the goddess shrines in Himachal Pradesh. Thus religious boundaries
between Hindu and Sikh pilgrimage centers, at one time rather blurred, have now become
clearer from the local to the national levels.

The most powerful and widespread intrareligious conflict has historically run along 
Hindu-Muslim lines, yet the influence of Islamic rule was not always pernicious. Some Hindu
holy places received grants and remission of taxes from Muslim rulers, including Jalåludd⁄n
Akbar and Sal⁄m Jahång⁄r, whereas several Hindu rulers imposed pilgrim taxes on Hindu
pilgrims (Kane 1968–77, 4: 571–72). In addition, the advent of Islam in India brought the
activity of the Í¨f⁄ saints, whose tombs often served as gathering places for people from many
religious communities (Bhardwaj 1987: 457–68). It is easy to sketch a picture of a divided
nation (Hindu against Muslim), but at the grass roots the picture is far more complex.

Nevertheless, certain Muslim rulers have had a profound impact on Hindu holy places,
whether historians soft-pedal this impact (Ikram 1964: 24–26) or whether they acknowl-
edge it (Rizvi 1987: 14–15, 138; Kulke and Rothermund 1998: 152–70). One clear exam-
ple is Somnath, a major pilgrimage center in Gujarat, which was desecrated and destroyed
by Maªm¨d of Ghazna in 1025 CE (Wolpert 1993: 106–7) and abandoned as a pilgrimage
place until it was rebuilt in 1952. In the same way, numerous temples in Thanesar and
Kanauj were reduced to the ground, and the latter never recovered from Maªm¨d’s raid in
1017. During the Mughal empire, Aurangzêb ÙÅlamg⁄r became notorious for razing several
important temples, including Mathura’s K®‚~ajanmabh¨mi and Varanasi’s Viçvanåtha—
both destroyed in 1669. 

It is easy to stereotype such destruction as Islamic religious fanaticism—and Maªm¨d
called himself the “breaker of idols”—but other motives were always present. One of
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Maªm¨d’s important reasons for going to Somnath was to plunder its fabulous wealth, and
his long series of annual raids (from 1001 to 1027) were clearly motivated by economic as
well as religious goals. In Aurangzêb’s case, there is speculation that these temples were
destroyed not only to reflect religious zeal but also to assert his political authority over
his Hindu subjects. One sign of this is that he built the ÙÅlamg⁄r mosque on the site of
the razed Viçvanåtha temple, and this would have powerfully underlined contemporary
political realities. 

In other cases, Hindu pilgrimage places were eclipsed for less direct reasons. Multan
(now in Pakistan) declined partly because its hinterland had become predominantly
Muslim but also because the Sun cult became less important to Hindus. Some t⁄rthas stub-
bornly persisted in spite of repeated desecration, in particular Varanasi. Between 1194 and
1669 CE, numerous temples were razed by figures such as Qu†budd⁄n Aibek, ÙAlå’udd⁄n
∞alj⁄, and Aurangzêb (Kane 1968–77, 4: 631–32; Rizvi 1987: 138), yet despite this,
Varanasi continued to occupy its status as one of the holiest Hindu t⁄rthas. Perhaps one
reason for this was Varanasi’s traditional importance as a seat of learning, which fostered
the conservation of traditional Hindu culture. 

T⁄rthas and contemporary pol i t ics  

As mentioned before, during the past millennium many Hindu pilgrimage sites suffered at
the hands of Muslim raiders and rulers—whether motivated by iconoclastic zeal, the desire
for booty, or the desire to assert political control. In the past generation, a more assertive
Hindu nationalism has been seeking to reverse this perceived pattern of injustice and oppres-
sion. The most obvious example has been the Vishva Hindu Parishad’s struggle to build the
Råmajanmabh¨mi temple in Ayodhya. This campaign reached a violent peak on December
6, 1992, when the Parishad and its allies razed the Babri Masjid and thus physically removed
it as an obstacle to the temple’s construction. The Råmajanmabh¨mi movement has always
had clear political implications—not only was it the issue through which the Bharatiya Janata
party rose to power but also many of the Parishad’s mass action campaigns have coincided
with state or national elections, thus using religious issues to maximize political gain. The
Parishad eventually scheduled campaigns for kår sevå (volunteer construction labor) in
Ayodhya during Ayodhya’s annual pañcakroç⁄ yåtrå, the most important annual festival
there; this then allowed them to claim that all the pilgrims were there to support their cause. 

Another Hindu activist strategy has been to promote religious festivals as a way to
create a higher Hindu profile and thus “awaken” Hindus to their political power. One such
example is Haridvar’s “Kåñvariyå” festival in the month of Çråva~a, at which half a
million pilgrims draw water from the Gaπgå and then carry it on foot as an offering to Çiva.
One of the favored spots to offer this water is the Augharnath temple in the eastern part of
Meerut district, which means that hundreds of thousands of Hindu men travel through a
district with a heavy Muslim population. Although individual pilgrims have their own
reasons for doing this rite, their collective numbers make a powerful political statement.
Similar political implications can be seen in the annual Amarnath pilgrimage. In the 1990s
this became a vehicle to assert a Hindu presence in Muslim-dominated Kashmir, and
participation jumped from 10,000 pilgrims in 1990 to 100,000 in 1993 (Joshi 1993). 

Another festival with contemporary political significance is the kumbha melå, which
has always reflected larger societal forces. For many years Haridvar’s kumbha melå was
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the largest of all because it coincided with the annual Haridvar fair. When this trade dried
up, so did the attendance at Haridvar’s kumbha melå, only to rise when the kumbha melå
became a voice and vehicle for nationalist and independence sentiments. Such sentiments
have only increased in the recent past. Hindu nationalist sentiments have been a major
factor in increasing the attendance at the Ujjain kumbha melå (held in the Hindi heartland
of Ujjain), which for many years was a relatively minor event. During the 1990s the
Vishva Hindu Parishad has used kumbha and ardha kumbha melås, particularly those in
Allahabad, as a platform to publicize its program. The media attention surrounding these
events has only heightened their symbolic importance. 

CONCLUSION

Hindu pilgrimage places are vital cultural symbols, and pilgrimage has had a central place
throughout Hindu cultural history. Hindu t⁄rthas are centers of power—either to cross
from this world to the eternal liberty of mok‚a, or to gain blessings and grace to enrich
one’s present life. Yet as cultural practices, pilgrimage and pilgrimage places are in 
continual transformation as the societal forces shaping them are changed. As with any
cultural practice, pilgrimage is both a window and mirror, revealing and reflecting the
effects of these forces in people’s lives. This continues in modern India and has become
even more complex as Hinduism in the diaspora has extended Hindu sacred horizons. The
diaspora also has political implications, since overseas Hindus who support the Bhartiya
Janata party for its perceived support for Hindu values take pride in India as the source of
Hindu civilization. Although Hindu t⁄rthas and t⁄rthayåtrå have roots in the sacred texts,
their meaning in Hindu life is pervasive and not limited to a quest for holiness. T⁄rthas are
powerful, culturally dynamic places, which serve as the reservoirs of Hindu beliefs. They
are socially constructed and hence always in the process of becoming. T⁄rthayåtrå to these
places is an expression of the richness and variety of life and culture within India and
wherever else in the world Hindus are settled.
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The role of language in the Hindu tradition raises complex questions for a number of
reasons. Chronologically, the languages used by the Hindus for religious expression

have varied for reasons of pure linguistic change over time as well as through migrations
and adoption of this religion by different communities in South Asia and elsewhere. While
there tends to be a greater linguistic unity at the higher end of Hindu religious and philo-
sophic expression, as one looks at the middle and the lower levels of the Hindu society, the
languages vary considerably in different regions as well as in different social strata.
Therefore, it is difficult to make broad generalizations about religious language as used by
all Hindus. One must look at the specific social and regional contexts. The role of language
in the religious tradition also needs to be looked at from various points of view, for example,
the faculty of language, the role of specific languages, ritual performance of language,
particular manifestations of language in various forms of texts, their reification into scrip-
tural traditions, and the attitudes of the religious community towards all these phenomena.

The Hindu tradition goes back to the prehistoric mergers of various linguistic and
cultural communities in the South Asian region. The two main prehistoric sources of this
tradition lie in the Indus Valley civilization, on the one hand, and the migrations of the
Indo-European speakers, on the other. As far as the Indus Valley civilization is concerned,
its linguistic identity has not been conclusively determined, and the suggestions regarding
its language range from Dravidian and Munda to some form of Indo-Åryan. In any case,
since the linguistic identity of the Indus Valley civilization has not been fully established, we
cannot say much about the role of language in that tradition at this point. The Indo-European
tradition and its proposed invasion or migration into South Asia are also hotly debated, along
with the suggestion coming from some that Sanskrit originated in India and was the mother
of the Indo-European (and other) languages. We need not go into these debates here, except
note that most of the languages of modern North India are members of the Indo-European
language family, and Sanskrit, and particularly Vedic Sanskrit, is the oldest known language
of this family in South Asia. As the language of the Vedas, the formal scriptures of the Hindu
tradition, Sanskrit plays a very important role. Related to Sanskrit are a whole range of
ancient vernaculars, generically called Prakrit, which were used as languages of religious
expression by the Jainas and the Buddhists in ancient times, explicitly in opposition to the
Sanskrit language used by the Bråhma~ical tradition. The interactions among these various
traditions and their conflicts and compromises over linguistic issues are an important part



of the religious history of South Asia. In later times, vernacular languages throughout
South Asia emerge as vehicles of devotional approaches to god, again in opposition to the
Sanskrit language used by the Bråhma~ elites, and there are interesting conflicts and
compromises between upholders of the prominence of various language varieties. These
also form a significant part of the religious history of South Asia.

LANGUAGE IN THE VEDIC PERIOD

Early Vedic l i terature

The Vedic scriptural texts (1500–500 BCE) consist of four ancient collections, that is,
the ¸g Veda, the Såma Veda, the Yajur Veda, and the Atharva Veda. These collections of
hymns, ritual formulae, and recitations of many sorts have come down to us in various
recensions. The next layer of Vedic texts consists of prose ritual commentaries that offer
procedures, justifications, and explanations. These are called Bråhma~as. The last two
categories of Vedic literature are the Åra~yakas (forest texts) and the Upani‚ads (secret
mystical doctrines). The Vedic texts are composed in different varieties of archaic
Sanskrit, and the most ancient form of this archaic Sanskrit is found in the hymns of the
¸g Veda. The Vedic texts are traditionally called çruti (heard texts) referring to their early
oral transmission.

The word “saµsk®ta” is not known as a label of a language variety during the Vedic
period. The general term used for language in the Vedic texts is våk, a word historically
related to “voice.” The Vedic poet sages belonged to communities which are designated
by the term “årya,” and they refer to non-Vedic outsiders by various terms, such as dåsa
and dasyu. It is evident that they perceived significant differences between their own
language and the languages of the outsiders. Similarly, they perceived important differ-
ences between their own use of language in mundane contexts and the use of language
directed toward gods. The gods are generically referred to by the term “deva,” and the
language of the hymns is said to be dev⁄ våk (divine language). This language is divine in
the sense that it is believed to have been created by the gods themselves. The language thus
created by the gods is then spoken by the animate world in various forms. The divine
language in its ultimate form is so mysterious that three-quarters of it are said to be hidden
from the humans who have access only to a quarter of it. The Vedic poet sages say that
this divine language enters into their hearts and that they discover it through mystical
introspection. The poet sages consider themselves to be craftsmen of language. They do
not create it, but they shape the form of the religious expression by selecting the best
expressions and leaving out the uncultured expressions. The process is explicitly compared
to cleansing the grain with a sieve. This provides us with a distinction between the
language in its common use and the language that is deliberately chosen and fashioned
for its appeal to the gods. Just as the language used by the Vedic poet sages is the divine
language, the language used by the non-Vedic people is said to be un-godly (adev⁄) or
demonic (asuryå). The Vedic Åryans called their non-Vedic opponents m®dhravåk
(people with confused language).

The different uses of language are referred to by different verbs in the Vedas. For
instance, we have verbs like “to praise,” “to sing,” “to invoke,” each of which denotes
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a specific function of the scriptural language. The reification of various forms of language is
also manifest in the Vedas in the use of various nouns, such as “praise,” “song,” “honeyed
speech,” “chant,” “benediction,” and “desires.” The language is not only an act but also a
reified object, it gradually appears in many more conceptual frames. Instead of simply
saying “I praise God Indra,” the Vedic poet says: “I direct my words of praise to Indra,
like swift horses.” Consider the following passages in the Vedic literature:

With my words, I praise the wise Agni who is the essential means of our sacrifice.
(¸g Veda 3.27.2)

O God Agni, you, having been saluted, became the killer of the barbarian.
(Çaunak⁄ya Atharva Veda 1.7.1)

We invoke Indra with our prayers so that he may have a drink of our soma juice.
(¸g Veda 3.42.4)

I make you sinless with my potent incantation.
(Çaunak⁄ya Atharva Veda 2.10.1)

I crush the germs with potent incantations of Agastya.
(Çaunak⁄ya Atharva Veda 2.32.3)

The reified language objects like “prayer,” “praise,” and “chant” assume greater potency
and durability. These linguistic objects are then looked at as instruments of achieving
particular religious goals, as products of particular poet sages, and as objects that can be
preserved and perpetuated as a scriptural tradition. For example, when a poet sage says
“I crush these germs with the incantation of Agastya,” we can see several dimensions of
the religious language at work. There is a belief that Agastya produced a particular incan-
tation at a particular time. Then there is the belief that this incantation was very effective
in destroying the germs. Further, this widespread belief in the efficacy of Agastya’s incan-
tation led to its preservation by the priestly community and its repeated performance by
them for the same effect. Here are the seeds for the creation of a scriptural text, which
repeated on a massive scale led to the emergence of the voluminous Vedic corpus. The
belief in the power of one’s own incantations is expressed eloquently in the following
passages of the Çaunak⁄ya Atharva Veda:

Whoso, O Maruts, thinks himself to be above us or whoso shall revile our incantation
that is being performed for him, let his wrongdoing be burning; the sky shall
concentrate its heat upon the hater of potent incantations.

(2.12.6)

Sharpened up is this incantation of mine; sharpened up is my heroism and strength;
sharpened up and victorious be the warrior of whom I am the priest.

(3.19.1)
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That incantation by virtue of which the gods do not go apart nor hate each other, we
perform in your house; concord be for your men.

(3.30.4)

I am covered by the incantation-armor.
(17.1.27)

The externalization and reification of language also led to the development of mystical and
devotional approaches to it. Language was perceived as an essential tool for approaching
the gods, invoking them, asking their favors, and thus for the successful completion of a
ritual performance. While the gods were the powers that finally yielded the wishes of their
human worshipers, one could legitimately look at the resulting reward as ensuing from the
power of the religious language or the power of the performing priest. This way, the
language came to be looked upon as having mysterious creative powers and as a divine
power that needed to be propitiated before it could be successfully used to invoke other
gods. This approach to language ultimately led to deification of language and the
emergence of the goddess of speech (våk dev⁄), and a number of other gods who are called
“lord of speech” (brahma~aspati, b®haspati, våkpati). Like offering oblations to gods like
Indra and Varu~a, we also see Vedic priests offering oblations to the goddess of speech
and to the various lords of speech. 

When men, O B®haspati, giving names to objects, sent out the first and the earliest
utterances of speech, all that was excellent and spotless, treasured within them, was
disclosed through their affection.

(¸g Veda 10.71.1)

By means of sacrifice they followed the path of speech and they found her entered
into [the hearts of ] the sages.

(¸g Veda 10.71.3)

Speech has been measured out in four divisions; the Bråhma~s with insight know
them. Three, kept in a deep secret cave, cause no movement; of speech, men speak
only the fourth part.

(¸g Veda 1.164.45)

Gods created the divine language. Creatures of many kinds speak it. May that pleasing
speech, the cow that yields food and drink, being properly praised, come to us.

(¸g Veda 8.100.11)

Here we notice the divinity of speech and its mysterious existence and powers. In contrast
with the valorous deeds of the divine language, the language of the non-Vedic people
neither yields fruit nor blossom (¸g Veda, 10.71.5). “Yielding fruit and blossom” is a
phrase indicative of the creative power of speech that produces the rewards for the
worshiper. From being a created but divine entity, the speech rises to the heights of being
a divinity in her own right and eventually to becoming the substratum of the existence of
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the whole universe. The deification of speech is seen in hymn 10.125 of the ¸g Veda where
the goddess of speech sings her own glory: 

I roam with the Rudras and the Vasus, with the Ådityas too, and all the host of gods.
I bear up both Mitra and Varu~a. I sustain Indra and Agni, and the two Açvins. I
uphold the steaming Soma, and I sustain Tva‚†®, P¨‚an, and Bhaga. I endow with
wealth him who brings an oblation and is a pious sacrificer-pressing Soma. I am the
queen, who gathers together the riches. I am the wise one, first among those deserv-
ing a sacrifice. Therefore, the gods variously installed me in many places, residing in
and entering many abodes. Whoever sees, breathes, or hears what is said eats food
only through me. Without knowing, they reside with me. Listen, one and all. I am
telling you the truth. I myself say these words that shall be welcome by gods and men.
I empower the person I love. I make him a Bråhma~, a seer, and a wise man. I bend
the bow for Rudra so that his arrow may destroy the hater of potent words. I create
battle for the people, and I pervade heaven and earth. I give birth to my father and set
him up at the top. My origin is in the waters in the ocean. From there I pervade all
the worlds. I touch the heaven with my head. I alone flow like a blowing wind, hold-
ing together all the worlds. Beyond the heaven and beyond the earth, I have become
so immense through my power.

In this hymn, one no longer hears of the creation of the speech, but one begins to see the
speech as a primordial divinity that creates and controls other gods, sages, and the human
beings. Here the goddess of speech demands worship in her own right, before her powers
may be used for other purposes.

Late Vedic l i terature

The “lord of speech” divinities typically emerge as creator divinities, for example,
Brahmå, B®haspati, and Brahma~aspati, and the word “brahman” which earlier refers,
with differing accents, to the creative incantation and the priest, eventually in the
Upani‚ads comes to assume the meaning of the creative force behind the entire universe.
The creative power of the divine language is stressed in a number of Vedic passages.
When a spiritually powerful being makes a certain pronouncement, it comes true.
The powerful words produce the circumstances that show them to be true. The Çatapatha
Bråhma~a says: “The Creator said to Agni, ‘You are Rudra,’ and because he gave
him that name, Agni assumed that form” (6.1.3.10). This process is often generalized 
to creation at large. The Kå†haka Saµhitå says: “Prajåpati, the Creator, created all
creatures. . . . Whatever he spoke with his speech, that happened. Whatever one says with
his speech, that happens. . . . He creates it” (7.10). On a more basic level, the Vedic
sacrificer looked at the ritual language as a sure means of achieving the fulfillment of his
desires:

Speech indeed yields all desired objects, since one indeed expresses all his desires
by means of speech. Speech yields all wishes of him who knows this. 

(Aitareya Åra~yaka 1.3.2)
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I shall speak forth this speech, which will declare much, fare far, produce much, gain
much, effect more than much, which goes to heaven, which will declare heaven,
which will fare to heaven, produce heaven, gain heaven, carry this sacrifice
to heaven, and carry the sacrificer—me—to heaven.

(Aitareya Åra~yaka 5.1.5)

While the Vedic hymns were looked upon as being crafted by particular poet sages in the
earlier period, gradually their rising mysterious power and their preservation by the successive
generations led to the emergence of a new conception of the scriptural texts. Already in the
late parts of the ¸g Veda (10.90.9), we hear that the verses (®k), the songs (såma), and the
ritual formulas ( yajus) arose from the primordial sacrifice offered by the gods. They arose
from the sacrificed body of the cosmic man, the ultimate ground of existence. This tendency
of increasingly looking at the scriptural texts as not being produced by any human authors
takes many forms in subsequent religious and philosophical materials, finally leading to a
widespread notion that the Vedas are not only not authored by any human beings
(apauru‚eya) but are in fact uncreated (anådi, without beginning) and eternal (ananta, without
end), beyond the cycles of creation and destruction of the world. In late Vedic texts, we hear
the notion that the Vedas are infinite (ananta) and that the Vedas known to human poet sages
are a mere fraction of the real infinite Vedas. This shows an expanding conception of the
Vedas, their delinking from the human authors and their elevation into transcendental spheres.
The humans become mere vehicles for the manifestation of these eternal scriptures.

The Bråhma~as:  Vedic ritual  l i terature

In the late Vedic traditions of the Bråhma~as, the Åra~yakas, and the Upani‚ads, we
find further development of the conceptions regarding language. The Bråhma~as are
concerned with the ritual use of language. Besides the general notion of efficacy of incan-
tations, the Bråhma~as express concern about a number of specific issues. We are told that
there is perfection of the ritual form when a recited incantation echoes the ritual action that
is being performed. This shows a notion that ideally there should be a match between the
contents of a ritual formula and the ritual action in which it is recited. This expectation leads
to a heightened concern for maintaining the proper understanding of the preserved ancient
incantations, because without a proper understanding of their meaning, one could not
ensure their proper application. This led to a number of efforts to preserve the form as well
as the understanding of the preserved scriptural texts. The Bråhma~as offer etymologies of
words to explain their significance and offer justifications for particular applications of
particular passages. There is also a greater emphasis on the maintenance of the correct
pronunciation of the received texts. For instance, we are told a story of a demon
mispronouncing a word during ritual. The demon wanted a son who would kill Indra. Thus,
during a sacrifice, he asks for a son who would be Indra’s killer. He should have used the
word “indraçatrú” with the accent on the final syllable. However, the demon erroneously
used the word “índraçatru” with the accent on the first syllable. With that pronunciation,
the word came to mean “he, whose killer is Indra” rather than “Indra’s killer” as the demon
wanted. The story says that the mispronunciation was rewarded with the birth of a son who
was killed by Indra. The texts also emphasize the daily recitation of one’s inherited scrip-
tural texts and promise glorious heavenly worlds as its reward.

Madhav M. Deshpande

510



The Åra~yakas and the Upani‚ads:  “secret  Vedic doctrines”

In the Åra~yakas and the Upani‚ads, one sees a rather different emphasis. Here we shall
not make difference between the Åra~yakas and the Upani‚ads, since many well-known
Upani‚ads are themselves Åra~yakas or parts of Åra~yakas. Language acquires impor-
tance in several different ways in these traditions. Both in ritual and philosophical
contexts, various persons attain a status of high eminence through their skill in priestly
debate (brahmodya). In a slow shift from the tradition of the Bråhma~as, the Upani‚ads,
without denying the rewards of rituals, generally suggest that the rewards of all rituals are
limited and that the performance of rituals finally traps the performer in the cycles of births
and deaths. The rewards of ritual, and the general good and bad rewards of one’s actions
(karma), define the nature of one’s future births, such that one reaps the fruits of one’s past
actions during those subsequent births. The Upani‚ads, emphasizing the painful nature of
these cycles of rebirths, point out that the ideal goal should be to put an end to these cycles
of birth and rebirth and to find one’s permanent identity with the original ground of the
universal existence, that is, brahman. Putting an absolute end to the accumulation of
karma through renunciation of possessions and withdrawal from binding ritual obligations
is now the advised alternative. This shift in the goal leads to a gradual movement away
from the rituals in the direction of a meditative life. As part of this meditative practice, one
is asked to practice the meditation aided by the sacred syllable oµ, which is the symbolic
representation of brahman. Here the language, in the form of oµ, becomes the tool for the
attainment of one’s mystical union with brahman, the ground of the universal existence.
The syllable itself is explained as consisting of the elements a, u, and m, but finally ending
with a portion of silence. These elements are said to represent different states of one’s
consciousness, the silence representing the final merger with brahman. Moving away from
the knowledge of the Vedic chants (mantra), the Upani‚ads redirect a seeker toward the
realization of the ultimate reality of brahman:

Two kinds of knowledge must be known, this is what all who know brahman tell us,
that is, the higher and the lower knowledge. The lower knowledge is the ¸g Veda,
Yajur Veda, Såma Veda, Atharva Veda, and so on, but the higher knowledge is that
by which the indestructible brahman is comprehended.

(Mu~∂aka Upani‚ad 1.1.4–5)

Respected Sir, thus I am only a knower of the ritual chants (mantra), but not a knower
of the self. I have heard from people like your honor that a knower of the self crosses
beyond grief. Sir, I am in grief. Please help me cross beyond grief.

(Chåndogya Upani‚ad 7.1.3)

While the Upani‚ads shift the focus from the ritualistic understanding and application of
the Vedas and treat the traditional Vedic collections as a lower form of knowledge, their
spiritual quest is not completely delinked from linguistic concerns. The prominent tool for
focusing upon brahman is now the syllable oµ, the supreme syllable. The Sanskrit word
“ak‚ara” refers to a syllable, but it also means “indestructible.” Thus, the word “ak‚ara”
allowed the meditational use of oµ to ultimately reach one’s experiential identity with the
indestructible reality of brahman. The role of language and scripture in the Upani‚adic
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mode of religious life is complicated. The traditional Vedas are perceived as advocating
the wrong path of ritual action. The traditional gods of the Vedic religion are viewed as
being almost an impediment to a seeker of brahman. Hence the use of language to invoke
these gods becomes a lower goal. Can brahman be reached through language? Since
brahman is beyond all characterizations and all modes of human perception, no linguistic
expression can properly describe it. Hence all linguistic expressions and all knowledge
framed in language are inadequate for the purpose of reaching brahman. In fact, it is
silence that characterizes brahman and not words. Even so, the use of oµ-focused medi-
tation is emphasized at least in the nonfinal stages of brahman-realization. However, the
Upani‚adic practices and goals were practically beyond the reach of everyone. Therefore,
the Upani‚ads represent an exclusive and elite tradition with rather limited participation.
On the other hand, the religion of rituals, though requiring specialized priestly skills,
offered relatively greater opportunity of participation, and its goals remained attractive to
a larger proportion of people. Therefore, it continued unabated, and with it the ritual use
of language.

POST-VEDIC DEBATES ON SCRIPTURAL TEXTS

Efforts  to  preserve the Vedas 

As we gradually enter the post-Vedic period, the preservation of the ancient scriptural texts
and their utility become subjects of very important debates. Some of the problems with the
handling of the scriptures are created merely by the historical linguistic changes. The
language of the ancient scriptures was increasingly becoming archaic, and a large
percentage of the vocabulary and grammar of the ancient language did not survive in the
newer forms of Sanskrit. Similarly, the time-gap, the migrations, and the cultural and
ethnic contacts and mergers changed the pronunciation significantly, so that a number of
features like the accents of the ancient language were lost in the later forms of Sanskrit.
Under such conditions, the maintenance of the form and the understanding of the ancient
texts became increasingly precarious. The beginning of such concerns is already manifest
in the late Vedic texts. We have already seen such concerns regarding origins of words
and the recitation with proper accents. By the end of the late Vedic period, we already see
the beginning of some formal efforts to deal with this situation. It is manifested in the
creation of multiple forms of recitation. There was the original undivided text of the
scriptures that was handed down by the tradition orally. This text was called Saµhitå,
the joined unbroken form of recitation. A new form of word-by-word ( padapå†ha)
recitation was now created, and an understanding of word combinations was developed.
This subsequently led to the development of the traditions of Sanskrit grammar, etymology,
and phonetics.

Saµhitå: (abcdefg . . . )
agnim⁄¬epurohitaµyajñasyadevam®tvijam . . . (¸g Veda 1.1.1)

Padapå†ha: (a / b / c / d / e / f / g / . . . )
agnim / ⁄¬e / puraª-hitam / yajñasya / devam / ®tvijam / . . .
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Kramapå†ha: (ab / bc / cd / de / ef / fg / . . . )
agnim⁄¬e / ⁄¬epurohitam / purohitaµyajñasya / . . .

Ja†åpå†ha: (abbaab / bccbbc / cddccd / deedde / effeef / fggffg / . . .)
agnim⁄¬a⁄¬egnimagnim⁄¬e / ⁄¬epurohitampurohitam⁄¬a⁄¬epurohitam / . . .

Ghanapå†ha: (abbaabccbaabc / bccbbcddcbbcd / cddccdeedccde / . . .)
agnim⁄¬a⁄¬egnimagnim⁄¬epurohitampurohitam⁄¬egnimagnim⁄¬epurohitam /
⁄¬epurohitampurohitam⁄¬a⁄¬epurohitaµyajñasyayajñasyapurohitam⁄¬a⁄¬epurohitaµyaj
ñasya / . . .

The word-by-word ( padapå†ha) version of the Vedic texts increasingly came to be viewed
as the basic text from which the normal text of the Vedas, their continuous recitation, was
deemed to be constructed by applying rules of morphophonemic combinations. By using
various permutations and combinations of the words of the padapå†ha, numerous other
versions of the Vedic texts were produced and have been kept alive in the recitational
tradition till today. The recitational preservation of these various permutations and combina-
tions was perceived to be a sure way of preserving the original Vedic text and protecting
it from even the slightest change. Even the slightest change in the original would lead to
hundreds of changes in the permutations and combinations, and hence if the permutations
and combinations were fixed, the original could always be restored, in case of doubt. This
way, the body of the Vedic texts came to be preserved with a great degree of accuracy,
especially when the tradition was passed down entirely in oral transmission.

Emergence of  phonetic  analysis  and description

A great deal of care was also given to ensuring the proper pronunciation of the Vedic texts.
As the priestly communities migrated to different regions of South Asia, their mother tongues
underwent great changes. With the increasing gap between the language of the original Vedic
texts and the mother tongues of the reciters, there was a growing fear of mispronunciation of
the scriptural texts. The Vedic accents were no longer observed in either the colloquial forms
of Sanskrit or in the vernaculars. Many vowels and consonants of the Vedic Sanskrit did not
occur in the vernaculars, the mother tongues of the reciters. It is clear from the modern recita-
tion of the Vedic texts that the mother tongues of the reciters affect the recitation of these texts,
and the same Vedic texts sound different if recited by a Bengali or a Tamil Bråhma~ priest.
The fear of mispronunciation led to the development a full-scope tradition of phonetic analy-
sis that is preserved in over a hundred different treatises called Çik‚ås and Pråtiçåkhyas. These
treatises analyze the articulatory features of each Sanskrit sound and point out specific
mispronunciations to be avoided. On the whole, one must recognize that there was a great deal
of success in preserving the phonetic shape of the Vedic texts.

Etymology and meaning

However, the efforts to preserve a comprehension of the ancient Vedic texts were not
equally successful, though they mark some important developments in the scientific inves-
tigation into the nature of words and their origins. One of the early debates regarding the
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analytical understanding of words is found in Yåska’s Nirukta, around 500 BCE. Yåska’s
Nirukta is a commentary on a list of Vedic words (Nigha~†u). Yåska says that the original
sages (®‚i) had direct insight into the nature of things. These original sages received
the Vedic texts in their mystical trances. They handed down these texts to later generations
of sages who did not have such a direct insight into the nature of things. They transmitted
these texts to later generations, who were worried about the survival of the transmission
and produced the list of Vedic words as an aid. This perception of a gradual decline from
an initial golden age is found in many post-Vedic traditions, and their efforts to preserve
the texts and their comprehension need to be understood against the background of this
perception of decline. 

Yåska recognizes a problem in using the word-by-word (padapå†ha) text of the scrip-
tures as it was available by his time. He says that we must first understand the meaning of
a scriptural text before we can split it up into its component words. In trying to make sense
of words, Yåska carries forward the tradition of (folk-)etymology that had made its appear-
ance already in the late Vedic Bråhma~a texts. There is a greater emphasis in Yåska’s
work on the nouns rather than the verbs of the scriptural language. Yåska and a few gram-
marians proposed that all nouns are to be derived by adding affixes to verb-roots. On the
other hand, he also refers to others who argued that not all nouns can be thus derived
and that there must be some underived nouns. Some of the etymologies are regular and
convincing, while others are irregular and some downright desperate. However, Yåska
says that one cannot refuse to offer an etymology for a word because that refusal would
amount to accepting that the word has no perceptible meaning. Recitation of scriptures
without any comprehension of meaning is like carrying a burden. It does not produce any
merit. For Yåska the science of etymology becomes an essential tool to understand the
meaning of scriptural words. Yåska’s efforts are clearly motivated by an old belief that
goes back to the Bråhma~a texts, namely, that perfection of ritual form (r¨pasam®ddhi)
can only be achieved when the recited verse echoes the ritual action being performed. This
requires that one is able to comprehend the meaning of the recited Vedic passages.

Kautsa:  “Vedas are meaningless”

However, Yåska represents only one side of the debate. He also refers to an opposing view,
that of Kautsa. Kautsa claimed that the science of etymology as a tool for comprehending
the meaning of the scriptural texts was worthless because the Vedas had no meaning at all.
Kautsa claims that the words of the scriptures, unlike those of contemporary Sanskrit, were
fixed in order. If the words of the cited Vedic passages were meaningful, the Bråhma~as
would not have offered their explanations. The Vedic passages, if understood as meaning-
ful utterances, often seem to be contrary to facts of experience and contradictory to each
other. Therefore, it is better to accept that they are completely meaningless, and there is a
suggestion that their main utility lies in their value as magical sounds and not as meaning-
ful linguistic utterances. Thus, in the opinion of Kautsa, the scriptural texts have been
reduced to nonlinguistic magical sounds. This is indeed one direction in which some later
traditions deal with sacred utterances. Yåska, on the other hand, insists on the etymological
efforts to find out the meaning of scriptural words. The grammarian Patañjali and the
M⁄måµså author Jaimini later support Yåska’s stand. However, this debate makes certain
points quite clear. The preserved ancient texts of the Vedas have become at least partially
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unintelligible due to language change. The texts are no longer considered as human-
authored words but as a unitary body of words which are of some divine origin or
completely uncreated and ideally should not contradict each other.

Vedas as  magical  sounds

The view represented by Kautsa that the words of the scriptures are not linguistically
meaningful probably hints at the other alternative that they are significant in some magical
mystical way. This interpretation of the scriptures finds support with the importance given
to mystical utterances like oµ in the Upani‚ads. Some of the ritual practices also hint in
this direction. For instance, there is a prescription in an ancillary text of the Atharva Veda
for the syllable-by-syllable reverse recitation of the popular Gåyatr⁄-mantra. The normal
recitation of this chant and its reverse recitation are illustrated below:

Normal: tat-savitur-vare~yaµ-bhargo-devasya-dh⁄mahi-dhiyo-yo-naª-pracodayåt|

Reverse: yåt-da-co-pra-naª-yo-yo-dhi-hi-ma-dh⁄-sya-va-de-rgo-bha-yaµ-~⁄-re-rva-
tu-vi-tsa-tat|

It is evident that those who believed in the normal as well as the reverse recitation of the
chants did not look at these stretches as meaningful normal linguistic utterances but as mys-
tically empowered sounds. It is this dimension of magical sounds that is fully developed
later in the traditions of Tantra, where the entire Sanskrit alphabet is invested with mystical
powers, each sound being taken to represent some element in the Tantric cosmology, and
the combinations of these sounds representing particular natural or divine forces. The strong
belief in such mystical significance of Sanskrit sounds is very old, though it becomes more
clearly manifest in later times. For example, the late Tantric text Kåmakalåvilåsa says:
“The supreme Çakti is resplendent. She is both the seed and sprout as the manifested union
of Çiva and Çakti. She is very subtle. Her form is manifested through the union of the first
letter of the alphabet, ‘a,’ and the final letter, ‘ha’ ” (3). In such texts, every single letter of
the Sanskrit alphabet is looked upon as representing some phase of the manifestation of the
creative power, Çakti. Several attempts have been made in modern times to interpret the
ancient Vedic texts using the Tantric significance of the sounds of the Sanskrit language.
While such efforts are philologically unacceptable to modern scholarship, their very exis-
tence reflects a continuity of particular lines of interpretive thinking found in ancient India.

VEDIC TRADITION VERSUS JAINISM AND BUDDHISM

It is clear that the Vedic tradition and the Bråhma~ical religion as represented in that tradition
placed the highest value on the role of Bråhma~s, the priests, as well as on the role of
Sanskrit, the language of the scriptures preserved and guarded by the priests. Cosmological
ideas about the origin of human beings placed the Bråhma~ priests above the warriors, who
were above the trading castes and the lowly Ç¨dras. The perceived linguistic hierarchy
paralleled the social hierarchy. The Bråhma~s placed the highest religious value on the Vedic
scriptures and its language, Sanskrit, as the language of the gods. As the human speakers of
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the language of the gods, the Bråhma~s called themselves gods on earth (bh¨deva). While
the Bråhma~ical Sanskrit texts generally do not show us the voices of protest from other
communities, who were accorded a lower place on the scale of socioreligious status, it is
clear that others did not accept the claims of the Bråhma~s easily.

The protests against the Bråhma~ical attitudes and practices are first seen most clearly
in the religious traditions of Jainism and Buddhism, which emerge into prominence during
the middle of the first millennium BCE. Mahåv⁄ra and Buddha were contemporaries who
promulgated two different religious traditions, subsequently known as Jainism and
Buddhism, around the fourth century BCE. Both of them were born in princely warrior
families in the region to the east of the north-central region of Åryåvarta, the religious
center of the Bråhma~ical tradition. In the dialogues of Mahåv⁄ra and Buddha, we see the
resentment of the warriors against the beliefs and practices of the Bråhma~s. In contrast
with the restrictive strategies of the Bråhma~s, which denied access to the Vedic scriptures
for large segments of the population, Mahåv⁄ra and Buddha taught their doctrines to every-
one and offered the possibility of salvation to everyone. In their zeal to reach the masses,
both of these teachers preferred to teach their doctrines in the local Prakrit dialects which
could be understood by the masses. This does not mean that they chose the lowly 
languages just to reach the masses because there is circumstantial evidence that they
regarded the Prakrit languages to be languages of high status. The tradition of Theravåda
Buddhism regards Pali, the Prakrit used for its canonical texts, to be the original language
of all beings. The dialogues of Mahåv⁄ra display an exalted place accorded to the language
Ardhamagadhi, the Prakrit used by Mahåv⁄ra. It is said to be the language of the gods, and
this vernacular language used by Mahåv⁄ra is said to have been automatically transformed
into the languages of the listeners. In the lists of the four social classes, the Buddhists place
the K‚atriyas, the warriors, above the Bråhma~s. Thus there are good indications that the
Buddhists and Jainas viewed the respective Prakrits used for their canonical texts to be
languages of high status and of high religious value.

Both of these traditions questioned the status of Bråhma~s and argued for a caste-free
access to spiritual life. The Buddhist dialogues show a great deal of criticism of the sacrificial
practice of the Bråhma~s, their animal sacrifices, their ignorant claims to wisdom and truth,
and their caste-centric beliefs of superiority. In doing so, the Buddhists depicted the authors
of the Veda, the poet sages, as ignorant fools, and the contemporary Bråhma~s as blind
followers of the blind. They reinterpreted many Bråhma~ical terms of high value, such as the
caste terms and the three Vedas, to suggest that these terms actually referred to Buddhist
values. Buddha not only offered to teach his doctrine of salvation to the Bråhma~s, the
Buddhists depicted Bråhma~ical gods as being eager to become disciples of Buddha. We are
told that there were Bråhma~ converts to Buddhism who wanted to translate the words of
Buddha into the language of Chandas (Vedic language) and that this request was soundly
rejected. Emperor Açoka, who supported Buddhism and became himself a Buddhist, used
Prakrits, rather than Sanskrit, for all his inscriptions (besides Greek and Aramaic for a few),
indicating the high political prestige for the Prakrit languages. This set the stage for a very
long and bitter debate about the social and religious status of Sanskrit and Prakrit languages.

Both the Jainas and the Buddhists also appropriated the high-prestige term “årya” for
themselves, producing another bitter conflict and debate. The Buddhists considered all those
who accepted the path of Buddha to be åryas. Thus, the term “årya” no longer carried a
sense of identity by Åryan birth, but it shifted the focus to moral and spiritual values as the
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determining factor. The Jainas also came up with a long list of various criteria for inclusion
in the newly defined Åryan community. The Ardhamagadhi and the Pali Prakrits are now
claimed to be the Åryan languages par excellence, and this poses a great challenge to the
traditional conceptions of the Bråhma~ical tradition. The Jaina and the Buddhist traditions
openly admit that it is acceptable to use any language of convenience to communicate the reli-
gious doctrine to a willing listener. For the Buddhists and Jainas, the use of language is
primarily a tool to communicate their religious message to anyone who is willing to listen, and
hence the insistence on a particular language is not a characteristic feature of these traditions.
Thus, in spite of the feeling of high prestige for Ardhamagadhi and Pali in these traditions,
they were open to the notions of translations and vernacular explanations of their teachings. 

This early preference for vernaculars in Buddhism and Jainism was eventually aban-
doned, and both the traditions gradually switch to the use of Sanskrit. The use of Sanskrit
remained limited to expository and commentarial literature in Jainism, it never extended
to scriptural texts. On the other hand, many later traditions of Indian Buddhism, including
the Vaibhå‚ikas, the Sautråntikas, the Lokottaravådins, and the various Mahåyåna schools,
began to exclusively use Sanskrit for their scriptural texts and philosophical and
commentarial literature. This shift in favor of Sanskrit may have been motivated by the
rising prestige of Sanskrit in post-Mauryan India. A similar shift is also noticed in the
language of inscriptions from Prakrit to Sanskrit beginning around second century CE.

BRÅHMA¡ICAL RESPONSE AND EMERGENCE OF 
POST-VEDIC HINDUISM

The rise of Jainism and Buddhism shaped the nature of Hinduism, both scholastic and
popular, as it emerged in later times. It absorbed some of the ideals of both of these traditions,
such as the more widespread practice of vegetarianism prompted by their emphasis on the
doctrine of nonviolence (ahiµså). However, in other areas, the Bråhma~ical tradition
offered stiff resistance to the arguments offered by the Jainas and Buddhists. The response
of the Bråhma~ical tradition to the opposing traditions took many forms, but here we shall
only focus on language-related issues. The main linguistic arguments came from the
Sanskrit grammarians, the M⁄måµsåkas (ritualists) and the Naiyåyikas (logicians). The
authors of the Hindu Dharmaçåstras also offered arguments.

Hindu lawbooks (smr. t i )

Manu’s Lawbook (Manusm®ti, 200–100 BCE) seems to reject outright the lax definitions of
caste terms offered by the Buddhists and the Jainas and their redefinition of the notion of
who was årya. Manu’s statements make it quite clear that the caste identity of a person is
strictly defined by his or her birth, and moral qualities play only a secondary role. Manu,
who says that one’s identity as an årya is strictly defined by one’s birth, also discusses the
question of language. In the world, there are non-åryas who look like åryas, and they may
even speak like åryas. However, unless they are born åryas, they are not åryas. The moral
definitions of who is a true Bråhma~, as offered by the Buddhists, Jainas, and others, were
clearly unacceptable to Hindu legal writers. The Dharmaçåstra writers held steadfastly to
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their view that the Bråhma~s were the primary custodians of the Vedic scriptures. They
were the only ones who could learn, teach, and use the Vedas. The communities of
K‚atriyas, the warriors, and the Vaiçyas, the trading castes, were deemed worthy of study-
ing the Vedas, but they were not allowed to teach them. The Bråhma~s officiated as priests
at the Vedic rituals performed by hosts from these communities. As for the Ç¨dras, they
were completely beyond the reach of the Vedas. They were not only not supposed to study
the Vedas, they were not supposed to even hear these texts being recited. The Bråhma~s
were advised to stop reciting the Vedas, if they suspected that a Ç¨dra might listen to their
recitation. Women were also treated the same way. In Bråhma~ical rites, the women were
mostly silent partners, with relatively little occasion to speak up. It is certain that over time
the gap between the Bråhma~s and the K‚atriyas and the Vaiçyas widened, and in
medieval times, the Bråhma~s came to believe that there were no genuine K‚atriyas and
Vaiçyas left in the world and that the only two communities were Bråhma~s and Ç¨dras.
Thus, the access to the Vedas became eventually restricted only to the Bråhma~s. There is
a good deal of historical evidence that in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth 
centuries even the ruling dynasties in regions like Maharashtra were not recognized as
K‚atriyas by the local Bråhma~s, and they refused to perform religious rites for these
dynasties with Vedic chants. As we will see later, this dissociation of the non-Bråhma~
communities eventually led to the emergence of vernacular forms of devotional religion in
all parts of India.

Another dimension of the scriptural status of the Veda in the context of the Hindu law
may be mentioned here. The Dharma texts argue that all rules of conduct are ultimately
based on the Vedas. The Vedas are the highest authority in any decision. The next author-
ity is that of the remembered tradition codified in the sm®ti texts. If there is a conflict
between the Vedas and a sm®ti, the Vedas override the sm®ti. The third authority is the
behavior of the elites in the society, who, by their exemplary conduct, set the norms for
the behavior of others. Some Dharma texts admit that rules of conduct by people of
specific regions, families, and communities were not specified in the Vedas, and hence Manu
provided these rules. However, there is a more conservative approach in other texts. If a
sm®ti text is explicitly contradicted by a known Vedic text, then the Vedic text overrides
the sm®ti text. However, if a sm®ti text is neither contradicted nor supported by a known
Vedic text, one assumes that there must have been a supporting Vedic text which is now
lost (anumitaçruti). Thus, in theory, all sm®ti texts that are accepted as authoritative are
supported by Vedic texts, whether attested or assumed. Such a notion of assumed Vedic
texts, which are now presumed to be lost, is a legal fiction, which becomes possible
because of the traditional conception of the infiniteness (ananta) of the original Vedas and
the finiteness of the Vedas known to human beings. The finiteness of the known Vedas is
due to the limits of human intellect and life span. Such a doctrine projects a perception of
history where there is nothing new happening in the world. All events are essentially
repetitions of the events in the past, and hence the ancient scriptural texts have anticipated
them all.

Sanskrit  grammarians

På~ini (400 BCE) composed his grammar of Sanskrit with a certain notion of an eternal
language. For him, there were regional dialects of Sanskrit as well as its scriptural and
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contemporary domains of usage. All these domains are treated as subdomains of a unified
language, which is not restricted by any temporality. The language of the Vedas is treated
as a subdomain of this unified language and is not treated as a language of a bygone age,
no longer alive. This gives us some idea of På~ini’s conception of language, though he
does not engage in an explicit discussion of philosophical issues.

The early commentators on På~ini’s grammar, Kåtyåyana and Patañjali (250–100 BCE),
display a significant reorganization of Bråhma~ical views in the face of opposition from
Jainas and Buddhists. For Kåtyåyana and Patañjali, the Sanskrit language at large is sacred
like the Vedas. The intelligent use of Sanskrit, backed by the explicit understanding of its
grammar, leads to prosperity here and in the next world, as do the Vedas. Kåtyåyana and
Patañjali admit that vernaculars as well as Sanskrit could do the function of communicat-
ing meaning. However, only the usage of Sanskrit produces religious merit. This is an indi-
rect criticism of the Jainas and the Buddhists, who used vernacular languages for the
propagation of their faiths. The grammarians did not accept the religious value of the
vernaculars. The vernacular languages, along with the incorrect uses of Sanskrit, are all
lumped together by the Sanskrit grammarians under the derogatory terms “apaçabda” and
“apabhraµça,” both of which suggest a view that the vernaculars are degenerate or
“fallen” forms of the divine language, that is, Sanskrit. Kåtyåyana says: “While the rela-
tionship between words and meanings is established on the basis of the usage of specific
words to denote specific meanings in the community of speakers, the science of grammar
only makes a regulation concerning the religious merit produced by the linguistic usage,
as is commonly done in worldly matters and in Vedic rituals” (Vårttika 1 on På~ini’s
A‚†ådhyåy⁄). Kåtyåyana refers to these “degenerate” vernacular usages as being caused by
the inability of the low-class speakers to speak proper Sanskrit. This implies that the
speakers of Prakrit have a certain disability. This disability could be deadly in ritual terms.
The grammarians tell the story of demons that used improper degenerate usages during
their ritual, and hence they were defeated. On the other hand, the great sages named
Yarvå~astarvå~aª used vernaculars to speak at home but used proper Sanskrit during their
rituals. Thus the grammarians suggest that while the use of vernaculars may be acceptable
in secular nonreligious contexts, their use in religious contexts was particularly objection-
able. The relationship between Sanskrit words and their meanings is said to be established
(siddha) before the grammarians begin their work. Patañjali understands this statement of
Kåtyåyana to mean that the relationship between Sanskrit words and their meanings is
eternal (nitya), not created (kårya) by anyone. Since this eternal relationship exists only
for Sanskrit words and their meanings, one cannot accord the same status to the fallen
vernaculars, which are born of the disability on the part of their speakers. Thus, the use of
the fallen vernaculars by the Jaina and Buddhist teachers only showed their low-class
status. It was not worth imitating by Bråhma~s who had the superior option of using the
divine Sanskrit language.

It is important to mention another philosopher of language in the grammatical tradition,
Bhart®hari (400 CE). Apart from his significant contribution toward an in-depth philosophical
understanding of issues of the structure and function of language and issues of phonology,
semantics, and syntax, Bhart®hari is well known for his proposal that language constitutes
the ultimate principle of reality (çabdabrahman). Both the signifier words and the signi-
fied entities in the world are perceived to be a transformation ( pari~åma) of the ultimate
unified principle of language.
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M⁄måµså: logic  of  r i tual ists

Beginning around 200 BCE, the ritualists (M⁄måµsåkas) and the logicians (Naiyåyikas and
Vaiçe‚ikas) were also eagerly defending their religious faith in the Vedas and in the
Bråhma~ical religion. The strategies of these traditions were, however, very different.
The ritualists accepted the criticism of the Buddhists and the Jainas that one should not
accept the notion of god if one accepts the doctrine of karma. The Buddhists had also
argued that the authors of the Vedic texts were ignorant human beings and that their words
could not be trusted, as they were bound to be colored by ignorance, passion, and deceit.
In contrast, the figures of Mahåv⁄ra and Buddha were perceived by their respective
traditions as human, and yet omniscient persons (sarvajña), who were compassionate and
free from ignorance and malice. The ritualists attempted to defend the Vedas under these
criticisms. They contested the doctrine of omniscient person (sarvajña) and argued that no
humans were omniscient and free from ignorance, passion, and deceit. Therefore, Buddha
could not be free from these either, and hence his words cannot be trusted. On the other
hand, the Vedas were eternal words, uncreated by any human being (apauru‚eya). Since
they were not created by human beings, they were free from the limitations of human
beings. Yet the Vedas were meaningful because the relationship between words and
meanings was innate. The Vedas were ultimately seen as ordaining the performance of
sacrifices, and the ritualists develop a theory of sentence-meaning which claims that the
meaning of a sentence centers around some specific action denoted by a verb and an
injunction expressed by the verbal terminations. Thus, language primarily orders us to
engage in appropriate actions. The response to Buddhism from the ritualist Kumårila
(650–700 CE) is even more specific. Kumårila faults Buddha for having forsaken his
K‚atriya duty and the duty of a householder and taken upon himself the role of a teacher,
which was restricted only to Bråhma~s. Kumårila specifically says that the Buddhist texts
are composed in degenerate fallen languages (apaçabda). How can texts composed in such
degenerate fallen languages by deviant teachers who abdicated their own caste obligations
be trustworthy?

In this connection, we may note that M⁄måµså and other systems of Hindu philosophy
also develop a notion of linguistic expression as one of the sources of authoritative knowl-
edge (çabdapramå~a), when other more basic sources of knowledge like sense perception
( pratyak‚a) and inference (anumåna) are not available. Particularly, in connection with
religious duty (dharma) and heaven (svarga) as the promised reward, only Veda is avail-
able as the source of authoritative knowledge. For M⁄måµså, the Veda as a source of
knowledge is not tainted by negative qualities like ignorance and malice, which could
affect a normal speaker of a linguistic expression. According to M⁄måµså, the Vedas are
the primordial self-existent words, not uttered by a human or a divine speaker, and hence
they are untainted by the faults of a speaker and are intrinsically meaningful.

Naiyåyikas and Vaiçe‚ikas:  Hindu logicians and real ists

The Naiyåyikas (logicians) and Vaiçe‚ikas (realist ontologists) also offered their own
arguments in defense of the Vedic traditions. They also believed that the Vedas were a
source of authoritative knowledge (çabdapramå~a). According to them, only the words of
a trustworthy speaker (åpta) were a source of authoritative knowledge. They joined the
ritualists in arguing that no humans, including Buddha and Mahåv⁄ra, were free from
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ignorance, passion, and so on, and therefore the words of Buddha and Mahåv⁄ra could not
be accepted as infallible. However, they did not agree with the ritualists in their rejection
of the notion of god. In the metaphysics of the logicians, the notion of god plays a central
role. First, they had to defend this notion against objections from their Buddhist and Jaina
opponents. Having established the notion of god, they claimed that god was the only being
in the universe that was omniscient and free from the faults of ignorance and malice. He
was a compassionate being. Therefore, only the words of god could be infallible and there-
fore be trusted. For the Naiyåyikas and Vaiçe‚ikas, the Vedas were the words of god and
not the words of some human sages about god. The human sages only received the words
of god and transmitted them to later generations and had no authorship role. On a more
specific level, this argument came to mean that god only spoke in Sanskrit, and hence
Sanskrit was the language of god, and that it was the best means to approach god. God
willfully established a connection between each Sanskrit word and its meaning, saying “let
this word refer to this thing.” Since such a connection was not established by god for
vernacular languages, which were only fallen forms of Sanskrit, the vernaculars could not
be vehicles for religious and spiritual communication. The Naiyåyikas argued that vernac-
ular words did not even have meaning of their own. They claimed that the vernacular word
reminded the listener the corresponding Sanskrit word that communicated the meaning. 

Vedas and creation

In many classical Hindu traditions, the roles of the language, god, and creation are very
closely related. The words of the Vedas assume an even more direct creative role. God not
only authored the Vedas and created the relationship between words and meanings, he
used the words of the Vedas as prototypes to create things of the world that these words
refer to. Therefore, in a system like that of the Vaiçe‚ikas, often the existence of a word is
taken as a sufficient proof for the existence of the corresponding thing, even if that thing
is beyond the reach of perceptive organs. The Vedas are believed to survive the cyclical
destruction of the world and hence provide appropriate prototypes for the creator to create
the world all over again. These notions are expressed both in explicit philosophical terms
as well as in mythical images. In Vai‚~ava mythology, we find that Vi‚~u, the ultimate
god, is resting on the cosmic ocean. Out of his naval a lotus comes up, and seated on that
lotus is the creator god, Brahmå, represented with four faces, each symbolizing one of the
four Vedas. The idea of the creator god Brahmå having four faces, representing the four
Vedas, is a powerful visual representation of the perceived role of the Vedas in the process
of the creation of the world.

Vedas and infal l ibi l i ty

By the time we come to the classical philosophical systems, one more assumption is made
by almost all Hindu systems, that is, that all the Vedas together form a coherent whole.
The human authorship of the Vedic texts has long been rejected, and they are now
perceived either as being entirely uncreated or created by god. Under the assumption that
they are entirely uncreated, their innate ability to convey truthful meaning is unhampered
by human limitations. Thus if all the Vedic texts convey truthful meaning, there cannot be
any internal contradictions. If the Vedas are created by an omniscient god, who by his very
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nature is compassionate and beyond human limitations, one reaches the same conclusion,
that is, there cannot be any internal contradictions. The traditional interpretation of the
Vedas proceeds under these assumptions. If one observes seeming contradictions in Vedic
passages, the burden to find ways of removing those seeming contradictions is upon
the interpreter. We see contradictions because of our limitations and not because of any
inherent problems with the texts themselves. Such a fundamental belief led to the emer-
gence of many sophisticated ways of explaining away the seeming contradictions found in
the Vedas. 

Resolving seeming contradict ions

If two passages seemed contradictory, one way was to argue that one of those passages
was to be taken literally, while the other one was only metaphorical. Perhaps, the two
seemingly contradictory passages refer to customs followed by people in different regions
or time-spans. It is sometimes pointed out that one of such passages was meant to provide
only a provisional, nonfinal answer, while the other passage was meant to provide a final
conclusion. After trying all possible ways of removing a seeming conflict between two
statements, if one cannot find any viable solution, then, and only then, the two seemingly
contradictory passages are accepted as providing an option. Such rules of textual interpre-
tation were perfected by the ritualists and were widely accepted by the legal tradition and
by the philosophers belonging to different schools of Vedånta, which tried, each in its
particular way, to reconcile (samanvaya) the various scriptural texts and to construct a
systematic philosophical doctrine out of otherwise seemingly discordant Vedic texts.

Changing interpretation of  the Vedas

While such was the explicit logic of the traditional interpretation of the Vedas, one should
also recognize what happened in practice. While the Vedic texts were preserved as texts,
preserving their original meaning was far more difficult. Hence, with a continuously
changing cultural, religious, and linguistic environment, the meaning of the Vedic words
became more and more negotiable. The belief that the Sanskrit language and the Vedas
were eternal allowed the exegetes to apply latter-day meanings to ancient words. The inter-
pretation of the Vedas at any given time brought their understanding close to the current
religious practice in a given region and community. With the entry of vegetarianism,
for example, older passages referring to the consumption of meat came to be reinterpreted.
Similarly, with the rise of divinities like the elephant-faced Ga~eça, the ancient hymns
that contained the word “ga~apati” came to be interpreted as being in praise of Ga~eça.
Coming close to modern times, both social reformers and conservatives found support
for their views in the Vedic passages, and in modern India, many Western-educated
Hindus fervently believe that all Western scientific ideas are already contained in the
Vedas. One just needs to have a right interpreter. The more the texts became archaic,
the interpretations proliferated because of the freedom provided by the ambiguities in the
archaic texts.

Different versions of such theories widely circulated among the different schools of
Hindu philosophy. They differed on the question of whether the Vedas were words of
god or were eternal, but they all agreed on the high status of the Vedas and the Sanskrit
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language and the low status of the vernacular languages. This was the consolidated
Bråhma~ical response to the vernacularism of the Buddhists and the Jainas.

RISE OF DEVOTIONAL TRADITIONS AND 
THE NEW LANGUAGE DEBATES

Opening access  to  salvation

While responding negatively to the early promotion of vernaculars to the status of scrip-
tural languages by the Buddhists and the Jainas, the Bråhma~ical tradition itself was not
fully immune to the same urges. This is seen in the emergence of the Sanskrit epics, the
Råmåya~a and the Mahåbhårata, and the Purå~as. This literature, though its oldest
surviving manifestations appear in Sanskrit, is most certainly different in its intent as
compared to the Vedic literature. The eligibility for the Vedic rituals was restricted to the
higher three communities of priests, warriors, and trades people, but women and Ç¨dras
were left out of this access. The Bhagavad G⁄tå, a new scripture, tries to spread its appeal
to all communities. The doctrine of devotion to K®‚~a/Vi‚~u is new in that it is aimed at
providing access to salvation through devotion to all human beings. The Bhagavad G⁄tå
makes a clear statement offering devotional access to everyone:

I am equal to all beings, and no one is dear or hated for me. Those who serve me with
devotion, reside in me and I reside in them. Even if one commits a great sin, if he
devotes to me, and to none other, he should be considered to be a good person,
because he has [now] chosen the proper path. . . . Having taken refuge in me, even
those of low birth, women, Vaiçyas, and even the Ç¨dras attain to the highest spiri-
tual goal. So what to speak of the holy Bråhma~s and devoted royal sages.

(9.29–30, 32–33)

The Bhagavad G⁄tå, though composed in Sanskrit and representing a top-down approach, is
extending the devotional path to Vaiçyas, Ç¨dras, and women without offering them access
to the Vedas or even to the use of the Sanskrit language. Thus there is a suggestion that
access to devotional religion for these non-high social groups, and women, must be achieved
through their own languages and through means other than Vedic sacrifices. This is the first
open indication of acceptance of non-Sanskrit languages and non-Vedic ritual forms of
worship as possible alternative ways to approaching god. This acknowledgement of alternative
linguistic and ritual paths to god, without diluting and abdicating the path of Vedic scriptures
and sacrifices, points to the emergence of an essentially two-tier religious practice. Everyone
had access to devotional religion, while the Bråhma~s continued to restrict access to the
Vedas and the Sanskrit language. This is evident in the emergence of the so-called Purå~ic
mantras in worshiping various divinities, by the side of the Vedic mantras. If the host was a
Bråhma~, the priest would perform the ceremony using both the Vedic and the Purå~ic
mantras. On the other hand, if the host was a non-Bråhma~, the priest would typically use
only the Purå~ic mantras in the ceremony. For those who were too low to have access to a
Bråhma~ priest, a devotional ceremony could still take place entirely in a vernacular language.
In practice, even the Bråhma~ hosts had, generally speaking, little comprehension of
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the Vedic texts and the Sanskrit language, and while the Bråhma~ priest would recite the
Vedic and Purå~ic mantras, these mantras were in most situations merely recited without
offering an explanation of their meaning. The ritual instructions, in practice, were given by
the priest to the host in the local vernacular. Thus, whatever understanding of the ceremony
there was, it occurred ultimately through the vernacular of the hosts, even though recitation
of Vedic and Purå~ic mantras would be considered an essential part of the creation of the
holy atmosphere and the magic of the ritual. The devotional literature like the Mahåbhårata
and the Purå~as, on the other hand, could be narrated in the vernacular languages. Such
vernacular versions of these epics and Purå~as were in all likelihood circulating from very
old times, though recorded instances of vernacular versions become available at a later time.

Such a situation as gleaned from the Sanskrit epics and Purå~as was indeed fraught with
tensions. The Bhagavad G⁄tå, even while opening up access to women, Vaiçyas, and
Ç¨dras, calls these groups “low birth” (påpayoni). This gives us an indication of the upper-
class view of the religious practices of the masses. While the masses were allowed to prac-
tice the devotional religion, the Bråhma~s looked down upon it as a reflection of the
inferior nature of the practitioners. While the Sanskrit Dharmaçåstras generally include
the Vaiçyas among the three higher groups, the Bhagavad G⁄tå seems to lump them
with the lower groups. Just as the Buddhist and the Jaina traditions provide early evidence
that the K‚atriyas did not accept the lower status granted to them by the Bråhma~s,
similarly one can suspect that other groups also did not happily accept the low status
granted to them by the Bråhma~s and the imposed restrictions on access to the Vedas. The
origin of the vernacular devotional movements lies in this sociolinguistic tension between
the higher and the lower layers of the Hindu society. Judging from the evidence provided
by Buddhism and Jainism, such tensions must have existed all along, though the vernacular
devotional literature itself becomes available to us from a somewhat later period.

Emerging vernacular tradit ions

While the Vedic tradition seems to have moved from the northwestern parts of the subconti-
nent to eastern and then to the southern areas, the vernacular devotional literature, to the extent
the available materials indicate, originated in the southern Tamil-speaking regions and then,
in the form of a devotional movement, gradually moved northward, eventually covering all
parts of South Asia. This vernacular devotional movement makes its appearance in the Tamil
region in the second half of the first millennium CE, both in opposition to the dominant tradi-
tions of Buddhism and Jainism in this area as well as the dominant Bråhma~ical religion
expressed in the medium of Sanskrit. The majority of these Tamil-speaking “saints,” the
Vai‚~avite ÅÏvårs and the Çaivite NåyaŒårs, are fervent devotees of their respective gods. The
Tamil poetic tradition itself, recorded in the Saπgam literature, predates the emergence of
these devotional poet saints by a few centuries and ensures the confidence of the Tamil poetic
expression. The Jainas and the Buddhists also had been using Tamil for religious expression,
and hence the use of Tamil for religious expression by the ÅÏvårs and NåyaŒårs is not entirely
new. What is new is the orientation in the direction of fervent devotion to Çiva and Vi‚~u.
While these gods were already worshiped in the Bråhma~ical tradition, the Bråhma~ical
tradition provided little access and comfort to the lower classes of the Hindu society. They
were kept out of the Bråhma~ical rituals and temple establishments, and their mother tongue,
Tamil, had no place in that Bråhma~ical practice. The predominantly non-Bråhma~ ÅÏvårs
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and NåyaŒårs, who included a number of women saints among them, essentially claimed
to have a direct relationship to their respective gods, which was ecstatic, personal, all-
encompassing, and satisfying. Importantly, this relationship to god bypassed the Bråhma~ical
texts, practices, and establishments, and it engendered in the minds of the saint poets a new
sense of freedom from that Bråhma~ical tradition, almost verging on a feeling of superiority
to it. The Tamil poet-saint Appar (seventh century CE), who was born in the Vê¬å¬ar caste and
was persecuted by the Jainas for his devotion to Çiva, expresses his devotion in these words.

Why bathe in the stream of Gaπgå or Kåver⁄?
Why go to Comorin in Kongu’s land?

Why seek the waters of the sounding sea?
Release is theirs, and theirs alone, who call
In every place upon the Lord of all.

Why chant the Vedas, hear the Çåstras’ lore?
Why daily teach the books of righteousness?

Why the Vêdångas six say o’er and o’er?
Release is theirs, and theirs alone, who heart
From thinking of its Lord shall ne’er depart.

Why roam the jungle, wander cities through? 
Why plague life with unstinting penance hard?

Why eat no flesh, and gaze into the blue?
Release is theirs, and theirs alone, who cry
Unceasing to the Lord of wisdom high.

Why fast and starve, why suffer pains austere?
Why climb the mountains, doing penance harsh?

Why go to bathe in waters far and near?
Release is theirs, and theirs alone, who call
At every place upon the Lord of all.

(Kingsbury and Phillips 1921: 57)

While Appar, Campantar (seventh century CE), and Cuntarar (ninth century CE) opted for
the vernacular and tried to open devotional access to Çiva for all castes, they also set out
to establish or reestablish Ågamic temple worship for Çiva. 

We can compare and contrast Appar’s sentiments with those of the North Indian saint-
poet Kab⁄r (1440–1518 CE), born in a different region and under different circumstances.
Kab⁄r was born in a Muslim weaver family and developed a devotional approach to god
which was critical of both the Hindu and the Muslim orthodox traditions. He says that
Sanskrit is too narrow like the water of a well, while the vernacular language is like a flow-
ing river. Kab⁄r rejects temple worship of the images of gods managed by the Sanskrit-
chanting Bråhma~s and advocating a direct unmediated approach to god, says:

Pundit, how can you be so dumb?
You’re going to drown, along with all your kin,

unless you start speaking of Ram.
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Vedas, Puranas—why read them?
It’s like loading an ass with sandalwood!

Unless you catch on and learn how Ram’s name goes,
how will you reach the end of the road?

(Hawley and Jurgensmeyer 1988: 51)

The works of the Tamil saint poets, the ÅÏvårs and the NåyaŒårs, became an alternative
scriptural corpus for the followers of the vernacular devotional path. The works of
the Vai‚~ava ÅÏvår saints, collected in an anthology called Divyaprabandha by the
Bråhma~ Vai‚~ava teacher Nåthamuni (ninth century CE), came to be looked upon as the
Tamil Veda. This Tamil Veda was looked at as an authoritative source for devotional
religion by the Vai‚~ava Bråhma~s in the Tamil region, and the Sanskritic Vai‚~avism of
Råmånuja incorporated much of the devotional inspiration from the hymns of the ÅÏvårs.
This incorporation of the vernacular inspiration into the Bråhma~ical traditions and
the incorporation of the Bråhma~ical tradition into the vernacular are to be seen as paral-
lel processes in the history of Hinduism. In the region of Karnataka, the vernacular
devotional tradition of the V⁄raçaivas generally followed an independent course and
stayed away from the Bråhma~ical traditions. On the other hand, the Vai‚~ava saints
like Purandaradåsa and Kanakadåsa (sixteenth century CE) were not delinked from
the Bråhma~ical tradition. Vyåsat⁄rtha (1447–1539 CE), a scholar in the tradition of
Madhva’s dualist (dvaita) Vedånta school during the reign of the Vijayanagara king
K®‚~adêvaråya, simultaneously pursued Sanskritic and vernacular interests. While writ-
ing highly erudite Sanskrit philosophical works expounding his Dvaita Vedånta views,
he simultaneously encouraged participation of non-Bråhma~ devotees of Vi‚~u into
a devotional group called Dåsak¨†a. It was through Vyåsat⁄rtha’s encouragement and
inspiration that the saint-poets Purandaradåsa and Kanakadåsa produced their Kannada
devotional poems.

Language and rel igion in Maharashtra

To illustrate this dual cultural and linguistic process, let us look at the region of Maharashtra
in the second millennium CE. In the twelfth and the thirteenth century CE, we see several
important figures at work. A Bråhma~ Sanskrit scholar Mukundaråja (twelfth century CE)
wrote a Marathi work Vivekasindhu to provide a vernacular exposition of the Advaita
Vedånta of Çaµkara. This is clearly an attempt to provide access to classical philosophical
ideas to those who did not understand Sanskrit. Mukundaråja clearly does not attempt to
elevate the status of Marathi but explicitly argues for the use of Marathi for purposes of
wider communication in spite of its low status. He compares Marathi to dust and Sanskrit
to gold. The other group at work was Cakradhara (thirteenth century CE) and his followers,
who constituted the Mahånubhåva tradition, a tradition of K®‚~a-bhakti that generally
moved away from Bråhma~ical communities and used Marathi to spread its message.
When some Bråhma~ converts to this tradition wanted to write in Sanskrit, their teach-
ers asked them not to do so, as this would deprive the common man of the religious
teachings. The most prominent religious figure of this period is Jñåneçvara (thirteenth
century CE). Born to Bråhma~ parents, who were excommunicated by the local Bråhma~
community, Jñåneçvara was initiated into the Nåtha tradition by his elder brother Niv®tti.

Madhav M. Deshpande

526



Jñåneçvara, his two brothers, and a sister, after their parents’ death, went to the Bråhma~s
of Prati‚†håna to be accepted back into the Bråhma~ community. However, after the
Bråhma~s refused, Jñåneçvara performed many miracles, and this launched his career as a
saint. Thus, as a rejected Bråhma~, Jñåneçvara directed his attention to the religious needs
of the people at large and produced the first vernacular commentary on the Bhagavad G⁄tå.
This Marathi commentary, popularly called Jñåneçvar⁄, is not just an attempt to bring the
philosophical contents of the Bhagavad G⁄tå into Marathi. It shows Jñåneçvara’s full pride
in Marathi, and he says that his poetic Marathi can compete with the sweetness of nectar.
Through his Jñåneçvar⁄, he removes a linguistic barrier to salvation, which is now acces-
sible to everyone. 

Ekanåtha (1548–1609 CE) is the next saint poet of great importance. Born Bråhma~ and
trained in the Sanskritic lore, Ekanåtha is attracted to the tradition of devotion and turns
his attention to the use of Marathi to express his devotion and erudition. Just as Jñåneçvara
brought the Bhagavad G⁄tå into Marathi, Ekanåtha translated the Bhågavata Purå~a into
Marathi. The Bråhma~s of his day were not generally in favor of translating Sanskrit
scriptural works into Marathi, and Ekanåtha was accused of sacrilege by translating the
Bhågavata Purå~a into Marathi. We are told that Ekanåtha had to face a Bråhma~-
tribunal at Varanasi. This tribunal ordered that Ekanåtha’s Marathi translation be thrown
in the Gaπgå. However a miracle happened, and the Marathi translation floated on the
waters of the Gaπgå instead of sinking. This miracle established Ekanåtha’s authenticity
and the spiritual power of his Marathi works. In Ekanåtha we see a Bråhma~ going in
the direction of the vernacular and establishing not only its practical utility but also its
legitimacy in the eyes of the very Bråhma~s who initially rejected it.

We find similar stories about the saint Tukåråma (1598–1649 CE). Tukåråma was born
in a Ç¨dra caste and had no access to Sanskritic learning. Tukåråma says that he does not
speak with his own power, but it is his god, Vi††hala, who makes him speak. He claims to
be a lame man, who is made to walk by god’s power. Tukåråma’s assertion that God
Vi††hala directly communicates with him, a Ç¨dra, in his own lowly language, brought
him into conflicts with the local Bråhma~s. They also forced him to drown his Marathi
devotional poems into the river Indråya~⁄. However, again a miracle happened, and the
books were saved from drowning, thus establishing Tukåråma’s authenticity and his
access to god.

Emboldened by his own religious experience, Tukåråma claims that he, a Ç¨dra, alone
knows the true meaning of the Vedas, while the Bråhma~s simply carry the burden.
He heavily criticizes the Bråhma~s for simply playing linguistic games and says that all
the Vedas, çåstras, and Purå~as ultimately teach devotion to Vi††hala (K®‚~a/Vi‚~u). Here
is a Marathi devotional song by Tukåråma:

Vi††hala is our life and the place where the scriptures dwell.
In Vi††hala all spiritual powers are.
On Vi††hala our meditation rests.

Vi††hala is our family god.
Vi††hala is my fortune, my caste, and my mind.
Vi††hala is my merit and my goal.
I love the splendor of Vi††hala.
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Vi††hala pervades all beings.
He lifts the seven subterranean worlds.
Vi††hala is spread over the three worlds.
Vi††hala dwells in the heart of the saints.

Vi††hala is the very essence of our life.
Vi††hala became young to give us his grace.
Vi††hala assumed a form for our love.
Vi††hala puts the world in motion.

Tukå says:
Vi††hala is our father, mother, and uncle.
Vi††hala is our brother and sister.
We have no affection for our family apart from him.
Now, there is no one else.

The themes of a vernacular text being thrown in river and the judgment of a devotee by
orthodox Bråhma~s, and so on, are common to the received stories of North Indian saints,
like Tulas⁄dåsa, Kab⁄r, and Nånak, and show a pan-Indian set of motifs indicating that the
struggle of vernacular bhakti tradition with the orthodox Sanskritic traditions maintained
by Bråhma~s were not a narrow regional phenomena but resonated in all the different
regions and communities of India.

The linguistic tensions continued in Maharashtra in other arenas as well. Stories of the
seventeenth-century King Çivåj⁄ (1627–80 CE) show some interesting issues. Born in a
warrior family, Çivåj⁄ rebelled against the Muslim rulers in Maharashtra and succeeded in
establishing his own independent kingdom. At this time, the Bråhma~s generally came to
believe that there were no true K‚atriyas left on earth any more, and while they continued
to work for the local kings, they refused to accept them as genuine K‚atriyas. Çivåj⁄’s
spiritual guru is said to be the Bråhma~ saint Råmadåsa (1608–81 CE). Råmadåsa’s poetic
and philosophical works have been preserved mostly in Marathi. In 1676, Çivåj⁄ had his
royal coronation performed and had him officially declared a K‚atriya Hindu king. The
famous Sanskrit pa~∂ita Gågåbha††a of Varanasi performed his coronation. There are
traditional stories about the tensions between Råmadåsa and Gågåbha††a. Gågåbha††a, the
stories say, did not want Çivåj⁄ to continue his association with Råmadåsa and with
Marathi. He promised to teach him Sanskrit, so that he can function fully in the image of
a classical K‚atriya king.

Importance of  the divine name

In the process of making religious practice more accessible to the masses, a number of
strategies seem to have come into existence. While the emphasis on knowing the true name
of a thing or a divinity, and thus ritually gaining access to and control over it, is attested
in the oldest Vedic literature, the devotional importance of remembering and reciting the
name or names of god is attested in the epic and Purå~ic literature. Prayers in the form of
concatenation of various names of a divinity are attested in the Mahåbhårata and the
Purå~as. An early example of this is the popular Vi‚~usahasranåma (thousand names of
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Vi‚~u) found in the Mahåbhårata. Such concatenations of 108 or 1,008 names become
available in later times for almost all different Hindu gods and goddesses. These prayers,
along with a widespread practice of repeating a given name of a divinity or the sacred
symbol like oµ or repeating a particular salutational formula like oµ namaª çivåya, offer
devotional access to a wide range of people, who need not, and did not, know the Sanskrit
language as such. Added to this are practices of naming one’s children with the names of
a divinity, wearing clothes with imprinted names of a divinity, and writing down the
names of a divinity on different household materials. 

The widespread belief in the power of the name of god may be illustrated with the
Råmåya~a story of the monkeys building a bridge from India to Sri Lanka. As the
monkeys would drop huge boulders into the ocean, they began to sink. Then someone
suggested that they should write the name of Råma , the hero god, on each stone before it
was dropped into the ocean. With this done, the stones floated on the ocean, and the bridge
was finished in no time. When stones can float on the ocean, if inscribed with the name of
god, a devoted person who constantly recites the name of god would certainly survive in
the ocean of transmigration.

Multiple  representations of  language and scripture

We have already seen the process of linguistic performances of ancient Vedic sages being
preserved as potent incantations by the later generations. The same process continued to
work with most religious texts. For example, the Bhagavad G⁄tå was not just looked upon
as a piece of philosophical literature, it was looked upon as a powerful mantra (chant), and
there are several texts available which describe in detail the process of chanting the
Bhagavad G⁄tå and the rewards for the chanting of the whole text, particular chapters, and
particular verses and even just uttering the word “g⁄tå.” Manuscripts and printed books of
works like the Bhagavad G⁄tå came to be worshiped as holy objects. The Bhagavad G⁄tå
was at some point deified into a goddess, and prayers to “Mother, Goddess G⁄tå” were
produced. In modern times, we find in India the so-called G⁄tå-mandiras (G⁄tå temples)
where the Bhagavad G⁄tå is represented in all these forms, ranging from the image of the
goddess, stone image of the book, the text inscribed on the walls and recited in its halls,
and copies sold in the bookshop. The devotees are encouraged to access the Bhagavad
G⁄tå in every possible way. The deification of texts was indeed not limited to the
Bhagavad G⁄tå. In the Purå~as, we already find the full deification of the four Vedas, each
with a distinct iconography of its own, and the Vedas, thus deified and personified, appear
as interlocutors in various conversations. This deification and personification of specific
texts needs to be understood differently from the deification of speech into a goddess in
the ¸g Veda or representation of the goddess of speech in the form of the goddess Sarasvat⁄
in classical times.

Language and scripture in modern Hinduism

The relation of language to religion in modern times is very complicated because of the
variation one finds from region to region and from community to community. The rise of
regional languages as languages of education and state business and the rise of linguistic
nationalism in regions like Tamilnadu need to be confronted with the promotion of Hindi

Bhå‚å

529



as the national language, the maintenance of English as the language of higher education
and business, and the emotional support given to Sanskrit by religious groups like the Årya
Samåj and the political bodies like the Bharatiya Janata party and its sister organizations
like the Rashtriya Svayamsevak Sangh and the Vishva Hindu Parishad. These differences
are naturally reflected in the religious role given to languages by these various groups.
The interaction of Sanskrit and the vernacular, including English for many, is the most
interesting continuing religious phenomenon. While Sanskrit largely maintains its
symbolic presence as holy chants, understanding of religious sentiment almost always
takes place through one’s vernacular.

When we come to modern times, the religious language appears in all its modern tech-
nological manifestations. The first major shift was from handwritten manuscripts to print-
ing. This was then followed by the recording and broadcasting technologies. It started with
the use of loudspeakers and microphones at religious performances. Religious songs and
discourses are routinely broadcast from radio stations and from religious establishments.
In the form of recorded cassettes and CDs, the religious songs and discourses can now be
mass produced and distributed. If a priest is not available on a given day, the worshiper
can now buy a recorded priestly voice telling him what to do and say. With the telecast of
the Råmåya~a, the Mahåbhårata, and other stories about gods and goddesses, the religious
language has made full penetration into every field of social activity and interaction.
Finally, we are now in the age of the internet, where numerous web sites are providing
access to different religious materials and numerous chat groups are offering worldwide
discussions of issues deemed to be important for one’s faith. From anywhere in the world,
we can listen to the daily prayers recited in the Ga~eça temple (Siddhivinåyaka temple) in
Bombay, on line! The religious language keeps pace with changes in the material and the
cultural environment of the religious community.
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C H A P T E R  T W E N T Y - T H R E E

DARÇANA

John A. Grimes

THE TERM “DARÇANA”

Darçana, from the Sanskrit root d®ç, “to see,” implies not only vision (which includes
insight, intuition, and vision of the truth) but also the instrument of vision (such as

viewpoint, worldview, doctrine, and philosophical system) (Grimes 1996: 109). In a word,
darçana implies “sight” in all its myriad connotations, and the term, like most Sanskrit
terms, is multisignificant, multivalent. Thus, besides expressing viewpoints or perspec-
tives, the term also suggests the idea of right vision or realization (mok‚a). The former
meaning customarily refers to the great Hindu philosophical systems (Ía∂darçanas). Here,
it is not so much a search for the truth as it is an exposition, elaboration, clarification,
vindication, and conceptual fixation of what has been received. The latter meaning, on the
other hand, refers to the person experiencing a vision or insight. In this case, it is direct,
personal, and experiential. In other words, the “seeing” implied by the term “darçana”
includes both conceptual knowledge and perceptual observation, critical exposition and
intuitional experience, logical inquiry and spiritual insight, concrete and abstract, and
gross and subtle. The English expression “I see” contains a hint of this multivalence in that
it denotes both a direct vision as well as a correct understanding. It may be noted that the
term “darçana” is also used, in certain contexts, to refer to the audience or “auspicious
sight” of a revered, great, or holy person, deity, or place (Eck 1981b: 3).

Darçana, as a systematic elaboration of the truth, encompasses fundamental interpreta-
tions of reality more commonly known as the six classical philosophical systems of
Nyåya, Vaiçe‚ika, Såµkhya, Yoga, M⁄måµså, and Vedånta, declared to be based on the
Veda, and, incidentally, the three heterodox systems of Cårvåka, Jainism, and Buddhism
which were reactions to Vedic thought. In this technical sense, the term embraces the
different streams of philosophical thought running parallel to one another and which were
engaged in mutual dialogue, discussion, debate, criticism, and counter-criticism for the
past two thousand years. However, it should also be noted that although this enumeration
of the Darçanas—as enumerated in the doxographies—has been accepted and practiced for
over one thousand years, the designation of the classical systems has not always been the
same nor have the particulars of which systems are included therein. Thus, Nyåya was
once the name for M⁄måµså, Ånv⁄k‚ik⁄ designated Nyåya, and so on (Sastri 1932: v–xxiii),



and while the Sarvadarçanasaµgraha elucidates sixteen philosophical systems, the
Sarvamatasaµgraha lists only twelve, the Sarvasiddhåntasaµgraha ten, and so on
(Halbfass 1988: 352).

Though Hindu culture does not have a univocal word for philosophy, darçana is widely
considered to be the most appropriate Hindu terminological analogue to “philosophy” in a
general sense and indicative of these traditional Hindu philosophical systems in a specific
sense. According to Surendranath Dasgupta (1922–55, 1: 68n), historically, the first use of
the word “darçana” in this sense of “true philosophical knowledge” may be found in the
Vaiçe‚ikas¨tra (9.2.13) of Ka~åda (sixth century BCE). Moreover, darçana reflects a
genuinely Hindu understanding of not only philosophy but also theology. Other Sanskrit
terms with varying corresponding precision to philosophy include ånv⁄k‚ik⁄, mata, nyåya,
siddhånta, tantra, tarkaçåstra, tattvajñåna, våda, and vidyå (Halbfass 1988: 263–86).

Thus the word “darçana” is rich with meaning. Though there are many similarities
between Hindu thought and Western philosophy, all that the term “darçana” denotes and
connotes would only be partially recognized by Western philosophers. The Darçanas, as
philosophical systems of thought, embody the cumulative reflection of Hindu wisdom
through the ages and include epistemology, metaphysics, ethics, social customs, aesthetics,
psychology, cosmology, physics, grammar, logic, speculations about language, exegesis
of scriptural texts, psychophysical practices, dialectics, and even protests against ortho-
doxy. To study, understand, interpret, and continue the scholarship of the Hindu Darçanas,
it is imperative that one realize that it holistically implies both thinking and living, theory
and practice, an ancient, continuous, and seamless tradition. It has been able to combine,
in an almost unique manner, conformity to tradition with an adventurous, inquiring mind.

COMMON CHARACTERISTICS

The various Hindu philosophical systems contain such a diversity of views, theories, and
subschools that it is virtually impossible to single out characteristics that are common to
all of them. This being acknowledged, there is an oft-quoted dictum, “unity in diversity,”
which is the Hindu paradigm par excellence. Thus, the various systems are subject, in
varying degrees, to certain common factors. For instance, without a doubt every system
has been influenced by the Vedas, either directly or indirectly. Some systems developed
along the lines of a systematic interpretation of the Vedas, while others developed by
refutation and rejection of Vedic thought. Whether this is a mere tipping of the hat, a
traditional gesture of saluting an image without any further commitment, or whether one
can find the latent seeds, if not the actual full-blown doctrine, a strong case can be made
that it was from the seemingly bottomless font of the Veda that much of what eventually
develops into Hindu philosophy had its initial stirrings. And yet, even today a mist still
covers the whole Vedic period, which makes it very difficult to make out who said or did
what, where, and at what time. This uncertainty too is part of Hindu philosophy.

Perhaps the most quoted common characteristic of all Darçanas is that they begin with
spiritual dissatisfaction and culminate in a spiritual orientation. While the Cårvåka system
alone is oriented towards pleasure as the attainment of the highest good in life, every other
system investigates, in some sense or other, both the nature of the ultimate goal of life as
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well as the means thereto, be it salvation, liberation, or enlightenment. This acceptance of
the ideal of liberation may play but a minor role in some systems, and it is true that many
epistemological, logical, and even metaphysical doctrines were debated and decided on
purely rational grounds that had little bearing upon the ideal of liberation, but, in one form
or other, it does make its appearance. 

Five basic concepts form the cornerstone of Hindu philosophical thought: the self or soul
(åtman), religious duty (dharma), the accumulated effect of deeds in lives past, present, and
future (karma), liberation (mok‚a), and the means thereto (sådhana). As previously noted,
except for the Cårvåkas, all Darçanas concern themselves with these five concepts, even if
they have special meanings within a given system and are not treated in precisely the same
manner. Of these, karma and its logical corollary of reincarnation is distinctly, illustra-
tively Hindu. So too is the idea that dissatisfaction, suffering, and bondage are the
offspring of human ignorance. The other concepts are not altogether absent in Western
thought, important differences notwithstanding. 

In Hindu thought, the various philosophical systems do not represent a historical
growth, that is, that they did not develop in a purely linear fashion. All the important
schools started almost simultaneously and developed through mutual criticisms over the
centuries. The first systematizations of the schools were in the form of condensed apho-
risms (s¨tra) which emerged out of the presystematic Vedic and Upani‚adic age. These
foundational “threads” thus expressed in a sort of telegraphic language the gist of the
system in a technical terminology which, being logical, ordered, and concise, was easy to
memorize and enabled its founder to express precisely the content of the system. In an age
when there were no written books, this was an important consideration. However, because
the aphorisms are so Proteus-like, pithy, abstruse, and difficult to discern without any
additional explanation, they admit of different interpretations, and thus a commentary
(bhå‚ya) literature arose which became the most important exposition of a system. Then,
upon the commentaries were written subcommentaries (vårttika) and glosses (†⁄kå) whose
function was to further elucidate and interpret both the basic texts and their primary expla-
nations. However, unlike the original aphorisms and their direct commentaries, subcom-
mentaries and glosses are free to go beyond the doctrines set in their parent texts and
extrapolate, criticize, object, and clarify in ways that are not open to the conventions set
for the foundational works. As well, there emerged a third type of philosophical works
consisting of manuals, independent treatises, dialectical classics, and critiques. These
either expound doctrines for the purpose of instructing those who belong to the tradition
or for combating the criticisms leveled by those who are opposed to the tradition
concerned. Thus, even though no new Darçanas were subsequently founded, independent
thinking, new innovations, and original insights continued to develop. This innovation
enabled Hindu philosophy to combine both tradition with insight and interpretation.

Every system follows a common technique in the elaboration of its doctrines. First is stated
the opponent’s or prima facie ( p¨rvapak‚a) view. This view is then criticized (kha~∂ana).
Finally one establishes their own doctrine (siddhånta). The method of exposition of the Hindu
philosophical systems is thus dialectical and critical. Not only does a system state its own
position, but it also gives a short compendium and criticism of other rival systems.

Another common characteristic of the systems is that even though they virtually share
a common vocabulary, the precise meaning and value placed upon any given term is of
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times unique within a particular philosophical system. For example, a word like j⁄va
(individual human being) has as many different technical definitions as there are schools
of thought (Grimes 1996: ix). 

Another common characteristic of the Hindu philosophical systems is that very little can
be said about their founding philosophers (s¨trakåra) and central commentators
(bhå‚yakåra). Virtually nothing is known with any precision about their dates and places
of birth, identity, or life’s activities. The little information available is comprised of bits
and pieces, speculations, and legends, derived either from hagiographies or from scant
references in other works. This paucity of detail however should not be attributed to what
is alleged against India, a lack of any sense of history. Traditionally, the reason the
philosophers do not talk about themselves in their works appears to be their desire to let
the truths about which they expound speak for themselves. As individual thinkers they
claim to consider themselves to be insignificant before their thought, and even the most
original among them disclaims any originality for the doctrines which they expound. They
all declare that they are but the transmitters of a hoary tradition, a tradition which requires
repeated refinement and exposition. Further, it has been said that there is an underlying
assumption in the Hindu tradition that no individual can claim to have seen the truth for
the first time, and thus all an individual can do is to state, explicate, and defend some eternal
truth. Hence, there arose the tradition of authority, of expounding upon what has come
before, and of one’s affiliation with one of the Darçanas.

ORIGINS

According to the orthodox Hindu tradition, the origin of many of the various philosophical
ideas that were to develop into the great philosophical traditions lies in the Vedas, a body
of texts whose own origins are still obscure and which seemingly were compiled between
2000 and 400 BCE. The Vedas, India’s ancient primary scriptures, conjure visions of
Bråhma~ priests sitting around sacred fires chanting magical incantations, and curling
skyward exotic fragrances. In the minds of the orthodox, the Vedas evoke antiquity, 
mystery, revelation, wisdom, and authority par excellence. To the skeptical, the Vedas
represent superstition and a primeval bottomless bog which entangles, envelopes, and
eventually kills all who associate with them.

For many, especially those within the orthodox Hindu community, the Veda is said to
be the source of everything, that is, any and every doctrine or idea which has made an
appearance within the fold of Hindu thought is declared to have its roots in the Veda. In
regards to philosophy, for instance, there are those who declare that Vedic, especially
Upani‚adic, ideas led to the Vedånta philosophical systems; Vedic meditation and prayer
led to the devotional schools; Vedic rituals led to M⁄måµså and karma theories; Vedic
accounts of creation led to Såµkhya cosmology; Vedic religious experiences led to Yoga
and Tantra; Vedic logic led to Nyåya; Vedic social customs led to the Dharmaçåstras; and
protests against the Veda led to Cårvåka, Buddhism, and Jainism. There are many modern
scholars who deny that the Veda is the source of most of what develops into Hindu
philosophy. However, to a great degree, this disparency revolves around the precise
definition that one applies to the Veda.
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Ages must have passed between the time that the earliest Vedic hymns were heard and
their final arrangement into collections. The very word “saµhitå” (collection) itself
presupposes that there was a time when the various mantras were not “collected together.”
Further, besides collecting the various mantras together in some sort of coherent fashion,
incredible pains were taken to devise a mechanical linguistic device by which the sacred
texts, which were, and will continue to be, handed down from time immemorial could be
preserved in their pristine purity. Both of these efforts represented a vital and dramatic
concern for learning, and both will appear once again in the formation of the philosophical
systems.

The Vedas themselves contain countless themes ranging from hymns for deities to ritual
sacrificial rules to myths, parables, prayers, ethical admonitions, music, magic, and so on.
Running throughout, however, like a thread through a necklace, can be found a spirit of
inquiry into “the one being” (ekam sat) that underlies the diversity of empirical phenomena.
Speculative, philosophical questions were asked, such as: In the beginning was there being
or nonbeing? How did the one become many? What does the person consist of? What is
that by which, once known, all things are known. The Vedas also contain explicitly or
implicitly such concepts as ®ta/dharma (moral law, cosmic order, truth), karma and
rebirth, åtman and brahman, prak®ti (nature), and måyå (magical power/illusion).
Although the terms employed did not have a precise technical or philosophical meaning in
these early texts, many of the hymns display a remarkable sense of wonder, inquiry, and
intellectual sophistication.

A more systematic speculation begins with the Upani‚ads. While the Vedic Saµhitås
present seminal philosophical ideas, the Upani‚ads display abstract and metaphysical
speculations. Emerging from the Vedas, the Upani‚ads no longer focused centrally on
sacrificial rites but pursued a direct, immediate, and life-transforming knowledge of
brahman/åtman. The Upani‚ads answer the question, “Which is that one being?,” by
establishing the equation brahman is åtman. Brahman, that is, that which is greater than
the greatest as well as that which bursts forth into the manifest universe, the one being is
nothing other than åtman, identifiable as the innermost self in human beings but also in
reality the innermost self in all beings. 

The Upani‚ads mark a major turning point in the development of Hindu thought. They
place meditation and mystical experience and the philosophical interpretation of its
significance at the heart of the religious quest. An intellectual description of the self has
shifted to an experiential one. Though there are passages of sophisticated philosophical
analysis and argument in the Upani‚ads, in the end it is not intellectual conviction but lived
realization that is the aim of Upani‚adic teaching. Given their focus on the lived experi-
ence of meditation and on the disclosure of being it offers, it is no surprise that
the Upani‚ads were used as a sourcebook and reference point not only by subsequent
orthodox thinkers but also by heterodox dissidents such as the Buddhists. 

PERIODS OF HINDU PHILOSOPHY

Before the first millennium CE there is no historiography in regards to Hindu philosophy.
Chronologies are therefore notoriously difficult to establish. With this in mind, one may
make a broad outline of Hindu philosophy with five major periods of development, though
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it should be borne in mind that the periods overlap and are not chronologically precise. The
Vedic age or formative period (2500–800 BCE) was an age when the roots of Hindu 
philosophy were developing. The tone, if not the precise pattern, were developed here and
to this day have played a major role in the development of the Hindu philosophical tradi-
tions. Besides the orthodox adherents, the intellectual climate of this time included skeptics,
naturalists, determinists, indeterminists, materialists, and no-soul theorists. The second
period is the Upani‚adic age or the speculative period (800–400 BCE). The Upani‚ads mark
the transition from an emphasis on ritualism (karmakå~∂a) to philosophic thought
( jñånakå~∂a). Though not systematic treatises on philosophy, the Upani‚ad’s mystical
utterances formed the basic springs of much of Hindu philosophy. Herein are contained
the great speculative themes regarding the nature of knowledge, the nature of brahman and
åtman, the nature of the universe, world evolution and world appearance, and the soul 
and its destiny. The third period is the classical or aphoristic period (400 BCE to 400 CE)
and marks the age when the basic philosophic teachings of most of the various Darçanas
were condensed into aphorisms (s¨tra) which helped to express precisely the content of
the various systems in a technical vocabulary. Also the heterodox reform movements,
Jainism and Buddhism, both flourished during this period. The fourth period is the com-
mentary and independent treatise period (400–1400 CE). Because the s¨tras are (almost)
unintelligible without a commentary, commentaries, subcommentaries, glosses, and inde-
pendent treatises were written explaining, elucidating, and expanding upon the original
teachings. The greatest names of Indian philosophy belong to this period. There was the
great Buddhist propagator of Mådhyamika, Någårjuna, and the Buddhist logicians Asaπga,
Vasubandhu, and Dignåga; the M⁄måµsåkas Kumårila and Prabhåkara; the Naiyåyikas
Uddyotaka, Våcaspati Miçra, Udayana, and Gaπgeça Upådhyåya; the grammarian
Bhart®hari, and Abhinavagupta of Kashmir Çaivism; and the great Vedåntins Gau∂apåda,
Çaµkara, Råmånuja, Madhva, and Madhus¨dana Sarasvat⁄. Finally, the fifth period is the
modern period (1800 to present) represented by contemporary philosophers and their inter-
action with the Hindu tradition in attempts to preserve and expand the tradition as well as
to appropriate its past.

FUNDAMENTAL CATEGORIES

There are said to be eight fundamental categories common to all the Hindu philosophical
systems (with the exception of the Cårvåka) (Ramachandran 1976: 1): valid means of
knowledge ( pramå~a), truth and validity ( pramå~yam), error and invalidity (apramå~yam),
god/reality (⁄çvara), individuals ( j⁄va), physical universe ( jagat), liberation (mok‚a), and
the means to liberation (mok‚a sådhana). The first three categories deal with epistemol-
ogy and theories of knowledge. Collectively, they are called an inquiry into knowledge
( pramå~avicåra). The next three categories deal with metaphysics and an inquiry into
reality. They are known as tattvavicåra. The last two categories deal with liberation and
the practical teachings thereto. They concern the application of metaphysics to life itself,
as it is lived in daily experience. These last two categories are known as prayojanavicåra.
Thus, all the Hindu philosophical systems, being school oriented, concern themselves with
how, what, and why to know.
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Depending upon how one views philosophy, one can either find metaphysics upon
epistemological grounds or one can find epistemology on metaphysical grounds. Method
and material are interdependent. Any theory of knowledge presupposes certain declared
and undeclared metaphysical assumptions, and any metaphysical theory is blind without a
sound epistemological methodology. Method is barren without material, and material is
blind without methodology. In Hindu philosophy, the general trend has been to base epis-
temology upon metaphysics for the simple reason that scripture (Veda) has been regarded
as revealed wisdom which embodies a direct experience of reality. Thus, the nature of
reality, as well as the possibility of knowledge, is revealed by scripture. The task left to epis-
temology was to denote the various sources of knowledge, the validity and truth of knowl-
edge, and the problem of invalidity and error. With this ascertainment, epistemology could
then declare the proper method by which reality may be known. 

Epistemological theories appear to have originally developed so as to intellectually
establish, and safeguard, the validity of the Vedic texts from the onslaught of skeptical
attacks leveled against them. However, notwithstanding their original impetus, once this
endeavor was commenced it seems to have taken on a life of its own. Epistemological
doctrines gradually separated from the religious context. Concerns arose questioning how
one knows? What is the nature and origins of knowledge? What are the instruments of
knowledge? Theories arose to ensure the possibility of knowing perceptual, nonperceptual,
and transcendental entities.

The common assumption of all the philosophical Hindu epistemological theories is that
there are three factors involved in knowledge: the subject which knows ( pramåta), the
object which is known ( prameya), and the process of knowing ( pramiti). These three are
known as the tripu†⁄. The various schools differ in regards to not only what is known and
who knows but also in regards to the means of knowing.

Hindu philosophy admits up to six possible means of knowledge: perception, inference,
comparison, postulation, nonapprehension, and verbal testimony. According to each
system, the number of pramå~as accepted as valid will depend upon the types of knowl-
edge that are recognized. The Cårvåka school accepts perception ( pratyak‚a) as the only
means of valid knowledge; Buddhists and Vaiçe‚ikas accept perception and inference
(anumåna); Jainas, Såµkhya, Yoga, Viçi‚†ådvaita, and Dvaita Vedånta accept perception,
inference, and testimony (çabda); Nyåya accepts perception, inference, testimony, and
comparison (upamåna). The Prabhåkara M⁄måµså school accepts perception, inference,
testimony, comparison, and presumption (arthåpatti, which is the process of knowledge
which makes something intelligible by assuming something else). For instance, if Anil is
fat and Anil does not eat during the day, one can assume that Anil eats at night. The Bhå††a
M⁄måµså and Advaita accept perception, inference, verbal knowledge, comparison,
presumption, and noncognition (anupalabdhi, which is the process of knowledge
employed to cognize the absence of an object). 

Perception ( pratyak‚a, literally, “against the eye”) is the foundation stone, without
which no epistemological or metaphysical structure can be built. It is the most fundamen-
tal of the pramå~as with immediacy or directness as its distinguishing feature. Philosophy
commences with the common, everyday view of the world and that view is built upon
perception. All subsequent theories, therefore, either start from perception or else must
offer a satisfactory account of perception. It is a basic fact that the world is perceived. Any
philosophical account of the world must acknowledge this fact. 
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Perception is special because it gives immediate knowledge. No other pramå~a does this.
All the other pramå~as (except that which relates to the suprasensible) are dependent upon
it in one way or another. As Gaπgeça said: “Perceptual cognition is the knowledge to which
no other knowledge is instrumental.” Further, Hindu philosophy recognizes two types 
of perception, determinate (savikalpaka) and indeterminate (nirvikalpaka). Advaita 
recognizes these as two distinct types of perceptual knowledge, while Nyåya, Vaiçe‚ika,
Såµkhya, and M⁄måµså hold that determinate and indeterminate perceptions are two
distinct stages of development in the perception of a sense-object. They posit that indeter-
minate perception is the primary or undeveloped state of perceptual knowledge which is
the immediate apprehension of the bare existence of an object at the first contact with the
sense-organ. At this stage, there is no comprehension of quality or kind. On the other hand,
determinate perception is the distinct apprehension of an object with its generic and
specific attributes. It should also be noted that Viçi‚†ådvaita, Dvaita, and Jainism reject
completely any possibility of indeterminate perceptual knowledge, while Buddhism
rejects completely determinate perception.

Inference has been described as flawless reasoning from a mark to a certain conclusion
on the basis of an invariable relation that subsists between them. Inference (anumåna)
literally means “after-knowledge or knowledge that follows other knowledge.” According
to Hindu philosophy, there are three essential factors involved in inference: the reason
(hetu), the conclusion (sådhya), and the relation of invariable concomitance between the
two (vyåpti). For example, the presence of the mark (smoke) on the hill is the reason for
reaching the conclusion that there is fire on the hill (because there is an invariable
concomitance between smoke and fire). Nyåya presents the classical five-membered
syllogism of Hindu philosophy: pratijña, the statement to be proved: hill has fire; hetu, the
reason: because it has smoke; udåhara~a, the universal proposition with example: what-
ever has smoke has fire (the kitchen); upanaya, the application: the hill has smoke which
is invariably concomitant with fire; nigamana, the conclusion: therefore, the hill has fire.

The vyåpti is the relation of invariable concomitance between the reason and the
conclusion. It is the vital element in inference. The method of ascertaining the soundness
of vyåpti has been discussed in depth by Hindu logicians. According to the Nyåya school,
the vyåpti is to be verified by means of positive and negative instances. There are other
schools who posit that the method of agreement in presence is sufficient to establish the
soundness of vyåpti.

Virtually every Hindu philosophical system has inquired about, and determined, the
nature of language. In India, linguistic speculation is as old as the Vedas. And the ortho-
dox philosophical systems continue this tradition unbroken up to the present day. Each
system investigated and investigates in its epistemology such questions as the relation of
a word to reality, the different modes of meaning, the process of linguistic knowledge, and
the validity and falsity of words as knowledge. Further, with the exception of the Cårvåka
school, each Hindu system accepted language (çabda) as an aid of one sort or another in
arriving at knowledge. The Cårvåkas, Vaiçe‚ikas, and Buddhists held that perception
and/or inferential reasoning exhausts knowledge about reality, and thus they denied words
as knowledge (çabda pramå~a) as an independent means of valid knowledge. But the
Vaiçe‚ikas and the Buddhists, unlike the Cårvåkas, postulated a utility to religious
discourse. Therefore, according to them, religious discourse has a use and can be determined
as valid or invalid through the process of perception and/or inference. The remaining
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schools all postulated that the nature of reality transcends the compass of perception and
reason. Thus, they presented testimony (authority, revelation) as the sole means of acquiring
knowledge about that sphere which exists beyond the reach of perception and inference.

The nature of religious discourse and its relation to reality has been primarily deter-
mined by the metaphysical position proposed by each system. The Nyåya and Vaiçe‚ika
schools posit a total correspondence between language and reality. Whatever is real is
knowable and, as well, describable in words. The early Buddhists, on the other hand, say
that language distorts reality. And the grammarians hold that not only does language reveal
reality but it also is reality. The Cårvåkas go to the opposite extreme and claim that reli-
gious discourse is mere prattle, invented by deceptive priests to hoodwink and subjugate
the masses. Finally, Advaita Vedånta calls it a methodological device by which a seeker
after truth will be assisted in unveiling the ever-present, immediate reality. From realism
to idealism, from pluralism to absolutism, and from empiricism to transcendentalism, most
of the possible philosophic positions have been presented by the various Hindu
philosophical systems.

The Hindu philosophical systems investigate, sometimes with a degree of repetition that
becomes tiresome to others, such matters as the status of the finite individual; the distinc-
tion as well as the relation between the body, the mind, and the self; the types of entities
which may be said to exist; the existence and nature of god; theories of causation; the 
relation of realism to idealism; the problem of whether universals or relations are basic;
and the nature of, and the paths leading towards, liberation.

THE DOXOGRAPHIES

The relatively recent presentation of Hindu philosophy as a series of classical schools (seem-
ingly static and complete) owes a considerable debt to the traditional Hindu Sanskrit doxo-
graphies (see Halbfass 1988). For it was in these doxographies, in that literature which
summarizes and classifies the main schools or systems, that the term “darçana” gained its
meaning as the familiar and characteristic word for philosophy. Most of the traditional Hindu
doxographies use the word “darçana” in their title, in particular those two which are the best
known as well as the most interesting and significant ones. The Jaina author Haribhadra
(eighth century CE) was the earliest known philosopher to use the word “darçana” in the
sense of systems of philosophy (sarvadarçanavåcyo’rthaª) (Ía∂darçanasamuccaya 1). The
fact that Haribhadra chose the word “darçana” for the title of his doxography reveals that by
the time of the eighth century, it had become a well-known designation for “philosophical”
systems or doctrines. Further, Haribhadra uses the term “darçana” in two ways: to 
indicate “what is true and complete insight” (‚a∂darçana) and “to describe various
philosophical views” (darçanas). Perhaps the most famous of the doxographies was the
Sarvadarçanasaµgraha (Summary of All Systems) by Mådhava-Vidyåra~ya (fourteenth
century CE). It not only embraces the various systems but also distinguishes itself by its skill-
ful utilization of sources. It begins by presenting the school of Materialism, criticizes it, and
advances from school to school, theory by theory, until finally presents Çaµkara’s Advaita
as the conclusion and crown of all philosophical systems. Other well-known doxographies
include Çaµkara’s (falsely ascribed to?) Sarvasiddhåntasaµgraha, Råghavånanda’s
Sarvamatasaµgraha, and Mådhava Sarasvat⁄’s Sarvadarçanakaumud⁄.
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Works such as these, whose titles indicate that they offer a survey of “six” or “all”
systems, have an obvious tendency to schematize, stereotype, and distort the doctrines that
they discuss. The enumeration of various “views” appears primarily for the sake of criti-
cism and refutation. However, the various works offer differing degrees of openness and
inclusiveness, and there is a thread running throughout that reveals a tendency to recog-
nize other views as expressions of partial truths. As well, it should be noted that the vari-
ous Hindu philosophical systems should not be interpreted as systems of “pure theory” for
there are soteriological and practical elements always present, whether in their complete
articulation or in their doxographic recapitulation. It is a given, and Hindu philosophers
take it for granted and expound it explicitly, that the desire to know (pure theory) has to
be motivated and guided by a goal or purpose and that in virtually every Hindu system, the
ultimate goal of life is liberation.

What is striking is that these works differ in the number of systems that they discuss
even if most of them are oriented around the number six. Further, there is neither a stan-
dard hierarchical arrangement nor a traditionally accepted list of doctrines to be covered.
Any given hierarchical arrangement implies a soteriological gradation which assigns the
followers of the lower doctrines an ethically, socially, and philosophically inferior status.
Thus, while the doxographies may not be a very rigorous byproduct of the Hindu philo-
sophical tradition, they did provide the paradigm for the modern presentations of Hindu
philosophy.

HISTORY OF THE PHILOSOPHICAL SYSTEMS

A detailed history of Hindu philosophy has long been desired by the academic community.
That no such history exists is chiefly due to the fact that the documents upon which it would
have to be based are, in large part, nonexistent. The reasons for this are twofold. Bråhma~ical
tradition declares that the Vedas were authorless (apauru‚eya), produced by no human (or
divine) agency. Thus they are ahistorical. Most of our understanding of the ancient and
medieval periods has been largely derived from these surviving texts created by and for a 
literate and dominant group whose views were largely uncriticized. Indeed the only surviving
fully articulated divergent views from the Vedic vision, a body of texts that predated known
history, were those of Jainism (Jaini 1979), Buddhism (Harvey 1990), and Åj⁄vikism
(Basham 1951). As well, there is no attention to chronology in classical Hindu philosophy,
perhaps because, as has been suggested by many Hindu scholars, there was more concern
with the progress of concepts than with the personalities who wrestled with them.

In light of this nonhistorical legacy, it is no wonder that a complete historical presenta-
tion of the Hindu philosophical systems does not exist. This lacunae of Hindu tradition’s
lack of any historiography of philosophy has been the subject of frequent comments,
criticisms, and speculations. The roots of the philosophical systems are lost in the mists of
time, and this gap has produced much scholastic frustration and lamentation. The Hindu
tradition never developed individual historical presentations of the systems, chronologi-
cally arranged surveys of its philosophical doctrines, nor histories of the lives and works
of its philosophers. All that is there are the completely impersonal doxographic surveys of
the various philosophical traditions as well as the genealogies of teachers and disciples and
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their legendary hagiographies. Very little can be said with any precision about dates,
places, and works.

Hindu philosophy has traditionally been classified in terms of six orthodox or “affirma-
tive” (åstika) and three heterodox or “negating” (nåstika) schools. På~ini stated that an
åstika is one who believes in a transcendent world and a nåstika is one who does not
believe in it. In common parlance within India today, a “nåstika” means an “atheist.” But
in this philosophical context, the division into åstika and nåstika only means an accept-
ance of, or rejection of, the Vedic corpus as an authority. The åstika systems, which are
termed “canonical,” have this in common: they were created in order to reflect upon the
Vedas and thus to achieve knowledge of reality. Their orthodoxy consists in the fact that
they take the Vedas, the revealed scripture, as their points of departure or, at least in a 
minimalist exegesis, do not contradict them. The nåstika or heterodox systems would, on
the contrary, not recognize the authority of the Vedas. Though it should be noted that this
division is more political than intellectual, as there is very little Vedic content in some of
the orthodox systems.

The åstika schools are Nyåya, Vaiçe‚ika, Såµkhya, Yoga, M⁄måµså, and Vedånta, who
all accept the authority of the Veda, and the nåstika schools are Cårvåka, Jainism, and
Buddhism, who all deny the authority of the Veda. Thus, in some sense or other, the åstika
schools all accept Vedic scripture (çruti) as a valid means of both empirical and transem-
pirical knowledge, while the nåstika schools do not. The six orthodox systems have been
coupled together in three pairs or allied systems (samåna tantra): Nyåya-Vaiçe‚ika,
Såµkhya-Yoga, and M⁄måµså-Vedånta.

Nyåya

Nyåya, which is famous for its acute analysis of discursive thought, is a philosophical
system consisting of three main parts: an elaboration of a methodology for investigating
the nature of things through valid means of knowledge ( pramå~a), the art of debate
through syllogistic reasoning (logic), and metaphysical knowledge about nature, the soul,
salvation, and god. The term “nyåya” means “logical reasoning,” and this school is best
known for developing the rules of logic and epistemology in Hindu thought. It is also
known by other names such as Ånv⁄k‚ik⁄ (science of logic) and Tarkaçåstra (science of
reasoning). Besides logic, Nyåya is famous for formulating an elaborate scheme of infer-
ence based on the syllogism. It is often described as logical realism because it accepts an
extramental world and because it seeks to build its worldview through logical reasoning.
Like its sister-system Vaiçe‚ika, Nyåya is realistic with regard to things, properties, rela-
tions, and universals. As well, both are pluralistic and theistic admitting individual selves,
external relations, and an atomistic cosmology.

Although logic was present in India before Nyåya became a philosophical school and
was even regarded as an essential subsidiary to the study of the Veda, Gautama, also
known as Ak‚apåda and D⁄rghatapas (c.400–100 BCE?), the author of the Nyåyas¨tra and
the founder of the Nyåya school, is credited with formulating the principles of Hindu logic
and establishing it on a firm foundation. However, it should be noted that there is ample
evidence that the Nyåyas¨tra attributed to him appears to be no earlier than the first
century CE (at least many interpolated parts of it) and is later than the Vaiçe‚ikas¨tra of its
companion school. Gautama’s ideas were then explained, amplified, systematized, and
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fashioned into a coherent system by Våtsyåyana (c.300–400 CE) in his Nyåyas¨trabhå‚ya.
Uddyotakara’s (c.500–600 CE) Nyåyavårttika is devoted almost exclusively to logic and
epistemology in an attempt to refute Dignåga’s logic. The Nyåya school, almost from its
inception, was in conflict with Buddhist logicians and their epistemological theories, and
Uddyotakara was greatly influenced by and incorporated Dignåga’s theories into the Nyåya
system. As well, a subsequent Buddhist attack, this time from Dharmak⁄rti (600 CE),
arguing that the Nyåya and Vaiçe‚ika proofs for the existence of god (⁄çvara) were logi-
cally fallacious, resulted in Udayana (900–1000 CE) formulating the first systematic
account of Nyåya theism. 

The Nyåya system is an elaboration of sixteen philosophical topics ( padårtha) as eluci-
dated in the opening verse of the Nyåyas¨tra which states that supreme bliss is attained by
knowledge of the true nature of the sixteen categories: means of correct knowledge
( pramå~a), objects of correct knowledge ( prameya), doubt (saµçaya), purpose
( prayojana), familiar example (d®‚†ånta), established conclusion (siddhånta), members of
a syllogism (avayava), hypothetical argument (tarka), decisive knowledge (nir~aya), dis-
cussion for truth (våda), controversy ( jalpa), destructive arguments (vita~∂å), fallacies
(hetvåbhåsa), quibbling (chala), specious objections ( jåti), and vulnerable points (nigra-
hasthåna). Nyåya teaches that ignorance is the root of all suffering and rebirth and that
only complete knowledge of the true nature of things will bring deliverance (apavarga).
Salvation is the supreme goal of life, and Nyåya employed logic and epistemology to not
only to know reality but also to correct false, fallacious, and sentimental fallacies.

A new school of Nyåya known as Navya Nyåya (new logic) developed in the twelfth
century. Unlike the earlier works which had concentrated on an elucidation of the
categories as enumerated in the Nyåyas¨tra, this neo-logical school put an emphasis on
the valid means of knowledge ( pramå~a) and did not concern itself with metaphysics. The
Tattvacintåma~i of Gaπgeça (1200 CE) is the major work of this school and the basis upon
which all later developments derived. With it, the Navya Nyåya school developed not only
a highly complex epistemology with its own technical language but also initiated a unique
style of philosophical writing in India that is noted not only for its brevity but also for its
precision.

Vaiçe‚ika

The Vaiçe‚ika school, founded by Ka~åda (500–300 BCE?), the author of the
Vaiçe‚ikas¨tra, emphasizes ontology and cooperates closely with its sister philosophical
system, Nyåya, on matters of epistemology. It is a very old school of thought, and its name
is derived from “viçe‚a” meaning “the characteristics that distinguish a particular thing
from all other things.” Thus, the Vaiçe‚ika, like its sister-system, is a school of pluralistic
realism basing its doctrines upon its key concept of viçe‚a, implying that the world exists
independent of a thinking mind and consists of a plurality of reals which are all externally
related. Praçastapåda (400 CE) wrote the earliest extant commentary on the Vaiçe‚ikas¨tra
which is known as the Padårthadharmasaµgraha. This work is not so much a commen-
tary in the usual sense but more of an independent exposition of the Vaiçe‚ika doctrines
with the s¨tra work as its basis.

The distinguishing doctrine of the school is that nature is atomic. An individual atom is
said to be invisible, devoid of qualities, but possessing potentialities which manifest when

John A.  Grimes

542



it combines with others of the same type to form molecules of four of the elements (earth,
water, fire, and air). The atoms are eternal and indivisible, and thus creation or recreation
consists in the combination of all the separate atoms into the elements.

As a system of philosophy, the Vaiçe‚ika teaches that knowledge of the nature of reality
is obtained by knowing the special properties or essential differences which distinguish
phenomena. It accepts the universe is extended in space and changing in time. The objec-
tive world of infinite variety is divided into six categories ( padårtha): substance, regarded
as the foundation of the universe (dravya); quality or attribute (gu~a); activity (karma);
generality or that which characterizes all the members of a given class (såmånya); partic-
ularity, unique feature, essence, distinguishing one member from another of the same class
and that by means of which the individual atoms are distinguished (viçe‚a); inherence or
relation, the relationship which exists between a substance and its qualities or between a
whole and its parts (samavåya); and to these six was later added a seventh or nonexistence
(abhåva). A category is that which can be known ( jñeya), validly cognized ( prameya),
and named (abhidheya) exists objectively and has characteristics. The category of
substance is then reduced to nine ultimate and eternal realities beyond which the mind
cannot go and without which the objective world could not exist. The diversity of forms is
nothing but a reflection of these nine basic realities, which, if realized, will enable one to
attain the supreme goal of absolute freedom. These nine realities are: earth, water, fire, air,
ether, time, space, soul, and mind. The first four of these are composed of ultimate
elements or atoms ( paramå~u), which are the most unitary indivisible units, partless, and
eternal. All material things are formed out of combinations of these atoms.

The Vaiçe‚ika school, like many other schools of Hindu philosophy, propounds that all
living beings, human and nonhuman, have souls that are different from the body, eternal,
and ubiquitous. The supreme goal of life is liberation from the bondage of ignorance and
karma. As well, the Vaiçe‚ika system is well known for its attempts to prove the existence
of the soul by a series of logical arguments. 

Såµkhya

The Såµkhya school is one of the oldest, if not the oldest, systematic school of Hindu
philosophy. Many of its ideas can be found in the ¸g Veda and even more are scattered
throughout the Upani‚ads, particularly in the Ka†ha (3.10, 5.7) and in the Çvetåçvatara
(5.7.8, 5.7.12, 4.5.1.3). The supreme sage Kapila, who is alleged to be the founder of
Såµkhya, is the author of the Såµkhyas¨tra (c.500 BCE, now lost). The earliest extant
authoritative book on the classical Såµkhya is the Såµkhyakårikå of Ûçvarak®‚~a
(300–400 CE?). It is an extremely influential Hindu philosophical text and a sort of codifi-
cation of the Såµkhya teachings. It deals with the various patterns of enumeration and sets
forth the purpose of the teaching, that is, liberation through discrimination between spirit
( puru‚a) and nature ( prak®ti). Såµkhya’s remarkable influence on the development of the
other philosophical schools, both orthodox and heterodox, has been oft-noted. In fact, most
of Hindu culture, that is, philosophy, mythology, theology, law, medicine, art, yoga,
Tantra, have all been influenced by the categories and basic ideas of Såµkhya. Some of
its teachings, like those of the three qualities/attributes/constituents (gu~a), the dualism of
consciousness and materiality ( puru‚a and prak®ti), and its evolutionary theory of the
twenty-four principles (tattva), have become an integral part of the Hindu tradition.
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The term “såµkhya” means “number, enumeration, calculation, discriminative
knowledge.” 

As an adjective, the term refers to any enumerated set or grouping and can presumably
be used in any inquiry in which enumeration or calculation is a prominent feature. . . .
As a masculine noun, the term refers to someone who calculates, enumerates, or
discriminates properly or correctly. As a neuter noun, the term comes to refer to a
specific system of dualist philosophizing that proceeds by a method of enumerating
the contents of experience and the world for the purpose of attaining radical liberation
(mok‚a, kaivalya).

(Larson 1987: 3)

Although the main outlines of the history of Såµkhya are reasonably clear, the details of
the system are murky with three identifiable phases of the system’s development seem-
ingly embedded therein. A number of modern scholars have attempted (re)constructive
efforts to make explicit that which seems to be implied therein.1 These three identifiable
phases are: ancient Såµkhya (1500 BCE) emphasizing enumeration, ascetic Såµkhya
(600–700 BCE) emphasizing discrimination that leads to liberation, and philosophical
Såµkhya (100 BCE) emphasizing technical dualistic philosophizing. These disparate and
admittedly speculative and problematic outlines do, however, give a good general survey
of the main subject matters which concern Såµkhya. 

The central teachings of Såµkhya are that reality is twofold: spirit ( puru‚a) of the
nature of pure consciousness, many, pure, changeless, whose mere presence is responsible
for the process of evolution; and matter ( prak®ti) which is nonconscious, one, ever-
changing, subtle, invisible, and therefore must be inferred from its creations, composed of
the three qualities, and the ultimate cause of the universe though itself causeless. Nothing
exists apart from these two principles, and matter is an object, selves are not. Selves can
discriminate, matter cannot. Spirit has neither birth nor death, is nonactive, passive, a
patient enjoyer, while matter is active, ever-changing, undergoing cycles of evolution and
absorption. The supreme goal of life, according to Såµkhya, is for selves to know, to
discriminate that the self has nothing to do with matter. This liberation is only phenomenal
for the true self is always free. Bondage is but the activity of nature toward one not
possessing discrimination, that is, knowledge of the distinction between puru‚a and prak®ti. 

Såµkhya is known for its theory of evolution. Nature, primal matter ( prak®ti), the princi-
pal source from which evolution starts, though one, is said to be a composite of three quali-
ties (gu~a), the ultimate building blocks of the universe. Originally these three are invisible,
in a state of equilibrium, and subsequently, by way of combination and perpetual recombina-
tion due to the proximity of spirit, they are in varying states of mutual preponderance. Nature,
according to Såµkhya, is undergoing continuous transformations. It is the primary matrix out
of which all differentiations arise and within which they return, undistinguishable. Of nature’s
three qualities, sattva represents luminosity and intelligence; rajas is energy, activity, that
which represents the principle of discontinuity, change; and tamas is inertia, heaviness,
coarseness, darkness, the principle of continuity. When the equilibrium of these three is
disturbed, matter evolves in the following order: prak®ti, mahat or buddhi (intelligence),
ahaµkåra (egoism), manas (mind), five jñånendriyas (sense organs: hearing, touch, sight,
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taste, and smell), five karmendriyas (organs of action: tongue, hands, feet, organs of repro-
duction, and organs of excretion), five tanmåtras (subtle elements of color, sound, smell,
touch, and taste), and five mahåbh¨tas (gross elements: ether, air, fire, water, and earth). This
emanation scheme may be seen as both an account of cosmic evolution and a logical-
transcendental analysis of the various factors involved in experience. 

Yoga

The technique of Yoga is ancient, complex, mysterious, and ambiguous. Various yogic
spiritual practices are mentioned in a number of the major Upani‚ads as well as in Jaina
and Buddhist texts. Etymologically, the word “yoga” derives from the Sanskrit root yuj
“to bind together, to join, to unite.” What is being conjoined is the individual self with the
transcendental self; others say it is union with one’s chosen deity (Yogas¨tra 2.44); still
others say it is the process of joining the breath, the syllable oµ, and all this world in
its manifoldness (Maitr⁄ Upani‚ad 6.25). Further, yoga has been defined by Vyåsa as
“enstasis” (samådhih). Patañjali defined yoga as the “cessation of the mind’s fluctuations.”
The Bhagavad G⁄tå (2.48) defines yoga as “equanimity” (samatva). In its broadest sense,
yoga is a technique for unifying consciousness as well as the resulting state (of ecstatic
union with the object of contemplation) and refers to all of India’s spiritual techniques,
values, attitudes, and systems. 

The Yoga system was first systematically expounded in the Yogas¨tra of Patañjali (third
century BCE). Even though there is a tradition which identifies them, scholars now gener-
ally agree that the author of the Yogas¨tra is neither the grammarian Patañjali nor Patañjali
who wrote a famous book on Åyurveda, the science of life and health. There is a com-
mentary on the Yogas¨tra by Vyåsa (500 CE) and another by King Bhoja (1000 CE).
Våcaspati wrote a gloss on Vyåsa’s commentary as did Vijñånabhik‚u, who represents
a tendency to synthesize the views of Såµkhya, Yoga, and Vedånta.

The Yoga system stands in close relation to the Såµkhya system, adopting its meta-
physics though it adds a twenty-sixth principle (the supreme lord, ⁄çvara) to the Såµkhya
list of twenty-five. As well, while Såµkhya is primarily intellectualistic and emphasizes
metaphysical knowledge as the means to liberation, Yoga is voluntaristic and emphasizes
the need for extreme self-control as the means to liberation.

The Yogas¨tra is a short work of 196 aphorisms divided into four sections ( påda). The
first section, “Contemplation” (samådhi), concerns the general nature of yoga and its
technique. It defines yoga in its famous second aphorism as the “cessation of the mind’s
fluctuations” ( yogaç citta-v®tti-nirodhah). This chapter describes the fluctuations, modifi-
cations, and modulations of thought which disturb pure consciousness and then begins to
describe means (practice/abhyåsa and detachment/vairågya) by which they may be stilled.
A method to achieve the goal of yoga is formulated by which the spirit ( puru‚a) is isolated
from nature ( prak®ti) by means of mind control. The second chapter, “Spiritual
Disciplines” (sådhana), begins by delineating the afflictions which disturb the mind and
answers why one should practice yoga. It states the five external yogic practices of the
eight-fold yogic path (a‚†ångamårga): abstentions ( yama) or nonviolence (ahiµså), truth-
fulness (satya), nonstealing (asteya), continence (brahmacarya), and nonpossession
(aparigraha); observances (niyama) or purity (çauca), contentment (santo‚a), austerity
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(tapas), study (svadhyåya), and surrender to god (⁄çvara pra~idhåna); physical postures
(åsana); breathing techniques ( prå~åyåma); and withdrawal from the objects of the sense
organs ( pratyåhåra). The third chapter, “Supernormal Powers” (vibh¨ti), delineates the
last three limbs of the eight-fold yoga: concentration (dhåra~å), meditation (dhyåna), and
absorption (samådhi), and then speaks of the divine effects of yogic practices. Finally,
chapter four, “The Nature of Liberation” (kaivalya), gives a general exposition of the study
and practice of yoga leading to liberation.

M⁄måµså

The P¨rva M⁄måµså (First Investigation), also known as Karma M⁄måµså (Study of
[Ritual] Action) of Jaimini (300–200 BCE?) concerns itself chiefly with the questions of the
proper interpretation of the Vedic texts. The first four orthodox schools of Nyåya,
Vaiçe‚ika, Såµkhya, and Yoga are orthodox in name only, for they are neither dependent
upon the Veda, nor profess to interpret the Veda, nor look to the Veda for justification of
their doctrines. But M⁄måµså is a genuine Vedic tradition. Its basic assumption is that the
scriptural texts are authoritative and faultless and have to be interpreted to explain away
any apparent absurdities or contradictions. It is a system centered around investigating the
nature of Vedic injunctions. This investigation led to the development of principles
of scriptural interpretation and to theories of meaning. Jaimini, who composed the
P¨rvam⁄måµsås¨tra, propounded that Vedic injunctions not only prescribe actions but
also that these actions are the means to the attainment of desirable goals, including heaven.
The earliest extant commentary upon Jaimini’s work is the P¨rvam⁄måµsås¨trabhå‚ya of
Çabara (200 CE). His commentary was interpreted by two great scholars, Prabhåkara
(700 CE) and Kumårila Bhå††a (700 CE). Since there are differences between their two inter-
pretations, two subschools arose named after the two scholars: the Prabhåkara and the Bhå††a. 

M⁄måµså’s central concern is “duty” (dharma), which is defined as the desired object
(artha), whose desirability is testified only by the injunctive statements of the Vedas. The
P¨rvam⁄måµsås¨tra commences with the aim of investigating and ascertaining the nature
of religious duty (dharma). As religious duty is not a physical entity, it cannot be known
through perception or any of the other means of valid knowledge which presupposes the
work of perception. Thus M⁄måµså concludes that religious duty is knowable only
through the scripture, and the essence of the scripture is injunctions and commandments
which tell what ought to be done (vidhi) and what ought not to be done (ni‚edha).

The Vedic scriptures were attacked by the Çrama~as around 500 BCE, and the M⁄måµså
school arose in order to reestablish the Vedic authority by resolving the apparent contra-
dictions and other textual anomalies found in the Vedic texts. Thus was established the
science of exegesis. The M⁄måµså philosophy of language was mainly concerned with the
methodology of textual interpretation in order to give a cogent explanation of the scriptural
texts of a prescriptive nature. It has to deal with apparent absurdities, inconsistencies, self-
contradictions, ambiguities, and evolved rules of interpretation which were later accepted
generally by all schools of thought and used freely in legal practice and commentarial
literature. The M⁄måµså gave a semantic definition of a sentence, evolving the concepts
of mutual expectancy, consistency, and contiguity as factors necessary for a sentence. In
order to explain away apparent absurdities, it evolved the theory of metaphors.

John A.  Grimes

546



The problems of interpretation led the M⁄måµså school to develop into a great philo-
sophical school. M⁄måµså developed itself into a kind of philosophical discipline, incor-
porating into it a theory of knowledge, epistemology, and logic, theories of meaning and
language, and a realistic metaphysics. With its emphasis on language and linguistics, the
M⁄måµså has sometimes been called the våkyaçåstra (theory of speech). 

Vedånta

The word “vedånta” means, quite literally, the “end of the Veda.” Historically, the
concluding portions of the Vedas (the Upani‚ads) were known as the Vedånta. By associ-
ation, the philosophical schools which based their thought upon the Upani‚ads are also
called Vedånta. Since Upani‚adic thought is not comprised of any consistent system and
seemingly propounds different views, it became necessary to systematize it. Bådaråya~a
(c.400 BCE) attempted this systematization in the form of short aphorisms called s¨tras.
His work, the Vedåntas¨tra, is also known as the Brahmas¨tra because it is an exposition
of, and inquiry into, brahman; as Çar⁄rakas¨tra because it is concerned with the nature
and destiny of the embodied soul; as Bhik‚us¨tra because those competent to study it are
renunciates; and as Uttaram⁄måµsås¨tra because it is an inquiry into the final sections of
the Veda. Its first s¨tra begins, “athåto brahma jijñåså”—now, therefore, the inquiry into
the absolute (brahman). Together with the Dharmas¨tra of Jaimini, which is an inquiry
into the duties (dharma) enjoined by the Vedas, these two investigations (m⁄måµså) form
a systematic inquiry into the contents and purport of the entire Veda, and thus these two
m⁄måµsås are orthodox schools par excellence.

There are numerous Vedåntic schools though all of them acknowledge three primary
sourcebooks: the Upani‚ads, Bhagavad G⁄tå, and Brahmas¨tra. Together these three are
known as the triple canon ( prasthånatraya) of Vedånta. These texts laid the basis for the
development of the Vedånta philosophy. Unlike Jaimini who laid stress on the ritualistic
portions of the Vedas, Bådaråya~a emphasized the philosophical portions, the Upani‚ads.
Whereas the former put forth a path of ritual action (karmakå~∂a), the latter recommends
the path of wisdom ( jñånakå~∂a).

Though Vedånta is frequently referred to as one darçana, there are many different
schools of Vedånta. Broadly speaking, the Vedånta schools may be divided into two main
divisions with certain particular tendencies: non-dualistic with absolutistic tendencies,
unqualified nondualism of Advaita Vedånta with Çaµkara (c.650 CE) as its main propo-
nent; and dualistic with theistic tendencies as expounded by Råmånuja’s (1027–1147 CE)
qualified nondualism (Viçi‚†ådvaita) and Madhva’s (1199–1276 CE) dualism (Dvaita).
Other theistic Vedåntic bhå‚yakåras include: Bhåskara (eighth century), Vallabha
(1479–1531 CE), Nimbårka (eleventh century), and Caitanya (1485–1533 CE). No
commentary on the Brahmas¨tra survives before Çaµkara’s bhå‚ya (c.650–700 CE),
though there are stray references in various works to thinkers such as Bodhåyana,
Upavar‚a, Bhart®prapañca, Bhart®hari, Åçmarathya, Au∂ulomi, and Kårçak®tsna.

All the Vedånta schools agree that the central teaching of the Upani‚ads is that brahman
is the ultimate principle underlying the physical universe and individual souls. The chief
difference among the Vedånta schools lies in the manner in which the world and individual
souls can be said to be connected with brahman. There are certain passages in the
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Upani‚ads which assert the nondifference of the world and individuals from brahman, and
there are others which speak of their difference from brahman. These apparently contra-
dictory passages have to be reconciled, and the mode of reconciliation adopted by each
school represents its basic philosophical position.

According to some Vedåntic schools (Advaita), the Upani‚adic texts teaching nondif-
ference are primary, and those teaching difference are secondary, intended only to lead to
the real teaching of nonduality. Brahman is the only reality, and the universe and individ-
uals have no existence apart from brahman. In an oft-quoted verse, “brahman is real, the
universe is nonreal, and individuals are not different from brahman.” Further, brahman,
which is the only reality, is beyond all determination, all attributes. It is only due to igno-
rance that the attributeless brahman appears as though endowed with attributes. Thus it
follows that Advaita adheres to a doctrine that the karmakå~∂a and the jñånakå~∂a are
independent of each other, while Viçi‚†ådvaita will defend the thesis that they jointly
constitute a single work with Jaimini’s coming first and Bådaråya~a’s coming after it in
logical order.

According to some theistic Vedånta schools (Viçi‚†ådvaita and Bhedåbheda), the texts
teaching difference and those teaching nondifference are equally important. The universe
and individual souls are therefore different as well as nondifferent from brahman. In so far
as the world and souls are imperfect, they are dependent and different from brahman who
is perfect and independent. At the same time, they are nondifferent from brahman in the
sense that they form the body and the attributes of brahman.

According to other theistic Vedåntic schools (Dvaita), the texts teaching difference
convey the real teaching of the Upani‚ads. The universe and individual souls are
absolutely different from brahman. However, this does not mean that they are independent
realities. Brahman is the only independent reality, and the world and individuals,
while separate from brahman, are dependent thereon. The Upani‚adic texts which teach
nondifference are intended only to emphasize the independent character of brahman.

Other

Kau†ilya’s Arthaçåstra (c.321–296 BCE) systematized the science of political economy or
material prosperity, which is one of the four Hindu goals of life. The work is mainly
concerned with a human beings’ subsistence, wealth, and property. It also covers theories
of kingship and statecraft, concepts for the public good, relations between states, and the
formation and implementation of policy.

A highly sophisticated philosophy of language developed at least as early as the fifth 
century BCE with the A‚†ådhyåyi of the famous På~ini. This work has yet to be surpassed
and produced a descriptive analytical grammar of Sanskrit, covering the analysis of
phonemes, suffixes, sentences, rules of word combination, and the formation of verbal
roots. From På~ini’s beginnings, full-fledged linguistic philosophies were formulated by
the leading thinker of the grammarian school, Bhart®hari (400 CE), in his Våkyapad⁄ya
which analyzed language as a door leading to liberation. Ma~∂ana Miçra (700 CE) contin-
ued this analysis in his Spho†asiddhi and Vidhiviveka developing his own variety of
Advaita using the doctrine of spho†a (that from which meaning bursts forth).

The Çaiva schools are philosophical systems within the fold of Çaivism, religious sects
that worship Lord Çiva as the supreme deity. Çaiva theology and philosophy developed
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primarily outside the Vedic-fold relying instead on the Tantras and Ågamas. There arose
in India a number of Çaiva schools, including V⁄raçaivism or Liπgåyatism, which traces its
origin to the five great teachers mentioned in the Svåyaµbhuvågama (Reva~asiddha,
Marulasiddha, Ekoråma, Pa~∂itårådhya, and V⁄çvårådhya) and Basava (1100 CE), who is
the greatest expounder of the system; Çivådvaita of Çr⁄ka~†ha (1200 CE), whose bhå‚ya on
the Brahmas¨tra identifies brahman with Paramaçiva; Çaiva Siddhånta, a dualistic school
which incorporated Tamil devotion with Kashmir Çaiva nondualism and whose most
important philosophers include Appar, Jñånasaµbandhar, Sundaram¨rti, Må~ikkavåcakar,
Aru~andiçivåcårya, and Meyka~∂a (1200 CE), whose Çivajñånabodham is the basic text of
the school; and Kashmir Çaivism (also known as Trika, Spanda, and Pratyabhijña), a non-
dualistic philosophical system attributed to Lord Çiva himself and his Çivas¨tra. It’s most
notable exponents include Somånanda (900–950 CE), Utpala (925–975 CE), Abhinavagupta
(975–1025 CE), and K‚emaråja (1000–50 CE). It recognizes the entire universe as a mani-
festation of divine conscious energy and explains how the formless, unmanifest supreme
principle, Çiva, manifests as the entire universe.

Islamic philosophy in India has been represented by mystics known as Í¨f⁄s, by the
Mughal Emperor Jalåludd⁄n Akbar (1581 CE), and by various syncretistic religious leaders
who attempted to harmonize Hindu and Muslim traditions (the most famous are
Råmånanda, Kab⁄r, Nånak, and Så⁄ Båbå).

Cårvåka

Cårvåka or Lokåyata is the Indian school of materialism/naturalism/humanism. Being an
expression of “the person on the street or common sense” point of view, it has ancient
origins even if it is not easy to trace the history of this school. It worked out it’s philosophy
in opposition to idealism, mystification, and all expressions of otherworldliness. There are
Vedic references to heretics, nonconformists, skeptics, agnostics, and dialectical icono-
clasts. As a philosophy it must have initially emerged as protests against the excessive
ritualism and/or mysticism of the Vedic world. Subsequently, Upani‚adic idealism, being
unsuited to many a pleasure-seeker, must also have provided impetus for the doctrine.
Further, in the post-Upani‚adic age, political, religious, and social crises, exploitation and
discontent, and the siren’s lure of pleasure must have all contributed to the development of
the Cårvåka school. It should also be noted that although this school is generally dismissed
as unworthy of any real consideration because our chief sources of information about this
school are given in the works of other schools only with the purpose to refute materialism,
misrepresentations, exaggerations, and omissions have likely given us a caricature and not
a true representation. As none of the foundational works of this system are extant, what we
know of this school’s philosophy comes primarily from Jayaråçi’s Tattvopaplavasiµha
(600 CE) which appears to be a summary of B®haspati’s B®haspatis¨tra (now lost), from
Mådhavåcårya’s Sarvadarçanasaµgraha, and from stray references made in other works. 

Cårvåka and Lokåyata are terms indicating a materialistic worldview. B®haspati is
generally stated as the traditional founder of the school. However, tradition is unclear
about who this B®haspati was and who or what the word “cårvåka” indicates. Either it is a
proper name (of a seer mentioned in the Mahåbhårata) or perhaps it indicates B®haspati
himself or a disciple of his. Etymologically, cårvåka is derived from the root carva “to eat,”
as in eat, drink, and be merry. The word may also be derived from “cåru våc” meaning
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“sweet tongued.” In a similar vein, the word “lokåyata” is interpreted as meaning “the phi-
losophy for which the world is the basis,” implying the common people’s philosophy. 

The central teachings of the Cårvåka may be summed up in K®‚~apati Miçra’s
Prabodhacandrodaya (Act II): “Lokåyata is the only scripture; perception is the only valid
means of knowledge; earth, water, fire, and air are the only elements; enjoyment is the
only end of human existence; mind is only a product of matter; there is no other world;
death means liberation,” and in Mådhavåcårya’s Sarvadarçanasaµgraha (chapter 1):
“There is no heaven, no final liberation, nor any soul in another world; nor do the actions
of the four castes, orders, and so on, produce any real effect. While life remains, let a
person live happily, let him feed on gh⁄ even though one runs into debt; once the physical
body becomes ashes, can it ever return?.” The Cårvåka is a useful and significant system
in that it serves as a corrective whenever metaphysical flights of fancy, excesses, and
extremes rear their heads.

Jainism and Buddhism

The heterodox (nåstika) schools of Jainism and Buddhism rejected both the Vedic author-
ity and Upani‚adic mysticism and encouraged human beings to use reasoning and spiritual
austerity to find answers to the great philosophical questions. As well, they both recog-
nized the rule of natural law in the universe. Especially in their early formative stages, both
Jainism and Buddhism were opposed to any authoritarianism in arriving at conclusions,
even that of a god. Both systems have origins reaching far back in history with the long
line of Jaina teachers consisting of twenty-four t⁄rthaπkaras (ford-makers) or Jinas
(conquerors), the last of whom was Vardhamåna Mahåv⁄ra (500 BCE), and Gautama the
Buddha (c.563 BCE), within a tradition which declares that there have been countless
Buddhas, each coming to turn the Dharma-wheel and reestablish the path to enlighten-
ment. Within the Buddhist tradition, there is talk of six Buddhas of antiquity as well as
Maitreya, the Buddha-to-come.

Mahåv⁄ra taught the perfectibility of humans to be accomplished through a strictly
moral and ascetic life. Central to Jaina teachings is the doctrine of ahiµså or noninjury, in
thought, word, and deed, to all living beings. Also distinct and noteworthy are their
doctrines of anekåntavåda or nonabsolutism (the thesis that things have infinite aspects
that no one determination can exhaust) and a distinctive feature of Jaina logic known as
the doctrine of standpoints or naya (the thesis that there are many partial perspectives from
which reality can be determined, none of which is, taken by itself, wholly true, but each of
which is partially so). This principle of standpoints is known as maybeism (syådvåda) with
its sevenfold formulation: maybe it is; maybe it is not; maybe it is and is not; maybe it is
indescribable; maybe it is and is indescribable; maybe it is not and is indescribable; and
maybe it is and is not and is indescribable. The significance of this doctrine is that one’s
knowledge regarding anything is relative, a rather remarkably modern idea.

Buddha taught his four noble truths (suffering, inadequacy, the origination of suffering,
the cessation of suffering, the path leading to the cessation of suffering); his eight-fold
path to enlightenment (nirvå~a); his doctrines of no-self (anåtman), impermanence
(anitya), and dependent-origination ( prat⁄tyasamutpåda). Out of the classical foundation
laid by the Buddha developed the philosophical schools of the Theravåda and Mahåyåna
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traditions, most notably the Mådhyamika and Yogåcåra traditions. Buddha, as a religious
reformer, did not claim to be a divinely inspired prophet, a personal savior, or a deity
incarnate in flesh. He declared himself to be a teacher, a supreme teacher, an awakened
one who reveals a unique path to enlightenment. 

MODERN DEVELOPMENTS

Much of the philosophical work done by modern philosophers, scholars, and writers is
in the English language. The number of Sanskrit strongholds is dwindling, though there
are still traditional Hindu scholars known as pa~∂itas or çåstr⁄s who are affiliated with
schools of traditional learning, åçramas, på†haçålås, and/or departments of Sanskrit at
Indian universities at Varanasi, Calcutta, Pune, and other places. As well, one may take
note of the recent dialogues arranged between Western-trained Indian professors of
philosophy and traditional Hindu pa~∂itas. These include the Rege experiment at Pune;
the meeting of Nyåya pa~∂itas at Varanasi, of M⁄måµså scholars at Tirupati, and of
Kashmir Çaivism scholars at Srinagar (Klostermaier 1994: 385); and the work of such
institutes as the Indian Council of Philosophical Research, the Rashtriya Sanskrit
Samsthana, the Adyar Library, and the Tibetan Institute of Higher Studies.

In reviewing the works of modern Hindu philosophy, one comes across a number of
divergent characterizations: those who write surveys or histories of Hindu philosophy;
those who interpret one or more classical systems in comparison with either allied Hindu
or Western doctrines; those who give a new interpretation or make a critical study of
a classical system; those who treat modern philosophical problems in ways suggested by
Western philosophy but as may be expounded by Hindu doctrines; and those who, with
a thorough mastery of texts, meticulously and faithfully expound the classical systems
(Murty 1985: 113).

Among the histories of Hindu philosophy written by modern Indian scholars may be
noted those of Surendranath Dasgupta, Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, Mysore Hiriyanna,
Satischandra Chatterjee, Dhirendramohan Datta, and Jadunath Sinha, and, among Western
scholars, those of Erich Frauwallner, Friedrich Max Müller, Karl Potter, and Klaus
Klostermaier.

Second, there is the large body of work devoted to comparative philosophy. Under this
rubric fall comparisons of such Hindu philosophers as Çaµkara with Immanuel Kant,
Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Georg W. F. Hegel, Martin Heidegger, and Jacques Derrida; of
Råmånuja with Hegel; of Bhart®hari, Aurobindo, and Någårjuna with Derrida; of
Buddhism with David Hume and Alfred North Whitehead; of Dignåga with the logical
positivists; and of Neo-Nyåya logic with modern logic.

Third, there is a group of philosophers who deserve to be recognized for their original,
creative work which is in continuity with Hindu tradition but not constrained by it. To
this group belong, on the one hand, a number of major thinkers such as M. K. Gandhi,
Rabindranath Tagore, Vivekånanda, Muhammed Iqbal, and Aurobindo, and, on the
other, a number of brilliant academic philosophers, such as K. C. Bhattacharya, Sarvepalli
Radhakrishnan, Kalidas Bhattacharya, R. D. Ranade, N. V. Bannerjee, R. Das,
T. M. P. Mahadevan, T. R. V. Murti, P. T. Raju, Bimal Krishna Matilal, and J. N. Mohanty.
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NOTES

1 Richard Garbe construes the old Såµkhya system of Kapila as primarily an ancient philosophy of
nature; Surendranath Dasgupta reconstructs Såµkhya from the medieval text, Vijñånabhik‚u’s
Såµkhyapravacanabhå‚ya; and K. C. Bhattacharya construes the Såµkhya system as a philosophy
of the subject demanding imaginative introspection at every moment (Larson 1987: 46–47).
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C H A P T E R  T W E N T Y - F O U R

KÅLA

Randy Kloetzli and Alf Hiltebeitel

There is no significant body of scholarship that systematically discusses and interprets
the Hindu views of time in the way that Aristotelian scholarship has done in the West.

Although Anindita Balslev (1983, 1993) has recently undertaken to fill this void and a vari-
ety of monographs address pieces of the puzzle, issues such as the relationship between
time, motion, and soul remain unaddressed. Neither have the contributions of Hindu astrology
to the understanding of time advanced much beyond the translations of some basic texts
(Yavanajåtaka, V®ddhayavanajåtaka, B®hat Saµhitå, and B®had Jå†aka). However, there
can be little doubt that the astrological sciences contributed significantly to concepts such
as the moment (k‚a~a, nime‚a), destiny (niyati), and duration of life (åyus). Studies of time
in Hindu myth and ritual are plentiful, but, with the exception of Madeline Biardeau (1981),
narrowly focused. Nor have studies of time in India taken sufficient account of cross-
cultural comparison, though again, and rather randomly, exceptions would include Michael
Witzel (1984) on archaeoastronomy, Wilhelm Halbfass (1992) in Heidegger studies, and
Romila Thapar (1991, 1996, 1997) on the vexing problem of “the supposed absence of
history.” A short chapter such as this will not provide the needed remedy. What it will
attempt is to highlight these and other issues by exploring the richness of Hindu insights
into the problem of time from multiple perspectives, including both non-Hindu Indian
views as well as corresponding concerns within the Hellenistic world.

ONTOLOGICAL STATUS OF TIME

There are several distinct views within Hindu materials concerning the reality of time and
its relationship to being. Generally cutting across Hindu and Buddhist philosophical
debates are the concepts of satkåryavåda and asatkåryavåda: respectively, the theory of
the preexistence of the effect or product in its cause, as typified by Såµkhya-Yoga and
Advaita Vedånta, and the rejection of that theory by the Vaiçe‚ika, maintaining that some-
thing new is produced, albeit out of preexisting eternal constituents. Also significant is the
M⁄måµså concept of ap¨rva, which describes what is “unprecedented” or “not there
before,” in the outcome of a Vedic ritual, whose fruit is guaranteed but whose time of
fruition is unforeseeable. Debate within the six systems, over against their heterodox coun-
terparts, also generates the new position that the Veda is eternal. 



Beginning with the most influential view: In Advaita Vedånta being is timeless, the
“one without a second” (ekamevådvait⁄yam). The veil of måyå covers the nondual brah-
man (unmanifest being) and projects the world of multiplicity and movement (Balslev
1993: 173). In some contexts it is even possible to state that “time does not exist.” As
Halbfass puts it, in Advaita, “time appears as fundamentally incompatible with reality in
the true sense, that is, with the unbroken identity of brahman; accordingly, it is relegated
to the status of måyå, cosmic illusion” (1992: 221). 

In Såµkhya, time is part of the reality of change ( pari~åma), the internal modification
of prak®ti or matter, and as such is part of manifest reality but is not a separate substance
or tattva. The dynamic prak®ti in Såµkhya combines space, time, and matter in the same
principle. In Såµkhya, involvement with time is therefore indirect; there is no event-in-
time conception in this system. It is possible that Såµkhya indirectly supports a notion of
“kalpa” as the interval between the entanglement of the soul ( puru‚a) with prak®ti in its
unmanifest (avyakta) state and its eventual severance or cutting (kl®p) from this entangle-
ment, understood as liberation or mok‚a.

Vaiçe‚ika has “a substantialist, realist ontology that . . . provides an extended critique of
event-ontologies” (Halbfass 1992: 82, citing Potter 1971: 1). Its view is that time
(mahåkåla) is a substance and co-exists with being. Time is, however, “marginalized
and superseded not by being presented as an appearance or illusion, but by being raised
to the status of an eternal, ‘timeless’ substance,” one among other basic world
constituents (Halbfass 1992: 221). Vaiçe‚ika includes a radical critique of the Buddhist
(e.g. Sautråntika) concept of “impermanence” as “momentariness”: instead of “momen-
tariness” being inherent to the very nature of reality, with the moment (k‚a~a) analyzed in
terms of lack of identity and givenness to destruction, Vaiçe‚ika views momentary karman
or acts as covering phases of several moments including destruction, and destruction itself
as requiring explanation through saµyoga (connection) and vibhåga (disjunction) rather
than as being inherent (Halbfass 1992: 213–16). 

According to the Yogabhå‚ya of Vyåsa, the whole universe undergoes change in a
single moment (k‚a~a). Change occurs within what Yoga, like Såµkhya, understands as
the internal modification ( pari~åma) of matter, and conventional usages of the “three
times”—past, present, future—are thus inherent to “change” within matter and have no
reality of their own (Balslev 1983: 48–53). Accordingly, in Yogabhå‚ya 3.52, Vyåsa
rejects the notion that time as such is a real entity (Halbfass 1992: 216, 216n66). Moments
have objective reality, but the notion of a collection of moments, of a time continuum, is
a mental construction (buddhinirmå~a) (Balslev 1993: 173). Yoga’s treatment of the
moment, like the theory of momentariness—k‚a~ikavåda—as a systematic view within
Buddhism, sees no continuity or fluidity in the perception of reality. Instead, the analysis
is a psychological one in which the adept or yogin attempts to become aware of all the
constituents of the perception of the moment, to inventory the contents of consciousness.
For Yoga, this inventory is done to isolate the soul ( puru‚a); for Buddhism, to eliminate
attachment to all notions of soul (anåtman). There is no kåla as a substratum in which
events occur, let alone which is an agent in shaping or advancing the destiny of the soul.
As developed within Buddhism, indeed, there is no soul. Taken to this extreme, there is a
denial of time, motion, and soul. 

All six orthodox Hindu philosophical schools, like the Buddhist and Jaina schools that
they debate, agree to terms that effect a truncation of bhakti, “devotion” to one deity. If,
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for the six systems, there is at all a deity, he or she does not do much if anything with
regard to time, motion, and the soul’s salvation. For instance, as Halbfass says, “The
Vaiçe‚ika concept of time is only a faint . . . echo of the ancient mythology of time as a
universal cosmic power and as the matrix of all entities. In classical Vaiçe‚ika, time has
been stripped of its dynamic and creative aspects” (1992: 213). One can understand
correctly that Vaiçe‚ika centers its truncation of this “ancient mythology” around the deity.
But although one can turn to Atharva Veda 19.53–54 with their references to Time (Kåla)
as the highest god and begetter of the worlds, a father who becomes his son Prajåpati, a
solar horse drawing the wheel of beings, the notion of “an ancient time mythology” is itself
simplistic since these hymns make of time more of a matrix for allusions than a myth or
mythology. Indeed, it is more insightful to connect such a view in India, as elsewhere, with
an “epic fatalism” than an “ancient mythology” (Hiltebeitel 1990: 33–35; Vassilkov 1999:
27–31), although one would have to debate as to its ancientness. One should appreciate,
however, that, as Mikhail Bakhtin has argued, insights about temporality are often first
achieved in narrative form and only “later ‘transcribed’ (often with considerable loss) into
discursive philosophy” (Morson 1994: 87). As to the Vaiçe‚ika system, it would be better
to say that it differentiates itself not only from such a generality but from views that hier-
archalize times, such as Maitråya~i Upani‚ad 6.15: “There are, assuredly, two forms of
Brahmå: Time and the Timeless. That which is prior to the sun is the Timeless (a-kåla),
without parts (a-kalå). But that which begins with the sun is Time, which has parts”
(Glucklich 1994: 39). Such hierarchizations of time in relation to the deity typify repre-
sentations of the universe of bhakti, which are also articulated by erudite Bråhma~s—in
the Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad, the “proto-Såµkhya-Yoga” of the Mahåbhårata, the epics
more generally, the Vi‚~u Purå~a, and so on—who transform older mythic temporalities
into a “contemporary” rival theological-philosophical position. This view reverberates
throughout the Hindu arts—music, dance, iconography (most famously in the dance of
Çiva), architecture, literature, mythology, and so on—and is transposed with a little more
fine-tuning into the oscillating temporalities of Tantra. Leaving its imagery for further
discussion, it is enough to cite four formative expressions. 

First, the Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad, a text certainly no later than the six systems, begins
with mention of time (kåla) as one of six rejected options as to what “it” is that accounts
for the totality of the world (Olivelle 1998: 614). One quickly learns that the correct
answer is the lord, who governs time (Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad 3.2), past and future (3.15),
the seasons (4.4), and day and night (4.18). The Upani‚ad then returns to time in its closing
lesson: the lord is he who “always encompasses this whole world,” at whose “command”
the “work of creation . . . unfolds” sequentially into the five elements or “realities” (tattva),
time itself, and the “subtle qualities (gu~a) of the body (åtman),” and who “carries on”
after this “work is dissolved, as someone other than those realities. One sees him as the
beginning, as the basis and cause of the joining (saµyoganimittahetuª), as beyond the
three times. . . . He, from whom the unfolding world has come forth, is higher than and
different from the time-confined forms of the tree (sa v®k‚akålåk®tibhiª paro ‘nyo). . . . He
is . . . the architect of time (kålakåro)” (Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad 6.2–6, 16). Ontologically,
the lord encompasses, originates, governs, and dissolves time while being other than and
prior to its unfolding and rhythms, yet having an implicit temporal rhythm of his own. The
Bhagavad G⁄tå makes such a double calibration explicit and more chronometrically
specific in the lord’s (that is, K®‚~a’s) disclosure that, beyond the cosmic rhythms of yugas
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and kalpas, creations and dissolutions, “I am Time (kålo ‘smi), cause of the destruction of
the worlds, matured, and set out to gather in the worlds here” (11.32). Mahåbhårata
12.335.80 then says, “And time (kåla), which [is computed by] the course of the stars, is
the supreme Nåråya~a (nåråya~aparaª kålo jyoti‚åm ayanaµ ca yat).” And with a differ-
ent kind of specificity, the Vi‚~u Purå~a then adds time (kålasvar¨pa) to the Såµkhyan
schema—even though Såµkhya philosophy may not recognize time but prefer to speak
only of the soul and manifest and unmanifest prak®ti—and speaks of time as one of the
forms (r¨pa) of Vi‚~u: 

These four—pradhåna (primary or crude matter), puru‚a (spirit), vyakta (visible
substance), and kåla (time)—the wise consider to be the pure and supreme condition
of Vi‚~u. . . . The deity as Time is without beginning, and his end is not known; and
from him the revolutions of creation, continuance, and dissolution unintermittingly
succeeds: for when, in the latter season, the equilibrium of the qualities ( pradhåna)
exists, and spirit ( pumån) is detached from matter, then the form of Vi‚~u which is
Time abides.

(1.2.16, 1.2.26–27)

Meanwhile, of further importance for philosophically refining such a view, and for the
importation of his language not only into bhakti but also Tantra, is Bhart®hari. Though
familiar with the Vaiçe‚ika view of time as one of the world-constitutive substances, he
“also mentions the view that this one time-substance is, by virtue of self-differentiation
(vibhaktena-åtmanå), the cause of the ‘origin, duration and destruction’ (utpatti, sthiti, vinåça)
of temporal beings,” and is “the wire-puller [s¨tradhåraª] of this world-machine”—
s¨tradhåra also means “stage manager.” With its prior “power” (çakti) of “inherence”
(samavåya), time differentiates and regulates the universe through its powers of “preven-
tion” and “permission,” that is, of withholding different entities from emerging and releas-
ing others into actual existence, which it does “by activating . . . potentialities (çakti) that
constitute the condition of the possibility of all” particulars. Reality (sattå) itself as the
“eternal act” (kriyånityå) is thus “unleashed and manifested” in “lower universals” ( jåti)
that “develop their own drive towards concrete, temporal, individual existence.” This view
reverberates with theological and narrative allusions. Bhart®hari also “refers explicitly to
the relationship between language and time,” for instance, in discussing the verbal and
nominal senses of “being,” and rejects a strictly cyclical view: “Ultimately, temporal
occurrences are irreversible and nonrecurrent” (Halbfass 1992: 205–6). 

TIME, MOTION, AND SOUL

In Hellenistic philosophy discussions of the relationship of motion and time are so elabo-
rate that Simplicius (Cornford 1934) categorized them in the following manner: one eter-
nal world with eternal motion; a continuous series of worlds coming into being in
succession according to certain periods of time with uninterrupted everlasting motion; a
discontinuous series of single worlds interrupted by states in which there is no time and
with motion interrupted with intervals of motionlessness; and a single world only arising
from the beginning of time with motion that has a beginning in time.

Randy Kloetz l i  and Al f  Hil tebei te l

556



Motion, time, and soul are identical in Aristotelian philosophy. It is god who is the prime
mover, the unmoved mover; all other motion is due to lesser souls in lesser heavens; motion
is time. The motion of the outermost heaven—the primum mobile—is the basis for all of
time. In a sense, the philosophy of Aristotle has yoked together the concepts of time,
motion, and soul. 

Hindu views on the relationship of time, motion, and soul are no less complex, although
scholarship has not addressed these issues directly. As we shall see in the next section, the
prevailing view would be a succession alternating motion and immobility and with time
continuous or resumable as substance and/or divinity so long as there are souls left to be
liberated. But certain epic and Purå~ic mythological passages could also be found to allow
for all the possibilities mentioned by Simplicius and also for the notion that there are
multiple worlds coexisting in multiple times. Yet other kinds of debate seem to be hidden
behind myths and images. As Ariel Glucklich says, the relation between the “great chrono-
logical theories” of India and “the experience of time” “remains unclear and problematic”
(1994: 41). If one considers that motion in Hinduism is articulated in thought, sound, and
language, embodied in ritual, and perceived in images and that “whereas symbols can be
about time, only images [can] exist in time” (Glucklich 1994: 38; emphasis in original), one
can usefully identify six fundamental images that convey an identity between motion and
time in Hinduism and relate the soul’s bondage and liberation to the resultant complex.
These are the loom, cooking, the horse or animal representing the motion of the universe or
of the year, the chariot which in turn represents one of two images of the wheel, the churn-
ing of the ocean, and the flow and descent of the river Gaπgå. The six images all lend them-
selves to a preponderant cyclicity, so it is worth noting that India also has the “arrow of
time”: for instance, “sensual pleasure is said to be [short-lived as] the measure of an arrow’s
flight” (Mahåbhårata 12.284.32). Clearly, the arrow is played in a minor key. For the first
two images, weaving and cooking, the relation between time in motion and the soul will be
viewed, in part retrospectively, from the standpoint of Upani‚adic and epic unfoldings. But
the other four images resonate directly with the “classical” Greek and Hindu issues of time,
motion, and soul. The six will be discussed as if they appeared sequentially from Vedic into
classical Hinduism—an oversimplification, but, taken cumulatively and to some degree
through the logic of their interrelations, a useful one, since it can be seen that in the back-
ground of each are “lived” images that can interrelate. It is also important to have a sense
of the richness of these images and that they contain precise rather than vague imagery,
reflecting ritualist expertise, debates, and scholastic disagreements of great energy. 

The loom of  acts  and language

A number of Vedic passages employ the imagery of motion as weaving, most notably ¸g
Veda 10.130, which begins: “The sacrifice that is spread out with threads on all sides,
drawn tight with a hundred-and-one divine acts, is woven by these fathers as they come
near: ‘Weave forward, weave backward,’ they say as they sit by the loom that is stretched
tight” (1). What was first woven, however, is the primal sacrifice, which was stretched and
drawn warp and woof by man (the primal puru‚a) across the dome of the sky, while, to
sacrifice him, the gods “made the melodies into shuttles for weaving.” That was “the
original model” consisting of meters, invocations, and chants, whereas what the fathers
weave is “the copy.” Yet, the poet asks, “What was the connection (bandhu) between
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them?” “The human sages, our fathers” (also “the seven divine sages”) “harmonized with
the original models. When the wise men looked back along the path of those who went
before, they took up the reins like charioteers” (¸g Veda 10.130.2–6). On the contrary,
those who sacrifice incorrectly, “using speech in a bad way, they weave on a weft of rags,
without understanding” (¸g Veda 10.70.9), says a hymn to Våc, divine speech. Words and
acts of Vedic ritual are thus a weave of meters, melodies, chants, and invocations, with their
“connections” harmonized through and across the generational “path” of time through
space; and, as Brian Smith has shown, the meters and melodies are further “interwoven”
with “strings of associations that join the two temporal orders” of the day and year with
“the order of super-classes or var~as” (1994: 175). That the imagery relates this weave of
time, motion, and social standing to the soul is then all but stated in two Upani‚adic
dialogues between the sage Yåjñavalkya and the young (?) woman Gårg⁄ Våcaknav⁄. First
(at least in the order of the passages), Gårg⁄ presses Yåjñavalkya to tell her through eleven
ascending steps how one thing is “woven back and forth” on another, from “this whole
world” which, she says, is “woven back and forth on water,” up to the worlds of brahman
which, he tells her, are woven on those of Prajåpati. But when she asks on what the worlds
of brahman are woven, he says it is one question too many and that if she pursues, her head
will shatter (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 3.6). Having presumably thought it over and found
a better approach, Gårg⁄ then demands to ask two arrow-like questions. First, “The things
above the sky, the things below the earth, and the things between the earth and the sky, as
well as all those things people here refer to as past, present, and future—on what,
Yåjñavalkya, are all these woven back and forth?” Yåjñavalkya answers, “space” (åkåça).
Rather than start with worlds woven on water and then letting Yåjñavalkya define the
weave, she now starts with a weave of her own: that of the three worlds and the three
times, and she gets an answer, “space,” that Yåjñavalkya had not included in his prior
weave. Now she can shoot her second question: “Space,” he soon responds, is woven on
“the imperishable (ak‚ara) . . . at whose command seconds (nime‚åª) and hours, days and
nights, fortnights and months, seasons and years, stand apart. . . . Pitiful is the man, Gårg⁄,
who departs from this world without knowing the imperishable” (B®hadåra~yaka
Upani‚ad 3.8). One point of note is that this is the only mention of a “second,” “moment,”
or “blink” (nime‚a) in the classical Upani‚ads, a measure which, as we have seen, is
important in the Yoga system and in Buddhism, albeit that the more prominent term there
is k‚a~a. As we shall see, the “moment” is richly deployed in narrative modes that link
yoga with bhakti. Second, the dialogical mode is itself temporal, implying time given to
thought and to interpersonal maiuetics. Third, these dialogues would seem to give time a
gendered quality. Finally, before dialogue, what really defines the weave of time is music,
Vedic singing. 

Cooking 

Cooking like weaving is, to begin with, a Vedic ritual motion that moves with the time it
defines to refine the selves or souls of beings, beginning with Bråhma~s. Thus Çatapatha
Bråhma~a 11.5.7.1 says: 

Here is now the praise of the personal recitation (svådhyåya) of the Veda. The
personal recitation and learning are sources of pleasure for the brahmin. He acquires
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presence of mind, becomes independent, and acquires wealth day after day. He sleeps
well. He is his own best physician. To him belong mastery of the senses, the power to
find joy in a single object, the development of intelligence, glory, and cooking the world
(lokapakti). As this intelligence grows, four duties come to incumb upon the brahmin:
a Bråhma~ic origin, behavior consonant with his status, glory, and cooking the world.
As it cooks, the world enjoys the brahmin through the fulfillment of its four duties
towards him: respect, generosity, nonoppression, and immunity.

(cited in Malamoud 1996: 23; slightly modified)

Svådhyåya is Vedic “individual recitation” or recitation “to oneself,” as one of a
Bråhma~’s five obligatory daily rites, the “sacrifice to brahman.” According to the 
commentator Såya~a, “The wise man wards off, by means of the svådhyåya, that suffering
of the åtman that is re-death, punarm®tyu” (Malamoud 1996: 268n1). The two elements of
the phrase “cooking the world” also connote the “maturation” or “perfecting” of “people”
or beings, but the metaphoric meaning is primary (Malamoud 1996: 23–24). Desire,
consecration for sacrifice (d⁄k‚å), sweat, toil (çrama), creative fervor (tapas), painful over-
heating, and exhaustion are for preparing food for gods who like their food cooked. These
are bonds (bandhu) in a “course” or “way” (adhvan) that is defined by “ceaseless move-
ment from one end of the sacrificial ground to the other,” one that regulates an “effort” that
mimes the “labour of the . . . Vedic seers, who so strongly desired the Universe, in the
beginning, that they brought it into existence” (Malamoud 1996: 33). “Once consecrated,
one prepares . . . [a] space for himself and one is born into a world one has made by one-
self.” That is, one cooks one’s own world (Malamoud 1996: 45). The “metaphorical cook-
ing of the sacrificer . . . precedes the actual cooking of the offering,” the first being “the
genuine oblation,” the latter a “substitute” (Malamoud 1996: 45). Digestion, milk, sperm,
gestation, marriage, cremation, and renunciation are also homologized to cooking. By
cooking himself, the Bråhma~ can thus perfect a self for liberation while also cooking up
the respect others have for him, the gifts he receives, his indomitability, and his immunity.
Having woven such a world, he sleeps well. “This then, is ‘cooking the world.’ This world,
cooked by the brahmin, is the ‘created’ world which he . . . [creates] and organizes around
himself in the sacrifice.” But “the world cooked by sacrificial activity” has no raw natural
opposite. 

Everything is already cooked such that all that remains is to re-cook it. This sacrificial
fire fed by the brahmin does nothing other than redouble the activity of the sun . . .:
“That (sun) cooks everything in this world” [e‚á vâ idáµ sárvaµ pacati], by means of
the days and the nights, the fortnights, months, seasons, and years. And this (Agni)
cooks what has been cooked by that (sun): “he is the cooker of that which has been
cooked,” said Bhåradvåja.

(Malamoud 1996: 48, citing Çatapatha Bråhma~a 10.4.2.19)

If the sun is the measure of time and if the year and its units are the means by which the
sun cooks, then it is but a short step to say that “time cooks” (kålaª pacati), a signature
saying of the Mahåbhårata. Similarly, the Tamil ritual of poπkal—boiling to overflow a
pot of sweetened milk at the high times of festivals but especially at the winter solstice—
joins everyone, and especially women, in cooking the world. 
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The universe,  t ime,  or the year as  an animal,  
especial ly  a  horse

The grandest of all the royal Vedic sacrifices, the açvamedha or horse sacrifice, extended
through a year in which the loosened horse could wander freely until it was escorted back
to be sacrificed. During this time the king underwent d⁄k‚å (consecration), maintained
celibacy, and listened to stories. The bandhus between the horse, the year, and other
temporal measures are emphasized at the beginning of the B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad: “The
head of the sacrificial horse, clearly, is the dawn—its sight is the sun; its breath is the wind;
and its gaping mouth is the fire common to all men. The body (åtman) of the sacrificial
horse is the year” (1.1.1). Through the sacrifice of the horse the king and the year are rein-
vigorated. 

The sun that shines up there, clearly, is the horse sacrifice; the year is its body
(åtman). The fire that burns down here is the ritual fire; these worlds are its body.
Now there are these two: the horse sacrifice and the ritual fire (arka). Yet they
constitute in reality a single deity—they are simply death. [Whoever knows this]
averts repeated death—death is unable to seize him, death becomes his very body
(åtman), and he becomes one of these deities.

(B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 1.2.7)

For Aristotle the universe is like an animal in that both have direction: up and down; front
and back; right and left. Direction is the basis for the concept of proper place with fire
rising up to the heavens and earth sinking down. The circular motion of the heavens, said
to be right to left, is the basis for time (De Caelo 2.2, 4; Physica 4).

The chariot  and i ts  wheels  

The universe is frequently represented as a chariot. The two wheels of the chariot can
easily be considered to embody the two wheels of the universe—the wheel of the zodiac
and the wheel of the equatorial plane. The interactions of these two produce the year and
all the divisions of time. They produce all beings beginning with the beings of the zodiac,
which in turn are intervals of time. Where the motion of the chariot becomes the stage for
the instruction of the soul, as it does when K®‚~a descends and accompanies Arjuna into
battle as his instructor, we can see a close relationship between motion and time as well as
between the cosmic and the individual soul.

Such images also combine. According to Mahåbhårata 1.3.147–51, the year is a wheel
of twelve spokes turned by six boys (the seasons) while two girls (night and day) weave
black and white threads into “this colorful loom” in which the black threads are “creatures
past” and the white ones creature “present.” Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad says of the “One
alone . . . who governs all those causes, from ‘time’ to ‘self.’ We study it—as a
wheel . . . [and] as a river” (1.3–5).

While the chariot and its wheels are images of time as motion, the wheel of astrology
with its numerous divisions lends itself to images of moments and simultaneity
(see pp. 573–75).
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The churning of  the ocean 

Both Sanskrit epics relate the myth of a churning motion that gives rise to time and
eternity. It relates how the gods and demons churned the cosmic ocean by means of the
serpent Våsuki wrapped around the cosmic mountain Mandara, thereby generating many
things that can be considered components of time, the most valuable of which is the elixir
of immortality. It is difficult not to see in this myth an equation of motion with time and
even a sense that there are motions that are tantamount to various elements of time
while there is also a perfect motion that is identifiable with immortality. There is not a
single unmoved mover, but there may be a primum mobile. Churning implies two
motions—a back and forth—and it is possible that this myth recognizes the two great
motions of the heavens: the forward movement of the planets through the zodiac during
the year, but the backward or precessional movement of these same bodies over the
course of the great year. The precessional movement can be measured where the plane of
the ecliptic intersects the equatorial plane. Or the two motions may be the waxing and
waning of the moon, since it is at the lunar nodes that eclipses occur, possibly accounting
for the association of the elixir of immortality produced by the churning with the eclipses
(Råhu and Ketu).

Themes of the elixir of immortality—or nondeath (am®ta)—are further associated with
the moon, which is said to be filled with am®ta when it is full but to be consumed or
stolen by two demons—or a two-headed demon—Råhu and Ketu, interpreted variously
as being visible in the waning phase, with the head of Råhu consuming the elixir, or also
in eclipses. Råhu and Ketu are also understood as the head and tail of a dragon whose
head and tail represent the eclipses. Such a dragon is physically a part of a number of
instruments—including medieval Western instruments—which mechanically predict
eclipses (Asprey & Company 1973; Hartner 1938; Peter Apianus, Astronomicum
Caesarem). As a footnote, “råhus” and “ketus” are terms employed by the astrological
sciences to describe a variety of occultations. The notion of an elixir carries with it many
hidden associations. It is something different from the year and the measures that are
derived from the year(s). Like many of the images of time (and eternity), it is a liquid or
a fluid, representing images of continuities rather than discontinuities.

The descent  of  the Gaπgå 

The imagery of waters—oceans, lakes, and rivers—and their relationship to time and
eternity is vast and richly developed in India. The bases for this association are equally
rich: part scientific, grounded in instruments such as the water clock; part poetic, in which
that portion of the heavens below the equatorial plane is described as the waters and the
portion above as the dry land or alternatively describing the circular motion of the heav-
ens “as though caught in a whirlpool”; and part ontology, whereby the individual self
caught in time is likened to a river that eventually loses its identity in the great ocean of
eternity. That time can be understood as a river has already been indicated by Çvetåçvatara
Upani‚ad 1.3–5, as cited earlier. The river is naturally suggestive of individuality, flow,
continuity within change and direction—characteristics of time and the self. The most
important rivers of Hinduism are in fact heavenly or celestial ones that descend to earth in
various ways. In Vedic Bråhma~a literature, the Sarasvat⁄ River evokes the Milky Way
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(Witzel 1984). In the epics and Purå~as, the Milky Way is the celestial Gaπgå
(åkåçagaπgå), which is additionally brought down to earth. It nourishes and purifies the
world, flowing through it and finally into the great ocean. In these texts the Gaπgå is an
image of motion. The descent of the Gaπgå (gaπgåvatara~a) is a mytheme involving the
descent of eternity into time, a replenishing of the world with time, with souls, and with
the purifying agency to carry/move all souls to their respective heavens. In this image, we
have an inversion of the Upani‚adic image of the individual soul as a river that merges
with the great ocean losing its identity or discovering its nonduality with the undifferenti-
ated brahman. Here, eternity participates in motion and time to restore the world. In the
case of texts such as the Vi‚~u Purå~a, the descent of the Gaπgå provides the bases for a
cosmograph that is a “map of time” (see pp. 570–73). In the Mahåbhårata, the heavenly
Gaπgå relates her celestial motions to dynastic time, framing the story by becoming the
mother of Bh⁄‚ma (the epic’s authority on time) in the first book and receiving the Kaurava
and På~∂ava heroes after their heavenly ascents in the final books (Hiltebeitel 2001a:
80–91, 271–77, 2001b). While the descent of the Gaπgå is overwhelmingly a theme that
relates motion to the transformation of eternity into time, even this theme was subject to
the analysis of momentariness—particularly in Buddhist texts that offer elaborate visions
of “Buddhas numerous as the sands of the Ganges” (Kloetzli 1983: 113–31).

THE DIVISIONS OR INTERVALS OF TIME

Hindu intervals of time seem straightforward on the face of it—moments, day, night,
year—but a closer look reveals several things. First, each of the units of time has some
significance for the destiny of the soul. Second, although the texts do not allow one to
reconstruct the history of its construction, the elaborated classical chronometry is
constructed at least in part of prior interval and time unit terminologies. Mahåbhårata
12.224–25 may provide one of the earliest sequences to have many of the set pieces in
place. Third, there are tensions between time as it is abstracted into this ostensibly cyclical
classical chronometry and time as imaged in ritual, music, narrative, and everyday life. It is
as if the abstracted chronometric time is constructed from ritual, musical, narrative, and
experiential intervals and units only to provide a vast scaffolding within which to act
otherwise, tap other beats (tåla), and tell other stories. Fourth, the complexity of
philosophical speculation and layering of meaning coded in the ritual embodiments and
mythological expressions of these intervals and units requires much interpretation, which
remains a challenge. Images from one setting can be and are reworked with new insights in
other settings. Fifth, other Indian traditions—notably, those of the Buddhists, Jainas, and
Åj⁄vikas—invoke other temporal divisions with very different dramas and contours. Much
remains to be done before Hindu moments, yugas, and kalpas, for instance, are fully under-
stood, since the terminologies extend beyond their chronometric limits. First, we outline
the conventional classical chronometry; then we unpack some of the terms of which it is
constructed and indicate other terms and images that further complicate and enliven it.

Structured time has four main hierarchically defined rhythms, lesser ones encompassed
by greater ones, with a fifth rhythm, the manvantara, not quite mathematically adjustable
to the other four. Most immediate is calendrical time as it is defined up to the year. As
noted, in B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 3.8.9, Gårg⁄ traces such a skein—“the moments
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(nime‚a) and hours (muh¨rta), days and nights, fortnights and months, seasons and
years”—in her dialogue with Yåjñavalkya. Slightly more spun out, Vi‚~u Purå~a 1.3 offers
a chaste classical formulation: 

Fifteen twinklings of the eye (nime‚a) make a kå‚†hå; thirty kå‚†hås, one kalå; and
thirty kalås, one muh¨rta [a forty-eight-minute ‘hour’ in terms of the Western minute].
Thirty muh¨rtas constitute a day and night of mortals; thirty such days make a month,
divided into two-half months [or fortnights]: six months form an ayana [the period of
the sun’s progress north or south of the ecliptic], and two ayanas compose a year. The
southern ayana is a night, and the northern a day, of the gods. Twelve thousand divine
years, each composed of [360] such days, constitute the period of four yugas. 

Other Purå~as and the Manusm®ti offer slightly varied calculations (e.g. beginning with
eighteen nime‚as to the kå‚†hå) and also some additional intermediate units (Wilson 1961:
20–21). One appreciates that with the ayanas and the year, calculation shifts from human
to divine measures, and that there is nothing like a decade or century to slow the rush from
human years to divine millennia. The second rhythm of four yugas, named after dice
throws, then defines a theory of the “decline of the dharma.” A K®ta Yuga (perfect age) is
followed by a Tretå Yuga, Dvåpara Yuga, and degenerate Kali Yuga (“age of discord,” our
time). Their respective lengths are 4,000, 3,000, 2,000, and 1,000 years, with each
supplemented by dawns and twilights of one-tenth their totals. A four-yuga cycle or
mahåyuga (great yuga) thus lasts 12,000 years. Even though this sum may initially have
referred to human years, it is conventionally, as in the Vi‚~u Purå~a, taken to refer to
divine years that are 360 times as long as human ones. Thus a mahåyuga lasts 4,320,000
human years (360 � 12,000), and a Kali Yuga one-tenth that amount. Again shifting
planes, the third major rhythm, that of the kalpa, is calculated not only in divine years but
also days of Brahmå, one of the latter equaling a thousand mahåyugas or 4,320 million
human years. It is here that manvantaras or “intervals of the Manus” are calculated in at
fourteen to the kalpa, which, when calculated in relation to mahåyugas, makes a manvantara
71 and a fraction mahåyugas. It is possible that the relation between the system of 
14 manvantaras and the divine years represents the transmigratory paths of Brahmå in
relation to the light/dark halves of the moon and the sun. Brahmå’s days alternate with
nights of equal duration, and when Brahmå has lived a life of a hundred years of 360 such
days and nights, the universe has gone through 311,040 billion human years, a duration
constituting its fourth major and outermost rhythm, which is sometimes said to pass in a
“moment, wink, or blink” (nime‚a) of Vi‚~u. 

This chronology structures a nonsectarian Smårta vision of the universe in which the
encompassing values are yoga and bhakti. A yogic supreme divinity, Vi‚~u or Çiva,
undying and thus surpassing the life (or lives) of Brahmå(s), both transcends time and
participates in its four rhythms, encompassing other values such as renunciation or
saµnyåsa (which is still temporally constrained by kalpa); dharma as “law” (reintroduced
by the series of Manus), meditation or tapas, knowledge, sacrifice, and the gift (which are
correlated with the successive yugas); and the “momentariness” of the “wink, blink, or
moment” upon which all of time turns and can be turned inside out. This reinforces
the bhakti view that taken by themselves without devotion, these values—including the
Buddhists’ radical momentariness—are dysfunctional. 
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Working the chronometry backwards, this means that at the highest level of the
mahåkalpa, the deity as supreme puru‚a is a great yogin who interacts with time’s ultimate
rhythms through an oscillation between activity and concentration (samådhi). For such a
deity time is “play” (l⁄lå). Primal creation roughly follows the cosmogonic theory of
evolution ( pari~åma) of the Såµkhya system, with the addition that this evolution results
in the formation of a “cosmic egg,” the Brahmå~∂a or “egg of Brahmå.” This is the spatial
coefficient of a life of Brahmå, whose death brings a mahåkalpa to its end at a
mahåpralaya or “great dissolution,” at which time the supreme deity, entering into
samådhi, oversees the reversal of the creation process, devolving the egg back into primal
matter and releasing souls from all spatiotemporal bondage in a vast collective liberation
by resorption into himself. Interior to this rhythm, secondary periodic creations are carried
out by Brahmå, whose cosmogonic activity—modeled on that of the earlier Vedic
Prajåpati—is defined by sacrificial themes. Within the Brahmå~∂a, Brahmå recreates the
Vedic triple world of earth, atmosphere, and heaven (or heaven, earth, and underworld) as
a world of karma and saµsåra, defined by the values that pertain to the yugas. There also
emerge four worlds outside these but within the Brahmå~∂a. These are neither destroyed
during the “occasional (naimittika) pralayas” that bring a triple world to an end nor
created with the latter’s recreation. They are reserved for beings who achieve heavenly
destinies or release from karma and saµsåra by renunciation, yet who must await the
ultimate liberation that comes only with the “great dissolution.” At this level, the trim¨rti
or “three forms” of the absolute brahman—a formulation of many meanderings but known
already in the Mahåbhårata (Brinkhaus 1999: 43)—cooperate, with Brahmå as creator,
Vi‚~u as preserver, and Çiva as destroyer. Brahmå most typically creates the triple world
by becoming the sacrificial boar (yajñavaråha) who retrieves the Vedas and the earth from
the ocean. Çiva, taking the form of seven suns to ignite the “fire at the end of time” (kålån-
taka), reduces the triple world to ashes. And Vi‚~u maintains the triple world around its
sacrificial order during days of Brahmå, while during Brahmå’s nights he sleeps as
Nåråya~a on the serpent Çe‚a (remainder) or Ananta (endless), who, out of the ashes of the
previous triple world, forms a couch for him on the cosmic ocean. Then with each
manvantara, there are not only new Manus but also new Indras and other gods and a new
group of the Seven ¸‚is (the stars of the Big Dipper). Then within the still immense time
of yugas and mahåyugas, what engages the deities is their avatåras or “descents” into
times of crisis and into one or another of the three worlds (i.e. not always the earth) to
uphold the ever-imperiled dharma. The classical concept of avatåra is structured around
Vi‚~u, for whom there develops a standard list of ten avatåras, but the term is also used
for “descents” of Çiva and the goddess, including, as we have seen, the goddess Gaπgå, while
lesser gods sometimes descend conjointly by their “portions” (aµça). Various attempts
were made to correlate avatåras with distinctive yugas and the twilights between them and
also with kalpas. One thread that may reflect the early development of the avatåra doctrine
in relation to time is the singular fact that one avatåra, Råma Jåmadagnya (or Paraçuråma,
as he is commonly known in post-epic texts, which are the first to acknowledge him as an
avatåra), appears (as usually described) between the intervals of three successive yugas:
first in his own family drama between the K®ta and Tretå Yugas, next in the Råmåya~a
and the life of Råma in the interval between the Tretå and Dvåpara Yugas, and finally in
the Mahåbhårata where he figures prominently in the stories of Bh⁄‚ma and Kar~a during
the twilight between the Dvåpara and Kali Yugas (L. Thomas 1996). The most consistent
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association between avatåras and the larger temporal structures, however, is that between
K®‚~a and the interval between the Dvåpara and Kali Yugas, the effect of which is to make
K®‚~a the incarnation whose descent launches “our own time.” Ends and beginnings of
yugas (yugånta) being times of crises, we await the apocalyptic avatåra Kalkin, who will
come at the end of this Kali Yuga and, with little to explain it, inaugurate another “age of
perfection.” Råma Jåmadagnya and Kalkin have in common with the dwarf (Våmana)
avatåra that they are Bråhma~s who rectify dharmic disorder among the kings or K‚atriyas
of the triple world, and Råma Jåmadagnya and Kalkin are in particular fighting Bråhma~s.
Such are the conditions, then, under which humans experience the dizzying rhythms and
moral purposes of their moments, days, and years.

Yet, as our preface to this skein has indicated, powerful as this cosmic drama is, and as
frequently as it is invoked and evoked by its imagery, it is often no more than the curtain
for other dramas. To begin with, no bhakta, yogin, tåntrika, nåtha, or practitioner of any
other discipline is waiting around for the death of Brahmå. Every practice is a shortcut.
Tantric yogins, for instance, are “time-trickers” (kålavañcaka), able to reverse time and
gain back “lost time.” Instead of the “blink” or “moment,” they start from the “measure”
(måtra) or elapsed time of a yogic inhalation and exhalation: ninety-six måtras make a
gha†a, sixty gha†as a day and night, and so on, up to a kalpa, which is now a day of
Vi‚~u—which is itself but a single måtra of Çiva, whose rhythms the yogin homologizes
with his own (White 1996: 42–46). Furthermore, the terms and images are complicated
and range beyond the skein itself.

Moment (k‚a~a,  nime‚a)

The moment is most typically represented as a k‚a~a, a “look” or “glance,” or a nime‚a, a
“blink” or “twinkling of an eye”—in either case, an operation of the eye. The eye, of
course, can equally be that of the deity or the individual. Moments can be seen to be innu-
merable, and some settings choose to view the forest rather than the trees. According to
the Spandakårikå (Stanzas on Vibration) of the Spanda school of Kashmir Çaivism,
nime‚a can be taken as Çiva’s “withdrawal,” “contraction,” or “involution” of himself as
impeller of the cosmic process and as the opposite of the unme‚a or “unfolding” or
“expansion” of that process. The terms have to do with Çiva’s power of reflective aware-
ness which appears as a “subtle motion” of a “contracted (nime‚a) state, corresponding to
the withdrawal of previously emitted diversity,” which is “itself” also “the expansion
(unme‚a) of the awareness of the unity of consciousness,” while conversely “the expanded
state (unme‚a), indicative of forthcoming diversity, is itself the contraction (nime‚a) of the
awareness of the unity of consciousness” (Dyczkowski 1992: 63). 

Dawns,  twil ights

Hymns to the beautiful goddess U‚as, dawn, in the ¸g Veda acknowledge the daybreak
but also already recognize the destiny that is thereby announced: U‚as, “born again and
again dressed in the same color, causes the mortal to age and wears away his life span”
(1.92.10). We return to this point below. The dawn is also one of two saµdhyås or
“twilights” marking the beginning and end of a day or an age (yuga). As such, it is deter-
minative of the destiny (daiva) or law (dharma) of that age. 
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Day and night

In the B®hadåra~yaka and Chåndogya Upani‚ads, days and nights are tied to the destiny
of the soul as the model for transmigration following the burning of the corpse. The soul
in these Upani‚ads has two possible courses upon dying. If, during the preceding lifetime,
that individual had mastered the learning of the Upani‚ads and had realized the identity
of the individual soul (åtman) with the absolute soul (brahman), then the soul departed
along the path of the gods (devayåna). The devayåna proceeds as follows: On the burning
of the corpse, the soul enters into the flame, thence into the day, thence into the bright
half of the year, thence into the year, thence into the sun, thence into the moon, thence
into lightning, and so finally into brahman (B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 6.2.2.15–16;
Chåndogya Upani‚ad 4.15.5). In following the pit®yåna and eventual rebirth, the soul
enters the smoke rather than the flame, the night, the dark half of the month (waning of the
moon), the dark half of the year (descending movement of the sun through the signs of the
zodiac), the world of the fathers, the åkåça, and finally into the moon “as long as a remnant
(of good works) yet exists.” Return from the moon results in rebirth according to a variety
of principles.

Now, if this system of days and nights can provide a model for the transmigration of the
soul, what can we infer from a system which states that Brahmå has a life of a hundred
years each made up of three hundred and sixty days and three hundred and sixty nights?
Does the cosmic deity Brahmå somehow transmigrate? What is the system of avatåras?
Days turn to years; years turn to yugas and kalpas, and kalpas back to days as the indi-
vidual soul and the cosmic soul interact in dramas of yoga, devotion, liberation, rebirth,
and maintenance or support of the universe for the welfare of all beings. 

The Hindu correlation of the kalpa with a day and night of Brahmå and the possibility
that the intention is to integrate a system of avatåras is even more suggestive when we
recognize that certain Buddhist texts explicitly reject this relationship. There we read that
there are no days and nights above the Kåmadhåtu or “realm of desire” (i.e. in the world
of Brahmå, Brahmaloka).

One may note that a Vai‚~ava school, the Påñcaråtra (five-night or night of the five)—
a term that has remained enigmatic—would seem to have had some of these intentions.
Noteworthy for its speculations on time, it is possible that its name has been correctly
explained as the night in which the five elements disappear, depending on the context, at
the times of death, mok‚a, and the mahåpralaya (Katz 1989: 252, 261n23; Neevel 1977). 

The year:  the zodiacal  c ircle ,  generation,  and corruption 

The year appears to occupy a special role in the Hindu tradition in a way that it does not
in Jainism and Buddhism. All of time is measured in years. The kalpa embraces thousands
of solar years (4,320,000,000). More to the point, the life of Brahmå is expressed in terms
of years; its 100 years in duration complete a perfect symmetry with the duration of human
life in the Kali Yuga, albeit the years of Brahmå are defined in terms of 360 days and nights
each equal to one kalpa. The significance of the centrality of the year is underscored by the
caution of a Buddhist text that the duration of life (åyus) “is incalculable” at the beginning
of an age: “one cannot measure it by counting in thousands” of years (Abhidharmakoça
3.78; La Vallée Poussin 1988–90, 2: 470). For Buddhism, the kalpa (and some aspects of
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the duration of life) cannot be measured in years but only in terms of what are called innu-
merables (asaµkhyeya). For Jainism, the cycle of time is divided into eras (aras, “spokes,”
i.e. of the wheel of time), four of which are essentially asaµkhyeya in duration, lasting 4, 3,
2, or 1 sågaropamas, while the fifth and sixth—we are living in the fifth era—last 21,000
common years each. One sågaropama is 8,400,000 � 1,014 years. Within the asaµkhyeya
kalpas of Buddhism, duration of life starts as infinite, but Buddhas appear when length of
life can be measured in years. For Jainism, years do not really begin until Mahåv⁄ra whose
birth is seventy-five years and eight-and-a half months before the start of the fifth age;
otherwise time is measured in sågaropamas.

A second fact that makes the Hindu understanding of the year unique is its inter-
changeability with the zodiac. We observe this in two ways. First, the year employed for
the Purå~ic divisions is equal to 360 days. There is no doubt that choosing 360, rather than
365 or 366 or the Vedic year referred to below in the discussion of yugas, is of signifi-
cance. This corresponds to the divisions of the twelve signs of the zodiac into 30 degrees,
thereby underscoring the identity or interchangeability of the year and the zodiac. The year
is the sphere of the ecliptic containing the zodiac. It is the realm of form and the model in
India for what Aristotle termed generation and corruption—the creation of the world and
its dissolution; activity and meditation.

Another notable point is the equation of Prajåpati, the lord of creatures, with the year.
In ¸g Veda 1.10.121, the first existent being is called Prajåpati. Facing the chaos of the
waters, he impregnates the waters and becomes manifest in them in the form of a golden
egg or germ, from which the whole universe develops. He is called the one life or soul of
the gods (devånåm åsuª). Elsewhere, this same Prajåpati is identified with the year:
“Prajåpati is the year, and he is composed of sixteen parts. Fifteen of his parts are the
nights while his sixteenth part is constant. With each passing night he waxes and wanes”
(B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 1.5.14). To the extent that Prajåpati is the lord of creatures, is
the year, and is increased and diminished by his nights alone, he is the year understood as
the zodiacal wheel of beings—the golden, luminous beings, the beings of the night.

While years are measured in terms of solar and other celestial movements, a main term
for year, var‚a, refers to rain and to the rainy season. The combination could suggest the
foundation for accentuating suns and rains at the naimittika pralaya, yet the latter measures
a day rather than a year. Var‚a also denotes the divisions of the earth or “continents,”
suggesting a basis for according different measures of time—notably in terms of yugas and
life spans—to different “continents.” Bhåratavar‚a or “India” is sometimes said to be the
only “continent” where beings experience the Kali Yuga and its heightened corruptions but
also, as a “world of acts” (karmabh¨mi), to be the only one where salvation is possible
(Dimmitt and van Buitenen 1978: 25, 28, 55).

Yuga and kalpa

If concepts such as dawn, day, and year have theological implications for the destiny of
the soul, divisions such as the yuga and the kalpa have them even more so.

The term “yuga” refers to the union, joining, conjunction, or yoking together of two or
more entities. The oldest Hindu astronomical texts concerned with Vedic ritual, about
200 BCE, recognize a yuga of five years that joins the solar and lunar calendars with sixty
months of twenty-nine and 16/31 days each, plus intercalary months for a total of sixty-two
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months every five years (van Buitenen 1973–78, 3: 3–5). The yuga of the epics and the
Purå~as is more fluid and complex and, more than any other single interval of time, may
be said to characterize the notion of time of classical Hinduism. Intermediary between
yearly time and the manvantaras or kalpas, yugas, unlike the latter, are still “lived time.” 

We have noted that according to the Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad, the lord as “architect of
time” is “the basis and cause of the joining (saµyoga)” of the intervals of time. Similarly,
in the Mahåbhårata, when Bh⁄‚ma announces that the På~∂ava heroes have met the
conditions to the full of spending their thirteenth year of exile incognito, he says, “The
portions of time are joined together (yujyante) and so are the fortnights, months, lunar
mansions (nak‚atra), and planets; even so the seasons are joined together (yujyante) and
also the years. Thus with the divisions of time does the wheel of time (kålacakra) turn”
(Mahåbhårata 4.47.2). As “joints in time,” yugas are the first grand extension of what
“connects” lived time with divine time, and their twilights are times of danger when things
must be kept from going “out of joint.” The yugas of the epics and Purå~as carry out this
“yoking or joining” in terms of dharma and adharma; destiny and agency; divine agency
(most notably via avatåras) and human agency; divine and human duration of life (åyus);
changes in human sexuality; kingship, with the well-developed notion in the Mahåbhårata
(12.70) that the king makes the yuga; and the emergence, important for understanding
what these texts are saying about history, of barbarians (mleccha): in Mahåbhårata
12.200.39–42, mlecchas did not exist in the K®ta Yuga but proliferated (Greeks or
Yavanas and H¨~as are among the barbarians mentioned) in the Tretå and Dvåpara Yugas.
But in the final analysis, the key for the Purå~ic yuga is that it is the intersection or
union of the divine and the human. The yugas may also incorporate a transformation of
the hymn to puru‚a (¸g Veda 10.90), temporalizing the structures of this Vedic hymn
with its thousands, quarters, and tenths and creating as it were a kind of “time-person”
(kålapuru‚a).

Two prominent metaphors—the dharma bull and the yugas as throws of the dice—are
also latent with implications. The likening of dharma (generally law, but elsewhere
motion) to a bull that after standing on all four legs in the K®ta Yuga, loses one per yuga
until he has but one left in the Kali Yuga, implies a self-evident tale of decline and immi-
nent toppling, as well as a very patient and long-suffering bull. Indeed, standing on one leg
would seem to imply immobilization or immobility, and it is worth noting that while this
bull endures his dismemberment (recalling images of the sacrificial puru‚a and horse as
they are linked with the creation and perpetuation of time), there seems always to be a
“cow of plenty” or “cow of wishes” to help, in conjunction with the increasing baseness
of human desires, to make the decline of the yugas ever more and more palpably materi-
alistic. As to the dice, the Sanskrit game of words that permits one to pass from “fate” or
“what is divinely ordained” (daiva) to the game of dice (dy¨ta) has its fullest unfolding in
the well-known story of Çiva, the lord of destructive time, playing dice with his wife
Pårvat⁄ and being drawn himself inside of the game’s devolutionary vortex, a game that
the poor man can almost never win, and into which, considering who is playing and what
he is playing with (dice throws equivalent to yugas, with their devolutionary 4, 3, 2, 1
ratio), draws the cosmos and us into it with him (Biardeau 1985: 13; Handelman and
Shulman 1997: 45, 64–69). The ¸g Veda’s “gambler’s lament” (10.34), the dice match
that closes the råjas¨ya sacrifice (rigged for the king to win), the pivotal gambling match
in the Mahåbhårata, and the story of Nala and Damayant⁄ which the epic’s heroes and
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heroine hear after losing the epic dice match, can all be read intertextually and with these
themes in mind. The dice game is the tangible intrusion of the divine world into the human
world, but a divine world whose deities not only play dice with the universe but whose
rhythms are beyond at least Çiva’s control. 

As to kalpas, while the term is most often associated with a division of time, it is also asso-
ciated with ritual (according to a calendar) and sacrifice (a cutting or transition from one
condition to another). This relationship is underscored by the statement of the Çulbas¨tra
(texts that provide the geometry for the construction of sacrificial altars): he who knows this
jyauti‚a, the science of determining times, knows the sacrifices (Pingree 1981: 8).

As we have noted, there is a (relatively) simple use of the term “kalpa” in the
Yogabhå‚ya to indicate that it is the interval of time between the entanglement of the soul
with prak®ti and its eventual disentanglement or enlightenment. No duration is assigned to
this interval, and it is not integrated with other measures of time, such as day or night, year,
and so on. We may infer that the beginning of the kalpa marks the beginning of time. This
rather undeveloped sense of kalpa nevertheless carries a meaning that seems to carry
throughout a broad spectrum of uses—if not all uses—of the concept, namely, that a kalpa
is a disjunction reflecting a change in the status of the soul: if not to total liberation, at least
to higher or lower orders of being.

The kalpa of the Purå~as, however, incorporates a system of days/nights, human and
divine years, yugas, and caturyugas, as well as actual astronomical measures of time
(years). In turn it is subsumed by a system of days and nights; the days and nights of
Brahmå. It is one of the noteworthy attributes of the Purå~ic kalpa that it incorporates
astronomical time: the science of siddhånta. Indeed, the astronomical schools support the
length of time assumed to be a Purå~ic kalpa (4,320,000,000 years). Other traditions see
the kalpa not as a measurement of astronomy but as a construct of the mind. The Purå~ic
understanding of the kalpa, therefore, may be taken as an affirmation of the reality of the
world. The astronomical measurements of the yugas and kalpas are tied to calculations of
the astronomical schools. One system dating from the fifth century 

assumes a true conjunction of the planets, their mandoccas, and their nodes at a sidere-
ally fixed Aries 00 at the beginning and end of a Kalpa . . .; a later system simplifies the
numbers by assuming a mean conjunction only of the seven planets at the beginning
and end of a Mahåyuga. Both systems assume a mean conjunction or near conjunction
of the seven planets at a sidereally fixed Aries 00 at the beginning of the current
Kaliyuga, which is either midnight of 17/18 [February -3101 Julian] or 6 AM of 18
February -3101 Julian at Laπkå and Ujjayin⁄.

(Pingree 1978: 555)

The numerology of the Purå~ic kalpa is a product of the numerology of thousands. As a
corollary, the duration of the life of Brahmå is also a product of the numerology of thou-
sands. But other traditions state that the duration of life cannot be just a product of
thousands. Multiples of thousands (possibly a shorthand for the astronomical sciences)
produce large, but ultimately finite, calculations. Buddhism, on the other hand, recognizes
time as divided into four kalpas of innumerables (asaµkhyeyakalpa). One of these kalpas
is said to last as long as it takes to reduce a great mountain to dust by rubbing it with
a silken garment. “It is as if, O priest, there were a mountain consisting of a great rock,
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a league in height, without break, cleft, or hollow, and every hundred years a man were to
come and rub it once with a silken garment; that mountain consisting of a great rock, O
priest, would more quickly wear away and come to an end than a world-cycle” (Saµyutta
Nikåya 15.5.6). Similar examples from the Mahåbhårata are cited by Hopkins (1903:
45–46): for example, “A particle of sand removed daily from the Himålaya till all the
mountain is reduced to a plain”; or in a discourse on Time by a sage to the demon V®tra: 

The period for which a particular creation exists is measured by many thousands of
lakes . . ., O Daitya! Conceive a lake that is one Yojana in width, one Krosa in depth,
and five hundred Yojanas in length. Imagine many thousand such lakes. Seek then to
dry up . . . [such] lakes by taking from them, only once a day, as much water as may
be taken up with the end of a single hair. The number of days that would pass in
drying them up completely by this process represents the period that is occupied by
the life of one creation from . . . [the] first start to the time of its destruction
(Mahåbhårata 12.271.30–32; Ganguli 1970, 9.2: 324).

These measures of the duration of a kalpa are not a function of the astronomical sciences
but a function of the divisions which the mind can imagine. They seem to embrace all
the divisions of time down to the moment as the most minuscule without any special
reliance on astronomical time and may be related to Plotinus’ understanding of intellect as
characterized by an infinity which is nevertheless limited (Enneads 6.6). 

Other divisions of cosmic time within the Indian religious traditions are equally imagi-
native and should be taken into account when trying to understand the images and time
divisions of the epics and the Purå~as. Jainas, for instance, do not recognize kalpas as
divisions of time but speak of kalpa heavens; and Åj⁄vikas, like the Mahåbhårata passage
just quoted, speak of vast measures of time in terms of “lakes”—three hundred thousand
of them.

THE COSMOS IS A MAP OF TIME; TIME IS
THE BODY OF THE DEITY

Hindu cosmographs combine themes of the descent of time and of the celestial Gaπgå with
stereographic projections of the cosmos onto the equatorial plane resulting in cosmographs
that may be understood as maps of time. In the process, these cosmographs combine
scientific principles such as stereographic projection, a tangible and concrete understand-
ing of darçana or “view” as a designation for philosophical or theological school, and even
iconic representation with intricate mythological themes. In the case of the Purå~ic
cosmograph, the descent of time occurs by the swallowing of the cosmic ocean by Agastya
(the southern pole star Canopus) and then by the saving of the souls of the four ancestral
generations of a solar line king, Bhag⁄ratha, who effects the descent of the Gaπgå
(gaπgåvatara~a) to rescue these “fathers,” beginning with the 60,000 sons of King Sågara,
“Ocean.” It is further stated that the Gaπgå flows from the foot of Vi‚~u near the north
polar star, with the eye of Vi‚~u possibly identified with the south polar star. These asso-
ciations would make the entire cosmos—and all the divisions of time—identical with the
body of the deity (Kloetzli 1985).
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There are other special qualities associated with the descent of time, notably, the
appearance or birth of certain beings instrumental in the attainment of salvation, the prop-
agation of the teaching or the righting of the dharma. Within Buddhism, the appearance of
Buddhas is restricted to the period when the duration of human life is declining from
eighty thousand to one hundred years. 

The twenty-four t⁄rthaπkaras of Jainism, of whom Mahåv⁄ra is the last, appear during
the decline of the ages (ara) from a happy age of infinite duration to an age of mixed
happiness and suffering where time is measured in years. T⁄rthaπkaras do not appear
during cycles when ages are improving and becoming of greater duration. Similarly,
Hindu avatåras appear in the twilights between yugas as the duration of life is declining.
As the most prominent avatåra of Vi‚~u, K®‚~a describes this role in Bhagavad G⁄tå 4.7–8
as that of coming into being from age (yuga) to age whenever dharma languishes and
adharma increases. We should simply note that the linkage between the appearance of
beings and the descent of time, including its descent from a state of rest to one of motion,
is found as far away as the writings of Empedocles. 

It is to be noted that Raghunåtha Çiroma~i (fifteenth-sixteenth century), in rethinking
the Vaiçe‚ika notion of space and time, concluded that these were not separate cate-
gories but were identified with god, who, like space and time, is characterized as an all-
pervading substance (Balslev 1983: 34–35). The sense of a permanent and enduring time
as the body of the deity can present a world that exists for the benefit of all beings—this,
in contrast to dramas of salvation that focus on the destiny of the individual soul and the
illusory or mirage-like character of reality external to the individual soul. In such a world,
time has significance for the collective of beings (sometimes called the bh¨taga~a or
bh¨tagråma, the “host or village of living beings”).

One such map could be Vi‚~u’s form as the celestial Gangetic porpoise (çiçumåra,
literally, “child-killer”): “The form of the mighty Hari which is present in heaven,
consisting of the constellations, is that of a porpoise, with Dhruva (the pole star) situated
in the tail. As Dhruva revolves, it causes the moon, sun, and stars to turn round also”
(Vi‚~u Purå~a 2.9.1–2). Vi‚~u “upholds” this form under the names Nåråya~a and
Janårdana (the tormentor of beings).

Some other maps of time may be called implicit or relate implicit to explicit maps, espe-
cially as they embody gender in relation to time and motion. The puru‚a hymn begins with
“the male,” who provides the spatiotemporal coordinates in the first four verses of the
hymn. But nothing unfolds in time or space until we learn in verse 5 of Viråj, “wide
dominion,” probably the feminine principle and in principle the incipient earth: “From him
Viråj was born, and from Viråj came puru‚a” (¸g Veda 10.90). Puru‚a seems to be man
the vertical but to require Viråj to embody the horizontal. Similarly, among the dualities
that “existed not” when there was only “that one,” tad ekam, male and female are implied
by the very fact that tad ekam is explicitly neuter (¸g Veda 10.129). One can trace such
conundrums into the elaborate mappings of time found in the Çaivite schools of Kashmir
Çaivism and Çaiva Siddhånta, with their “pulsating” or “oscillating” universe of emission
from and reabsorption into Çiva. Here, kåla, “time,” is one of the primary eleven tattvas
(“such-nesses” or constituent units of manifest being) of måyå that precede the Såµkhya
tattvas that, beginning with prak®ti, continue this “evolution.” For the Spanda school
of Kashmir Çaivism, måyå, the “arising of mental representation” that “is rooted in the
embodied subject,” is a tattva of Çakti who is ontologically one with Çiva: she is “the
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formation and activity of finite particulars in its infinite expanse,” and he is “the essence
or foundation” and transcendental “own nature” of phenomenal existence and all its
manifestations within that expanse. Time therein is “essentially . . . (the sense of) division
between the notions of past and future, etc., and consists of progressive differentiation . . .
that divides off (moments, one from another)” (Dyczkowski 1992: 49–58, 125). For Çaiva
Siddhånta, on the other hand, måyå is real and impure and ontologically separate from
Çiva, governing “oscillations” between the pure Çiva and the impure world (R. Davis
1991: 42–47). In Kashmir Çaiva texts of the Krama school, “the supreme principle is the
Goddess” who, within the “Wheel of [the] Twelve Kål⁄s,” is “the Abode of the Center (of
reality)” in the “form of the pulsation of consciousness,” her “pulse” marking “an outward,
forward movement . . . and an inward retraction” as the 

basis of the four-fold sequence . . . of arising . . ., manifestation . . ., the assimilation of
time (kålagråsa), and repose in one’s essential nature. . . . Thus the Supreme Goddess
has two aspects. One is self-established and tranquil. It is where “the repose of the
Supreme Light spontaneously finds rest.” As such She is the “cessation of destruction”
(samhårasamhåra), the ultimate end of all sequences and processes, change and time.
This aspect is never involved in the recurrent pulse of the cosmic process. The other
aspect is the form of the Goddess as the Primordial Power (ådyåçakti) which gener-
ates, sustains and withdraws its manifestations, at one with Herself, and so pulsates
with its rhythm. This is said to be that state in which consciousness is swollen like a
seed about to generate its sprout.

(Dyczkowski 1992: 56)

These lightly mythologized maps of cosmic time reverberate with numerous myths in
which the gendering of time—especially as feminine (see Kristeva 1986: 190–93)—is
embodied in narrative and icon. The Vedic goddesses U‚as (dawn) and Råtri (night) are
early examples, as is the correlation between the seasons and a woman’s period through
the word “®tu” for both. More classically, Dev⁄ Måhåtmya 1.78 says of the goddess, “You
are the night of time (kålaråtri), the great night (mahåråtri), and the terrible night of delu-
sion (moharåtriçca dåru~å)”—that is, probably incrementally, the nights of the naimittika
pralaya and mahåpralaya and the dark night of the soul. Kålaråtri, personifying death,
makes several appearances in the Mahåbhårata. In one, Draupad⁄ is herself Kålaråtri or
the “night of time” of K⁄caka, a rogue whose lustful thoughts of a nighttime tryst with her
become his undoing. Most memorably, the “dark” (kål⁄) Kålaråtri appears during the night
raid upon the sleeping warriors that brings the Mahåbhårata war to its ghastly conclusion
with the slaughter of Draupad⁄’s children. Draupad⁄ makes time and her period work to the
advantage of her five husbands, the På~∂avas, by asking an insoluble question at the epic
dice match. As the destructive “night of time,” Kål⁄ herself is by name either “time” or “the
dark one,” with both meanings interrelated and given full play in both Sanskrit and
vernacular traditions. For instance, Velå, with such early meanings as “limit, boundary,
time” in the Çatapatha Bråhma~a and “flood-tide” in Maitr⁄ Upani‚ad, also means “the last
hour, hour of death.” As both “limit, frontier, terminus” and “time limit, period, hour,” Velå
is the Sanskrit form given in the Bhavi‚ya Purå~a to the heroine known better as Belå in
the Hindi oral epic, Ålhå. This epic, known as “the Mahåbhårata of the Kali Yuga” for its
account of the end of “Råjp¨t age” and the rise of the Delhi Sul†ånate, regards Belå as an
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incarnation of Draupad⁄ and, like Draupad⁄, a “form of Kål⁄.” Belå defines Ålhå’s time
limit and provokes its age-ending battle when she announces she has only seven days to
become a sat⁄ (Hiltebeitel 1999b). Then there is Sandhyå, the first sat⁄ according to the
Çiva Purå~a, whose name means “twilight.” A beautiful girl with pretty eyebrows, she
was mentally raped by her father Brahmå and her brothers, some of the great ®‚is, and had
to be reborn as the chaste Arundhat⁄ and marry one of these former brothers, Vasi‚†ha.
Newlywed couples go out at dawn to sanctify their bonds of matrimony by observing this
couple (Hiltebeitel 1999a).

The feminine also remains central to the rhythms of time in the mythologies of the
major male deities. From a Çaiva standpoint, the male (the deity as supreme puru‚a) and
the female (the goddess as måyå, prak®ti, or çakti) are reunited at the mahåpralaya, one
representation of their fusion being that of Çiva as Ardhanår⁄çvara (the lord who is half
female). Their nonprocreative union represents the unitive experience of the bliss of brahman.
Primal creation would then lead somehow to Sat⁄ (being herself), Çiva’s first “dark” (kål⁄)
wife whose primal self-immolation at the sacrifice performed by her father Dak‚a purifies
her to be reborn as Çiva’s second wife, the usually light or golden Pårvat⁄, the “mountain
lady” (Hiltebeitel 1999a) with whom Çiva plays dice with the ages. In more typically
Vai‚~ava terms, time in its four structured rhythms (see p. 562) is configured around the
earth, who is a goddess and the most concretized of the five “elements” into which prak®ti,
primal matter, evolves through the formation of a cosmic egg. Time not only oscillates and
devolves but also fills the world with its mixtures of human conflict and calm, grief and
joy, suffering and happiness, and bad and good fortune. 

ASTROLOGY

The horoscopic sciences are common to the Hellenistic world and incorporated without
significant change in India. Hindu systems of astrology do incorporate the system of lunar
mansions (nak‚atra) not found elsewhere. They also place a greater emphasis on the
eclipses associated with the lunar nodes. The resources and contributions of Hindu astrol-
ogy remain to be mined. Nevertheless, several ideas relevant to the discussion of time can
be seen to derive from Hindu astrology.

Time and dest iny

The relationship between time and destiny is disputed. Both extremes find expression as
well as a variety of middle grounds. For Såµkhya, time plays no role in the attainment of
liberation. For the Åj⁄vikas action plays no role, while time determines all things and all
conditions (Basham 1951). Certain passages in the Mahåbhårata (12.215–21) equate time
and destiny or fortune (çr⁄). For the Purå~ic vision, time as the form of the deity moves
beings toward their destiny, their souls having been prepared by their karmic effort.

Destiny (niyati), of course, is fixed at the moment of birth. Thus a use of the moment or
instant can be seen to go hand in hand with astrology. Two moments are of particular
significance: the moment of birth and the dawn. The astrological sciences of India recog-
nize the configurations of the planets within the houses of the zodiac at the moment of birth
as determinative of the destiny of the native (the person for whom the horoscope is cast).
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The configurations at dawn are determinative of the rulership of the earth or the destiny of
the world. The rays of light from the dawn (prior to sunrise) come from unseen entities. As
such, they may be thought of as bodiless or videha. The influence of those bodiless beings
who rise helically and are therefore never seen is also a topic of astrological speculation. In
Mahåyåna Buddhist traditions, the moment of death and the rays of light issued from the
body of the cosmic Buddha fix (niyati) beings in their spiritual destiny (Kloetzli 1983). 

The fundamental fact of destiny determined by birth horoscopes (geotaxy) is that of
duration of life (åyus). It is fixed at the moment of birth based on the configurations of the
planets within the zodiac. A secondary feature of horoscopes is whether the native will
become a king. Horoscopy may also be said to deal with the production of beings: the
beings of the zodiac (gods) and the destiny of beings beneath the zodiac (humans). This is
the two-sidedness of the kålapuru‚a. We can see that for the classical Hindu view, the åyus
is established for all beings born in a particular age or yuga, which defines the combina-
tions of time that produce the conditions of the horoscope: destiny or fortune. Our destiny
or fortune is that of the Kali Yuga, when the teachings of bhakti are appropriate to the
weakened sensibilities of beings and the duration of human life is at its lowest point: one
hundred years.

In the law of karma and with regard to mok‚a, Hinduism also recognizes the agency of
both time and self, with the self being primary. Time as destiny determines the character
of the age, but in the karma realms, actions of individuals prepare their future, and time in
the form of the days, nights, and destructions at the end of the kalpas move beings to
higher or lower destinies.

Astrology and the wheel

The astrological sciences emphasize different understandings of the wheel from those
mentioned so far. The horoscope is a diagram of all factors influencing destiny—from
birth to death and even some factors following death, for example, liberation or rebirth.
The wheel can serve as a model not only for the horoscope but also for those systems that
present all divisions of time organized as a wheel of time. This includes the kålacakra or
“wheel of time” traditions within Hinduism and Buddhism. An adaptation of the horo-
scopic wheel can also be used to array the linkage of all events from birth to death as a
chain of dependent co-origination. This characteristically Buddhist formulation is intended
to show the simultaneous arising of all ideas in a moment of thought.

Because the horoscope is a diagram of all factors influencing destiny, the wheel of time
(kålacakra) can present all the moments of time as in a snapshot. While focusing on the
moment as determinative or fateful or predictive of fortune, it can present images of total-
ity, the coexistence of all conditions, as well as be the basis for the predictive sciences.
These touchstones of astrology—the moment, destiny, the duration of life—underscore
the tension between motion and time, durative and momentary notions of time, and fluid
and static images of time. 

Thus the wheel alone, in particular without the chariot or charioteer, can intuitively
represent lack of motion or simultaneity (as especially in certain Buddhist usages) as readily
as it can represent motion. As perhaps a reflex, while K®‚~a discourses at considerable
length in the Bhagavad G⁄tå and tells Arjuna in the epiphany that what is about to be has
already happened because he, K®‚~a, is Time itself and that Arjuna thus cannot change
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a thing about anyone’s destiny except maybe his own, before K®‚~a takes up the reins and
sets the “chariot of the soul” of Arjuna in motion, it is as if everything else stands still. 

HINDUISM AND CYCLICAL TIME

Although much has been written by way of viewing Hindu time as cyclical, often as a
pessimistic vision of eternal recurrence and as founded on a “terror of history” (Eliade
1957, 1959a), the characterization of Hinduism as embracing a cyclical view of time
presents a lopsided picture. Nor can one sustain the corollary notion that Hinduism does
without linear time—a notion popularized by colonialist historiography in its judgment
that India is a land “without history.” There are, however, some good reasons to recognize
cyclicity as an important element within Hindu views of time. First and foremost is the
Upani‚adic doctrine of reincarnation. This doctrine is not just a theoretical formulation in
India (as it is with the Pythagoreans and with Empedocles) but is deeply embedded in the
Hindu (as well as the Buddhist and Jaina) view of life. Repeated death and rebirth certainly
involves a notion of cyclical time, but it is more correctly associated with a notion of
conditioned existence (characterized by time), sexuality (a condition of being in time), life
stages, duality, and so on, which can be brought to an end through the attainment of
liberation or mok‚a. Time is without end, but time can be brought to an end and endless
temporality is a condition from which escape or liberation is the ultimate goal.

As with much else in India, the logic and the imagery can—and do—become even more
complex in the imagery of avatåras. These incarnations or descents of the deity (as we
have seen, mainly Vi‚~u but also other deities) suggest a transmigration of divinity. Does
this transmigration come to an end in messianic figures such as Kalkin, the tenth and only
future incarnation of Vi‚~u? Brahmå, often represented by the gander or haµsa, a symbol
of the soul, also seems to transmigrate through time but on some other plane, as if 
ultimately transmigrating between universes, befitting the notion that his days and nights
add up to the life of one universe. Perhaps Vi‚~u and some others descend into and ascend
out of time while Brahmå passes through it in its totality (or totalities). 

Moreover, even though the most elaborate systems with regard to temporal speculation
involve the cyclical creation and dissolution of the earth/universe and are thus regarded as
a cyclical representation of time, the overall drama of these cosmologies is to accomplish
the salvation, the liberation or beatitude, of all beings. Much remains to be done to clearly
articulate the vision contained in these speculations on time, but this much is clear. Time
exists for the benefit of all beings. One would thus do well to see it linked with notions not
only of play (l⁄lå) and mysterious divine power (måyå, çakti) but also of grace, compas-
sion, and the gift. Time is fundamentally a drama of movement, possibly an epic narration,
the embodiment of beings acting towards the maintenance of the world for the benefit/
salvation of all beings.

Furthermore, interior to such a drama, Purå~ic texts also trace historical time back
through manvantaras and yugas via three major “time markers” in their royal genealogi-
cal lists (vaµçånucarita). First, a deluge during the reign of the seventh Manu ends the
period of cosmological origins and marks the beginning of the Solar and Lunar dynasties,
whose first kings were this Manu’s sons. Second, the Mahåbhårata war ends the period for
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which Purå~ic authorship “constructs a record of what was perceived as the lineages of
ruling clans” (Thapar 1991: 1). Relying on shorter royal genealogical lists in the two Sanskrit
epics themselves, where they relate the ancestry of the main heroes, Purå~ic authors see in
the full Råmåya~a-Mahåbhårata sequence a narrative through which such genealogical lists
bring the Solar and Lunar dynasties to a cataclysmic end or profound rupture with the deci-
mation of the K‚atriya class. Finally, the emergence of Magadha as the beginning of the
monarchical metropolitan state presents Purå~ic authors with a third marker to and through
which these genealogies may be further traced into the “futures” of Purå~ically contempo-
rary royal dynasties whose history is unquestionable but whose K‚atriya status is considered
low and dubious or is even denied. In these sections, the narrative changes from past tense
to future tense in order to present the material as prophesy. Thapar remarks that “the
brahmanical imprint” here “is apparent. As a projection of the decline of an earlier aristocracy
and the moving in of upstarts, no statement could be more explicit” (Thapar 1991: 29,
cf. 1978: 332–36, 1984: 138–47, 1992: 158–60, 1997; Hiltebeitel 1999b). 

The Lunar and Solar vaµças must thus be studied as a double “dynastification” (Henige
1975) of the past: one that was purposefully constructed by the epic and Purå~ic poets
from Vedic and heterodox bits and pieces to imagine a “Hindu” past that had, for the
present at least, temporarily exhausted itself. Following on their descriptions of “epic age”
exterminations, Purå~ic authors prophesy that the Solar and Lunar vaµças will each have
one descendant “endowed with great yogic powers” who will stay in a village called
Kalåpa, from which the pair “will revive the K‚atriya race when the k®ta age will start
again after the present kali age comes to an end and that some k‚atriyas exist on the earth
like seed even in the kali age” (Kane 1968–77, 2.1: 380–82, 3: 873). 

As we have noted, some astronomers calculate the beginning of the Kali Yuga to
3102–01 BCE, providing a “linear” reference point for the dating of inscriptions. Also,
although the use of regnal years goes back to the reign of Açoka (Thapar 1997: 569), it is
not to be forgotten that Hindu culture also fostered a concept of eras (saµvatsara or var‚a,
also words for “year”) as measures of historical time. The primary era used for recording
the passage of years and calculating Hindu history is the K®ta or Målava era, better known
as Vikrama era from the eighth century, which begins in 58–57 BCE and is named after
Vikramåditya, supposedly to celebrate his victory after driving the barbarian Çakas from
Ujjain. Following D. C. Sircar (1969), the name “Vikramåditya” is probably based on
Candragupta II Vikramåditya (376–413 CE), called Çakåri or foe of the Çakas. Candragupta
II’s triumphs over the Çakas were probably transposed back upon a fictional
Vikramåditya, who is credited with founding the era, which may itself have Scytho-
Parthian origins in eastern Iran. It would thus seem to retrospectively project a founding
“Hindu” imperial history back from the period of the imperial Guptas into one when India
first encountered imperial designs primarily from outsiders, like the Persian Darius,
Alexander, Seleucus Nicator, and Kani‚ka, and non-Hindu insiders like the Buddhist
Açoka (Sircar 1969). Similarly, the Çaka era, linked with the name of Çålivåhana, seems
actually to mark the beginning of Ku‚å~a rule in 78 CE. Çålivåhana is probably a personi-
fication of the Såtavåhanas, who were based in Prati‚†håna on the Godåvar⁄ River near
Aurangabad in Maharashtra, but with origins in Åndhra and north Kanara. He seems to
draw his profile from the first Çålivåhana dynast Simuka-Såtavåhana (mid-first century
BCE) and from the later Gautam⁄putra Çåtakar~i (c.106–30 CE), who defeated a branch of
Çakas. In some sources Vikramåditya and his era represent North India and Sanskrit,
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Çålivåhana and his era, South India and Prakrit; in some the two become foes, in others
they are even identified. Each becomes a “national hero of Indian folklore” (Sircar 1969:
120, passim). The threads that connect their mythologies through empire and era are sure
reasons to reject notions of an original “real” Vikramåditya as a forgotten little king of
Målava. As Sircar (1969: 159) shows, Hindu usages regarding eras are built over time
upon the consensus of “successors and subordinates” within imperial traditions. Eras
point to recognition of linear time as associated with royal authority and were used not
only in inscriptions but also in some annals and no doubt also for other official documents
(Thapar 1997). 

NARRATIVE TIME

From Salman Rushdie’s Haroun and the Sea of Stories (1990) to Somadeva’s eleventh-
century Kathåsaritsågara and long before that, there have been special things about
storytelling in India. For the combination of antiquity, volume, and ingenuity, there is
nothing like it—so much so that the folklorist Theodor Benfey (1801–91) could imagine
India as the “home of story-telling and of tale-types” (Claus and Korom 1991: 57). Much
that is formative in these oceanic storytelling traditions is anchored in the Mahåbhårata
and the Råmåya~a, the two Sanskrit epics. Yet scholarship on these epics has positioned
itself over another abyss: are the epic stories history or myth, real or false? The only way
anyone has seen to bridge this impasse is to speak of “mythified” historical “kernels”
(about which no one agrees) and long-ago heroes who have been “divinized.” But this
euhemerizing solution only imposes modern time-constructions (historicizing Western
ones and Hindu nationalist ones converge here) on literatures and their audiences for
which such constructions, until the last century or so, would have been entirely alien. We
shall argue that to be attentive to what the epics do so formatively with and about time,
another possibility must be considered: fiction. 

But first, while both epics have many common concerns with time and Råma even leaves
the world by entering the Sarayu River with his brothers after he has been visited by Time
(Kåla) (Råmåya~a 7.95), it is the Mahåbhårata that formulates a “doctrine of time”
(kålavåda). Conjuring up notions of “editing” and “blending” to dismiss passages in which
kålavåda, as we would rather see it, goes part and parcel with the epic’s teachings on bhakti
and the law of karma, Yaroslav Vassilkov (1999) tries to isolate an earlier kålavåda strand
from “interpolations” that advance such teachings and to discover an “heroic fatalism” prior
to the text that would come from an early phase of the epic’s development. But more wisely,
he sees that the kålavåda is “constitutive for the epic, being the quintessence of the epic
Weltanschauung” (Vassilkov 1999: 26), and, as earlier above, not a holdover from some
prior “ancient time mythology.” The epic’s kålavåda includes frequent references to the
“wheel of time,” to time’s “revolving” (paryåya). The idea that those about to die are
“already slain” and the theme that time “swallows” beings with its “gaping mouth” are not
only combined in the Bhagavad G⁄tå but also found elsewhere in the text (Vassilkov 1999:
22–28). Not only does “time cook”; there is an “ocean of time” (kålasågara) (Mahåbhårata
12.28.43). The whole world is kålåtmaka or “has time as its self” (Mahåbhårata 13.1.45).
Time is “the supreme lord” ( parameçvara). Caught in “time’s noose,” always “bewildered”
and “impelled by the law of time” (coditåª kåladharma~å), heroes and heroines should act
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knowing that although one cannot counter time, fortune does have its favorable moments
(Vassilkov 1999: 24), and that sometimes, perhaps quite mysteriously, one can also play
for time and that the openings for such play may be given by a god who “is time himself”
or by an author who is a “preacher of time” (kålavådin) (Vassilkov 1999: 18–19): 

As if sporting, Janårdana [the “tormentor of beings,” K®‚~a], the soul of beings, keeps
the earth, atmosphere, and heaven running. . . . By his self’s yoga, the lord Keçava tire-
lessly keeps the wheel of time, the wheel of the universe, and the wheel of the yugas
revolving (kålacakraµ jagaccakraµ yugacakraµ . . . parivartate). I tell you truly, the
lord alone is ruler of time and death and of the mobile and the immobile. Yet ruling the
whole universe, the great yogin Hari undertakes to perform acts like a powerless peas-
ant (k⁄nåça iva durbalaª).

(Mahåbhårata 5.66.10–14)

It is pointless to overlook such “devotional” passages in favor of a supposedly prior
“heroic” kålavåda. That the epic occasionally attributes kålavåda to demons and condemns
it and makes of V®tra, for instance, “a renowned calculator of time” (kålasaµkhyana-
saµkhyåta) (Mahåbhårata 12.270.23) is for the poets but another example of pointing up
the dysfunctionality of any teaching truncated from the truths (including the chronicities)
of bhakti. 

Now for several reasons, the Mahåbhårata’s use of the frame story is of special signif-
icance for understanding its “doctrine of time” and Hindu chronicities more generally.
First, the epic is one of the first texts (its dating relative to the Råmåya~a remains uncer-
tain) to explore framing and its narrative possibilities in relation to themes of temporality.
Second, the frame story is probably the leading device through which the text supports its
vast and complex meditation on time. Third, the epic “takes time” in order to do interest-
ing things with it and say provocative things about it, such as those mentioned earlier.
Indeed, it is the first text to iterate, and reiterate, the four rhythms of time dealt with earlier,
which, we can now see, are not only a curtain lifted over the main story or parameters of
a kålavåda but also rhythms that can enframe each other, be collapsed to simultaneity, or
make joins between the temporal experiences that the text itself offers. Indeed, this is so not
only of these four rhythms but also of a “theoretical time” of explicit chronological state-
ments about them in which the heroic events take place; a “narrative time” in which “complex
manipulation of narrative techniques . . . move the plot forward, and fashion a literary
duration”—and not only forward but also back and forth in time and into simultaneous
meanwhiles; and a “performative time” in which one experiences the duration of the text as
something meant to approximate oral recitation (quotes from Glucklich 1994: 45–51, with
some different emphases). Fourth, it forms part of a cultural “reading” experience that relo-
cates its temporalities into images that people live with. Thus as A. K. Ramanujan says, “No
Hindu ever reads the Mahåbhårata for the first time” (1991a: 419)—he says this of both
epics (1991b: 46). Ramanujan argues that one “reads” rather than “hears” the Mahåbhårata
in such a close and detailed way because it “is a structured work” and, “in a largely oral
tradition, one learns one’s major literary works as one learns a language” (1991a: 21;
emphasis in original). Recounting his own youthful experiences, he begins with a hearing,
but one from a text-conversant pa~∂ita who recounted Mahåbhårata stories in a tailor shop,
implying a prior reading. Also recalled are the “professional bards who ‘did the Harikathå
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Kålak‚epam,’ redeeming the time with holy tales (and not always holy ones). . . . They
sang songs in several languages, told folktales, sometimes danced, quoted Sanskrit tags as
well as the daily newspaper, and made the Mahåbhårata entertaining, didactic and rele-
vant to the listener’s present” (Ramanujan 1991a: 419). He finds the epic’s “central struc-
turing principle” to be “a certain kind of repetition” (Ramanujan 1991a: 421) that includes
such framing devices as textual circularities and concentricities, nested relations between
episodes and between episodes and “inset” stories like “Nala and Damayant⁄” (422–41).
Ramanujan sees similar patterns of “rhythmic recurrence” in the Råmåya~a (1991b: 40). 

The frame story has been noticed at its possible inception in the Bråhma~as by Michael
Witzel (1986) and in its great unfolding in the Mahåbhårata by C. Z. Minkowski (1989).
As both authors note, this narrative device may have its origins in India. And as both
observe, it is likely that the frame story relates to the special attention given in India to the
structured embeddedness of Bråhma~ic ritual, one feature of which is that the intervals of
certain rites—notably, the year-long açvamedha—were a time designated for the telling of
stories. Rituals that embox other rituals around a central rite could thus also enframe
stories that enframe other stories. And this could be done in reverse, as narratives could
enframe rituals. As Witzel (1987a: 413–14) shows, this is one way to think about how
a story about rituals in the Bråhma~as also emboxes other stories. More complexly, the
Mahåbhårata makes the technique “self-referential” and turns it into one of literary com-
position: “An epic frame story is more than embedded: it is a story about the telling of
another story” (Minkowski 1989: 402). The Mahåbhårata is artfully designed as a story
about a ritual—a collective sattra sacrifice performed by the ®‚is of the Naimi‚a Forest—
in whose intervals is told the story about another sattra—the snake sacrifice of King
Janmejaya, a royal descendent of the epic’s Bråhma~ author Vyåsa and its royal hero
Arjuna—in whose intervals is told the story of (that is, in both senses, the story by and
about) the author Vyåsa that is also his story about the heroes, a story that embeds many
other stories and centers upon an emboxed narrative of a great “sacrifice of battle.” More
than this, the Mahåbhårata, which never makes the author its direct narrator, makes
his own story into a further outermost frame for the whole. The Mahåbhårata poets con-
struct Vyåsa’s authorship not only in relation to similar functions of the deity (like
K®‚~a, he is an incarnation of a portion of Nåråya~a; one “is time,” the other “preaches”
it) but also in relation to a disciplic function and a bardic function. We never hear Vyåsa
tell the tale himself; rather it is disseminated to us through two interlaced narrations, each
said to be of Vyåsa’s “entire thought”: one (Mahåbhårata 1.55.2) by his Bråhma~ disciple
Vaiçampåyana at the snake sacrifice, in Vyåsa’s presence, which we may call the outer
frame; and the other (1.1.23) in the Naimi‚a Forest by a non-Bråhma~ bard
named Ugraçravas (terrible to hear), which we may call the outermore frame. The first is
a linear historical frame (the main story of a dynasty through six generations), in which the
author is present not only to sire the first generation (with the births of the fathers of the
two rival sets of cousins) but also to hear his story told to Janmejaya six generations later.
The second is the cosmological frame, in which the story is told to the celestial ®‚is who
are, among other things, stars in the Naimi‚a Forest, which probably derives its name
from nime‚a—the blink, wink, moment, or twinkle—and seems to be the night sky
(Hiltebeitel 1998). And the third is an enigmatic, ever-receding authorial frame that allows
the author to move literally in and out of the spatiotemporal constraints and possibilities
of his text. 
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One finds something similar, though less complex, in the Råmåya~a (1.4, 7.84–86):
Råma hears the Råmåya~a from his own twin sons, who have been taught to sing it by its
author, the poet Vålm⁄ki; they sing it, at Vålm⁄ki’s command and in his presence, during
intervals of Råma’s own açvamedha sacrifice, until Råma recognizes them and realizes
that he misses their mother, whom he had banished while she was pregnant with them
because of a rumor of her infidelity (it will be too late for a reconciliation). Moreover, the
entire story is previewed to Vålm⁄ki by the sage Nårada, and part of it is told by Hanumån
to S⁄tå when he finds her in captivity. Later authors redeploy the frame device in the
Purå~as and refined kåvya literature, story anthologies like the Kathåsaritsågara and the
Yogavåsi‚†ha, which enframes itself with a story of Råma and about which Wendy
Doniger O’Flaherty (1984: 127–32) makes the important point that some of these texts
also enframe philosophical argument as their own metacommentary. Frame stories are of
special significance for what many Hindu texts do with time and what they impart in ways
of thinking about it. If we add that authors and their audiences are not only often like gods
but also often are gods, a comment on the Hindu cultural sense of time mirrors such
features: “Time is like a museum with endless corridors and alcoves. You, the viewer, are
walking through the museum in the dark, holding a light to each scene as you pass it. God
is the curator of the museum, and only He knows all that is in it. One lifetime represents
an alcove” (Hall 1959: 30, citing a colleague). Or better, one kind of alcove, and then there
are the corridors.

It is here that we come back to the impasse between myth and history and the need to
consider the birth within pre-novelistic genres of a third category, fiction—as is being
done with comparable literatures: for instance, the Iliad (Finkelberg 1998), Indian
Buddhist Mahåyåna literature (Lopez 1993), biblical narrative (Alter 1981), Dante
(Gellrich 1985). Frank Kermode presents a suggestive angle: 

We have to distinguish between myths and fictions. Fictions can degenerate into
myths whenever they are not consciously held to be fictive. . . . Myth operates within
the diagrams of ritual, which presupposes total and adequate explanations of things
as they are and were; it is a sequence of radically unchangeable gestures. Fictions are
for finding things out, and they change as the needs of sense-making change. Myths
are the agents of stability, fictions the agents of change.

(1967: 39)

In arguing against Northrop Frye’s “archetypal” or “mythic” readings of literature,
Kermode says, “We must avoid the regress into myth which has deceived poet, historian,
and critic” (1967: 43). To be sure, Hindu epic poets made use of history and myth (in
Kermode’s sense) among their sources, and what they composed has since been taken to
be one or the other or some combination of the two. Perhaps this was even the poets’ goal.
But what they also did while composing was explore the possibilities of fiction. 

Comparison here is thus with the novel, a genre that, according to Paul Ricoeur, has
“constituted for at least three centuries now a prodigious workshop for experiments in the
domains of composition and the expression of time” (1985: 8). We may say something
similar of the genre of “epic” in classical post-Vedic India, for among the many novelties
explored by the epic poets, salient among them was the diversity of chronicities.
However, whereas in the West, epic was anterior to the novel and something of an archaic
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foil to its novelties, in India epic (or what we call “epic” for lack of a better word) was
what was new (we have no evidence to the contrary) and what was old and anterior was
Veda. The epic genre thus allowed its poets to construct what Bakhtin (1981) calls a new
“chronotope” (“literally, ‘time space’ ”) (84), a “rule-generating force” (100) by which
“spatial and temporal indicators are fused into one carefully thought-out, concrete whole.
Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible; likewise, space
becomes charged and responsive to the movements of time, plot and history” (Bakhtin
1981: 84). Yet it is ironic that Bakhtin’s well-known contrast between epic and novel
cannot be well applied to the Hindu epics, which are as much like his “novel” as the
Western epic that defines his contrast: “Outside his destiny, the epic and tragic hero is
nothing; he is, therefore, a function of the plot fate assigns him; he cannot become the hero
of another destiny or another plot” (1981: 36). Quoting this passage, Gary Morson writes,
“By contrast, the life led by a novelistic hero does not exhaust his identity. He could have
been different. We sense that, in potential, he has more lives than one” (1994: 112). These
are ways that Hindu audiences experience a hero or heroine’s epic life, with other lives
both behind and before them and multiple possibilities for different lives within the lives
the epics give them. 

What the epic poets did, then, was construct a new chronotope: one with which to
explore not only the joins and intersections between the four rhythms of time but also
within which to give narrative form to all six of the images of time (pp. 563–68). Like the
“workshop” that produced the modern novel, the epic poets achieved this by their “con-
figuration and refiguration” of primarily Vedic images into an “empire of conventions”
that would “grow in proportion to the representative ambition” of authors from the epics
through the Purå~as (cf. Ricoeur 1985: 13). To describe this new chronotope is to describe
its “grid of conventions” (Alter 1981: 47), to get a sense of the chronicities they bring to
life and the devices used to convey that sense (cf. Morson 1994: 4). For the purposes of
this chapter, however, it will suffice to indicate five of the most important conventions and
devices. The important point to be kept in mind is the innovative play with which the epic
poets explored these conventions and devices while creating them. 

Foreshadowing,  backshadowing,  and s ideshadowing

These three devices are discussed by Morson, who shows how what he calls sideshadowing,
a term of his own coinage, is introduced into the fiction of Feodor Mikhailovich
Dostoevsky and Leo Nikolayevich Tolstoy in their resolve “to offer an alternative to
prevailing deterministic and otherwise closed views of time” (1994: 6). Foreshadowing,
common enough to many literatures, involves prefiguration and “backward causality”; “an
effect of . . . [a] future catastrophe [is] visible in temporal advance” (Morson 1994: 48).
The most obvious such device in the Hindu epics is the use of omens, through which “the
future leaves its mark on the present” (Morson 1994: 63). For doomed characters like
Kar~a and Råva~a, omens signify a certain grandeur: “since omens do not happen to
everyone, they create a sense of exceptionality and importance for those to whom they are
directed” (Morson 1994: 71). Both epics are also full of other foreshadowings: in the
names given to characters before significant moments; in themes; in inset stories through
which heroes hear about things that pertain to what is about to happen to them (as
also about what just happened to them); in what Ramanujan (1991a: 422–41) calls
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“autonomous complexes” of action that recur in different personages; and in recurrent
ethical reflection on the nature and outcome of such action complexes, including both
mental and physical acts. Foreshadowing gives the epics an oracular quality: certain 
characters—authors, gods, some ®‚is—know from the start what will happen, which audi-
ences and readers come to understand too, but over a duration. In such a context, when
foreshadowing takes center stage, time looks to be foreordained, fated, as when K®‚~a tells
Arjuna that the heroes on both sides “are already slain” before the battle begins; or when
the ®‚is rejoice at the abduction of S⁄tå. 

Backshadowing, on the other hand, is “foreshadowing after the fact,” treating the past
“as if it had inevitably to lead to the present we know and as if signs of our present should
have been visible to our predecessors”; “in effect, the present, as the future of the past, was
already immanent in the past” in “a more or less straight line” (Morson 1994: 13, 234).
This “he should have known better” convention is used nowhere more strikingly than
when the bard Saµjaya, narrator of the Mahåbhårata’s war books and gifted by Vyåsa
with the “divine eye,” rushes back from the battlefield at the beginning of each war book
to announce to the blind Kaurava king Dh®tarå‚†ra the death of the Kaurava general of that
book and for the rest of the book then narrates the several days of battle that led up to that
general’s killing. Dh®tarå‚†ra is precisely the blind king who should have known better,
who will hear over and over from the author Vyåsa and from Saµjaya, Vyåsa’s appointed
bard, why he “should not grieve” for what could never have been otherwise, and the anti-
dote to which is kålavåda, the “doctrine of time.”

Over and against these more-or-less linear chronicities and the foreordained worlds they
imply, “sideshadowing projects—from the ‘side’—the shadow of an alternative present”
(Morson 1994: 11) that is filled with possibilities. “Its most fundamental lesson is: to
understand a moment is to grasp not only what did happen but also what else might have
happened. Hypothetical histories shadow actual ones. . . . Sideshadowing invites us into
this peculiar middle realm” (Morson 1994: 119; emphasis in original). Thus the same god
who can tell Arjuna that he is time and that the heroes gathered for war “are already slain”
can precede this by telling him in the same Bhagavad G⁄tå (2.28, 10.20):

The beginnings of things are unmanifest; 
manifest are their middles, son of Bharata,
unmanifest again their ends. 
Why mourn about this?

I am the beginning and the middle
of beings, and the very end too.

The palpable tension between contingency and determinism opens the field of narrative
possibilities. At every point we are given the possibility of many stories. The main stories
are told in their own midst, one before it ends, the other perhaps before it has even
happened (Hiltebeitel 2001a: 284–322). No story is ever the whole story. Every version has
another version. Every outcome has multiple fatalities behind it. The stories that heroes
and heroines hear are sideshadows of their own. Mysteries are left unsolved, questions
( praçna) unanswered (most notably in the case of Draupad⁄). Characters are filled not only
with griefs and doubts but also haunted by shadows (Vyåsa will always have before him
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the shadow of his liberated son Çuka) and rumors (most famously Råma). Nothing ever
really begins (as Duryodhana says of Kar~a, “the origins of rivers and heroes are obscure”;
Mahåbhårata 1.127.11) or ends. Thus J. A. B. van Buitenen can say, “The epic is a series
of precisely stated problems imprecisely and therefore inconclusively resolved, with every
resolution raising a new problem, until the very end, when the question remains: whose is
heaven and whose is hell?” (1973–78, 2: 29). “Vortex times” follows one upon another:
“As catastrophe approaches, time speeds up. Crises appear more and more rapidly until
a moment of apparently infinite temporal density is reached” (Morson 1994: 165; empha-
sis in original). Yet, as with Tolstoy’s novels, “continuation [is] always possible.” There
are loose threads left at the end of each crisis, each Mahåbhårata parvan ( join) or
Råmåya~a kå~∂a (“joint” of a reed or cane), and often at the ends of the epics’ shorter sec-
tions: the adhyåyas (readings) of the Mahåbhårata or the sargas (streams, cantos) of the
Råmåya~a. Each epic has also its epilogue. Moreover, within stories there is the Vedic
convention of the ritual “interval” which the epic poets fictionalize into a narrative 
convention through which to tell the epics themselves. Through a design of deferral, 
apocalypses can coincide with the contingent and unfinalizable. 

Moments

Closely related to what the epic poets do with the convention of the interval (antara) is
what they make of the “moment”: the “moment” that is also a “wink, blink, or twinkle” or
a “glance.” On such moments their stories turn, most notably when gods, the authors them-
selves, or other new bhakti sages like Nårada and Mårka~∂eya intervene—“appear” and
“disappear”—in some “nick of time” or to bring about a “sudden or unexpected reversal
of circumstances”—what Aristotle calls a “peripeteia” (cf. Ricoeur 1985: 23)—often by
telling a story. Antara, nime‚a, and k‚a~a are what Bakhtin calls “link-words,” like
“suddenly” or “at just that moment.” They “provide . . . an opening for sheer chance,
which has its own specific logic . . . of random contingency . . ., which is to say, chance
simultaneity . . . and chance rupture . . ., that is, a logic of random disjunctions in time”:
“Should there be no chance simultaneity or chance disjunctions in time, there would be no
plot at all, and nothing to write a novel about” (Baktin 1981: 92; emphasis in original). In
such a world, a hero’s choice—for instance Arjuna’s dilemma—can be momentous
(cf. Morson 1994: 22). Moreover, as we have seen, in making a poetic convention of the
term “nime‚a,” the poets of the Mahåbhårata link the coming and goings of gods and
sages with the epic’s outermore frame and the turning world of the stars. 

Yoga and bhakti  

As we have noted earlier, within Hinduism it is the Yoga system that inventories the
moment (k‚a~a). The Mahåbhårata fuses this emphasis with bhakti, making its author and
main deity masters of yoga. By this means the author, like the deity, can envision
the “whole story” as a divine plan and also intervene within it. Vålm⁄ki also envisions the
Råmåya~a through yogic meditation, fuses this with knowledge of a divine plan, and, to
a lesser degree, intervenes in his text. But there is no corresponding degree of play upon
the notion of the “moment.” 
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Fictional  authors and bards

In each of the Sanskrit epics, a Bråhma~ author is among the first heroes of his own 
composition. While creating his new poem, he tells “old stories” ( purå~a) and “just so
stories” (itihåsa) along the way, and in each case bards (kuç⁄lava, s¨ta) are among those
who disseminate the poem. Thus Råma’s sons Kuça and Lava are the first kuç⁄lavas, and
Ugraçravas, son of Lomahar‚a~a, after he has heard the Mahåbhårata at Janamejaya’s
snake sacrifice, relays it to the ®‚is of the Naimi‚a Forest. However these epics were
composed, we may say that both the authors and the bards are fictional characters within
them. Yet it may be that those who did compose the epics gave hints of that process in
describing the relations between poets, bards, other transmitters, and audiences. Regarding
time, Vyåsa is said to have rested after the arduous process of composing the Mahåbhårata
in three years (1.56.32). Both epics portray their poets, unlike their bards, as being 
concerned with the longevity of their poems. The epics give us no reason to think of the
stories going through a prior “bardic” transmission such as many scholars like to imagine.
The transmission is in each case the reverse: from Bråhma~s to bards. Unlike the Bråhma~
authors, the bards also do not get much chance to intervene in the stories. Yet the authors
can change the course of events. 

With this, we face the literary question of how they “treat” their characters on two
intersecting planes: “the real time of the creative process and the fictive time of the
characters—two distinct ontological realms . . . [that] somehow take place together,” to
borrow Morson’s (1994: 100) description of works of Fyodor Dostoevsky. Authors can
save their characters from untimely deaths, as when Vyåsa appears from nowhere to lift
Yudhi‚†hira and Saµjaya right out of the fray of battle (Mahåbhårata 7.158.51–62,
9.28.35–39). Authors can prompt their characters, as when Vyåsa appears similarly to tell
the På~∂avas about Draupad⁄’s svayaµvara or “self-choice” marriage ceremony or when,
at Vålm⁄ki’s command, Kuça and Lava tell Råma the Råmåya~a, leading him not only to
recognize his sons but also to attempt what will result in his wrenching final loss of S⁄tå.
As is obvious from the last example, authors can also be cruel to their characters: some-
thing that becomes most evident when Vyåsa foreshadows the further cruelties of his story
by beginning his genealogical intervention in the Kaurava line by horrifying, with his ugli-
ness, the two princesses he is called upon to impregnate and then cursing their sons to be
born blind (Dh®tarå‚†ra) and pale (På~∂u) after the first princess closes her eyes and the
second blanches at his grim appearance (cf. Morson 1994: 79, on Tolstoy’s cruelty to
Anna Karenina). 

But there is also the sense that in bringing characters to life, they become big enough to
surprise the authors, even to “contend [with them] on . . . [almost] equal terms” (Morson
1994: 41). It is as if Råma and Yudhi‚†hira are so dear to these authors that they put off
getting rid of them to the very last moment. In the Mahåbhårata there is even the
convention of having characters argue with god. As Morson says, “characters are sensed
as major when they manifest a palpable unfinalizability” (1994: 93). Satyajit Ray once said
that he would love to have filmed a Mahåbhårata but could not figure out how to deal with
eighteen major characters (American Film Institute, c.1980). As Morson says of
Dostoevsky’s heroes, “It is as if each major character could be the organizing point for
the novel” (1994: 94; emphasis in original). Indian dramas and novels on epic themes bear
out the same point.
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Open textual i ty ,  enplotment,  and reenplotment

“A work may be closed with respect to its configuration and open with respect to the
breakthrough it is capable of effecting on the reader’s world. Reading . . . is precisely the
act that brings about the transition between the effect of closure from the first perspective
and the effect of openness for the second” (Ricoeur 1985: 5). More than this, what of a text
that works out ways to remain open, to effect openness? The Mahåbhårata, as we have
seen, is such a closure-resisting text. Moreover, it is a text of mixed genres that many have
called “encyclopedic.” While making reference to numerous genres—Veda, Upani‚ad,
saµvåda (dialogue), Purå~a, çåstra, and so on—it also is each of those genres. The
Råmåya~a has such features too, but to a lesser degree, and is somewhat more closed off
around the image of Råma’s and S⁄tå’s “perfection.” But even here, that perfection is
repeatedly open to questions raised by the narrative itself. As Glucklich observes, “The
time of the narrative is structured as a rhythmic progression between the fixity of dharma
and the consequences of adharma” (1994: 48). This is true for both epics, and in terms not
only of character and plot but also in the juxtaposition of an “eternal dharma” (sanå-
tanadharma) with flexible notions of kalivarjya (dharmas or “laws or duties” specific to
the Kali Yuga) and åpad-dharma (dharmas for times of distress) (Glucklich 1994: 39).
Indeed, each of these temporalities is an invention of the epic poets. In creating such open
textualities and temporalities, the epic poets opened the way to “multiple Råmåya~as”
(Richman 1991) and “multiple Mahåbhåratas.” Hindu audiences and readers love to ask
“what if” questions of these texts. Popular editions of the Hindi Råmåya~a, for instance,
are printed with appendices of such questions ( praçna), questions that open new stories
(Hess 2001). Then, too, both epics are reenplotted in medieval vernacular oral epics in
which their heroes and heroines take on new lives to work out the “unfinished business”
of their prior ones (Hiltebeitel 1999b).

With Ricoeur, one may thus posit a “first phase” when conventions grow in proportion
to the reality they represent, but in the case of Hindu epic, this first phase was not one of
realism, like that of the novel. The reality it represents is one open to mystery and enigma,
but also one that uses plot and language no less to conceal than to reveal—to conceal,
among other things, the social conditions and history—post-Vedic and surely post-
Açokan—under which the epics were composed. Yet as that latter reality recedes, the
conventions still remain staples for the Purå~ic representation of other historical realities. 

This can be seen most notably in the Bhavi‚ya Purå~a, the “Purå~a of the future,” which
revises the epic conventions to serve the purposes of “prophesying” the course of medieval
and even colonial history. Once Lomahar‚a~a, this Purå~a’s bard, who is also the father of
the Mahåbhårata’s bard, finishes describing the last days of the På~∂avas and tells us that
their “portions” (aµça) will be reborn for “an increase of Kalidharma” into this Purå~a’s
“translation” of Ålhå, the Hindi oral epic, Vyåsa, settled in the Naimi‚a Forest and “under
the sway of the sleep of yoga” (yoganidrå), enters into “meditation beyond the three
strands of matter.” The munis with him also enter a yogic state, and after twelve hundred
years they arise and bathe, and it is the era-beginning time of Vikramåditya. Then, after
further prophesied times lead on to the Purå~a’s Sanskritized Ålhå, which narrates how
many of the Mahåbhårata’s heroes and heroines take rebirth in late twelfth-century events
of the fall of the Råjp¨ts to the Muslim forces of Shihåbudd⁄n, the munis are again present
to hear the declining fortunes of various Råjp¨t clans. Still in the Naimi‚a Forest, they hear
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the bard foretell events from the Delhi Sul†ånate that will lead to a century of “mleccha”
rule, which prompts the bard to urge the ®‚is to accompany him quickly to an auspicious
mountain city called Viçålå. In misery they leave Naimi‚a Forest, and at Viçålå they all
meditate on Hari (Vi‚~u). After years in samådhi, they ascend to the “home of Brahmå”
or Satyaloka. Vyåsa now says he has told about the “whole future heard by the exercise of
yoga” and asks what else his audience wishes to hear. Manu (he of the current
Manvantara), paying homage to Vyåsa as, among other things, “the witness” (såk‚i~), asks
him to dispel his ignorance about the highest brahman. Vyåsa then unfolds an unusual
Purå~ic cosmogony, with an account of the kalpas that identifies Vi‚~u-Nåråya~a as the
“living self” ( j⁄våtma) of sixteen parts and the “self of time” (kålåtmå), and in effect maps
the kalpas onto the body of Çiva, the more encompassing self of eighteen parts who is the
“pacifier of living souls” ( j⁄vaçaµkaraª). Whereas units of time pertain to brahman “with
qualities,” the supreme brahman is above time and born from the imperishable. The “foot”
of that supreme brahman, “whose undecaying nature is a subtle light,” is obtainable by ten
years of samådhi, which the ®‚is have just completed. So they now experience the “dense-
ness” (ghanakam) of brahman as being-consciousness-bliss, and in what would pass as an
instant (k‚a~a) on earth, they experience a hundred thousand earthly years. But opening
their eyes on the second day, they see further deterioration of human life on earth: people
living like cattle, caste-mixture, mlecchas as heretics, heretics of many types ( jåti), and
propounders of many paths. Having seen all this “in the presence of Lomahar‚a~a,” the
®‚is pay him homage, and Vyåsa tells them to listen to him as he emerges from “the eter-
nal Yoganidrå” to tell the “story of the kalpas,” beginning with the depredations of
Timiriliπga (dark phallus) or Tamburlaine that lead on to the Mughal empire (Hiltebeitel
1999b: 286–93). 

So it is that under the sun, time can keep on “cooking a world” in which men and
women can also cook themselves: a world of multiple intersecting temporalities that
remains open also to new ones. It is thus no surprise that even today, “India time” can be
both x.5 hours different from almost everywhere else on earth and mean something like
mañana.

Randy Kloetz l i  and Al f  Hil tebei te l
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The texts are listed without particulars regarding editions, translations, commentaries, and so on,
which are known to specialists. Nonspecialists may derive comfort from the thought that mantras
should be heard, not read.

Abhidharmakoça (of Vasubandhu)
Agni Purå~a
Aitareya Åra~yaka
Aitareya Bråhma~a
Åpastamba Dharmas¨tra
Arthaçåstra (of Kau†ilya)
A‚†ådhyåy⁄ (of På~ini)
Åçvalåyana G®hyas¨tra 
Atharva Veda Saµhitå
Baudhåyana Dharmas¨tra
Bhagavad G⁄tå
Bhagavadg⁄tåbhå‚ya (of Çaµkara)
Bhågavata Purå~a
Bhaktavijaya (of Mah⁄pati)
Bhaktirasåm®tasindhu (of R¨pa Gosvåm⁄)
Bhaktis¨tra (of Nårada)
Bhavi‚ya Purå~a
B⁄jak (of Kab⁄r) 
Brahma Purå~a
Brahmå~∂a Purå~a
Brahmas¨tra (or Vedåntas¨tra) (of Bådaråya~a)
Brahmas¨trabhå‚ya (of Çaµkara)
B®hadåra~yaka Upani‚ad 
B®haddharma Purå~a
Buddhacarita (of Açvagho‚a)
Caitanya Bhågavata (of V®ndåvana Dåsa)
Caitanya Caritåm®ta (of K®‚~adåsa Kaviråja)
Caraka Saµhitå (of Agniveça)



Chåndogya Upani‚ad
Dev⁄ Måhåtmya
D⁄ghanikåya
Gåthå (of Tukåråma)
Gauraga~oddeçad⁄pikå (of Kavikar~ap¨ra)
Gautama Dharmas¨tra
G⁄tå Govinda (of Jayadeva)
G⁄tåbhå‚ya (of Råmånuja)
Harivaµça
Hira~yakeçi Dharmas¨tra
Hira~yakeçi G®hyas¨tra
Hitopadeça
Ûçånaçivagurudevapaddhati (of Ûçånaçiva)
Jåbåla Upani‚ad
Jaimin⁄ya Bråhma~a
Jaimin⁄ya Upani‚ad Bråhma~a
J⁄vanmuktiviveka (of Mådhava-Vidyåra~ya)
Jñåneçvar⁄ (of Jñåneçvara)
Kåmakalåvilåsa (of Pu~yånanda)
Kåmas¨tra (of Våtsyåyana)
Ka†ha Upani‚ad
Kå†haka Saµhitå
Kathåsaritsågara (of Somadeva)
Kau‚⁄taki Bråhma~a
Kau‚⁄taki Bråhma~a Upani‚ad
Kau‚⁄taki Upani‚ad 
Kena Upani‚ad
K¨rma Purå~a
Mahåbhårata
Mahåbhårata Tåtparya Nir~aya (of Madhva)
Maitråya~i Upani‚ad
Maitr⁄ Upani‚ad
Målin⁄vijayottara Tantra
Mantrårtharahasya (of Sundara)
Manusm®ti
Mårka~∂eya Purå~a
Matsya Purå~a
Mu~∂aka Upani‚ad
Nåmaliπgånuçåsana (of Amarasiµha)
Nareçvarapar⁄k‚a (of Sadyojoti)
Nå†yaçåstra (of Bharata)
Netra Tantra
Netratantroddyota
N⁄tiçataka (of Bhart®hari)
N⁄tivåkyåm®ta (of Somadevas¨ri)
Niv®tti (of Bhaktisiddhånta Sarasvat⁄)
Nyåyamañjar⁄ (of Jayanta)
Nyåyas¨tra (of Gautama Ak‚apåda)
Nyåyas¨trabhå‚ya (of Våtsyåyana Pak‚ilasvåmin)
Padåval⁄ (of M⁄råbå⁄)
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Padåval⁄ (of Nåmadeva)
Padåval⁄ (of Raidåsa)
Pañcastava (of K¨rattåÏvån)
Pañcatantra (of Vi‚~uçarman)
Paråçarasm®ti
Påraskara G®hyas¨tra
Paråtr⁄çikåvivara~a (of Abhinavagupta)
Påçupatas¨tra
Perumå¬ TirumoÏi (of Kulacêkara ÅÏvår)
Prabodhacandrodaya (of K®‚~amiçra)
Praçna Upani‚ad
Pratyabhijñåh®daya (of K‚emaråja)
P¨rva M⁄måµsås¨tra (of Jaimini) 
Raghuvaµça (of Kålidåsa)
Råjataraπgi~⁄ (of Kalªana)
Råmåya~a (of Vålm⁄ki)
Råmcaritmånas (of Tulas⁄dåsa)
Rauravottarågama
¸g Veda Saµhitå
Çåbarabhå‚ya (of Çabara)
Ía∂darçanasamuccaya (of Haribhadras¨ri) 
Çaµkaravijaya (of Anantånandagiri)
Såµkhyakårikå (of Ûçvarak®‚~a)
Saµyutta Nikåya
Çår⁄rakabhå‚ya (of Çaµkara)
Sarvadarçanasaµgraha (of Mådhava-Vidyåra~ya)
Çatapatha Bråhma~a
Çaunak⁄ya Atharva Veda
Çik‚å‚†aka (of Caitanya)
Çiva Purå~a
Çivas¨travimarçin⁄ (of K‚emaråja)
Sm®timuktåphala (of Vaidyanåtha D⁄k‚ita)
Somaçambhupaddhati (of Somaçambhu)
Spandanir~aya (of K‚emaråja)
Spandaprad⁄pikå (of Bhagavadutpala)
Çr⁄bhå‚ya (of Råmånuja)
Çr⁄ka~†habhå‚ya (of Çr⁄ka~†ha)
Çr⁄vacanabh¨‚a~a (of Pi¬¬ai Lokåcårya)
Str⁄dharmapaddhati (of Tryambakayajvan)
Sundarabåhu Stava (of K¨rattåÏvån)
Svacchanda Tantra
Çvetåçvatara Upani‚ad
Taittir⁄ya Saµhitå
Taittir⁄ya Upani‚ad
Tantråloka (of Abhinavagupta)
Tantrålokaviveka
Tantrasåra (of Abhinavagupta)
Tantrasårasaµgraha (of Nåråya~a)
Tantravårttika (of Kumårila Bha††a)
Tattvaprakåça (of Bhojadeva)
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Tattvårthad⁄panibandha (of Vallabha)
Tiruccantaviruttam (of TirumaÏicai ÅÏvår)
TirumoÏi (of PeriyåÏvår)
TiruvåymoÏi (of Ca†akôpaŒ, aka NammåÏvår)
Tripurårahasya
Vacana (of Basava~~a)
Vaikhånasasmårtas¨tra
Vaiçe‚ikas¨tra (of Ka~åda)
Varadaråja Stava (of K¨rattåÏvån)
Varåha Purå~a
Vasi‚†ha Dharmas¨tra
Våyu Purå~a
Vedånta Parijåta Saurabha (of Nimbårka)
Vedåntasåra (of Sadånanda)
Vedårthasaµgraha (of Råmånuja)
Vijñånabhairava Tantra
Vinaya Patrikå (of Tulas⁄dåsa)
V⁄ramitrodaya (by Mitramiçra)
Vi‚~u Purå~a
Vivekac¨∂åma~i (of Çaµkara)
Yåjñavalkyasm®ti
Yajur Veda Saµhitå
Yogas¨tra (of Patañjali)
Yogas¨trabhå‚ya (of Vyåsa)

NON-INDIC WORKS

Akbarnåma (of Ab¨ al-FaÕl Allåm⁄)
Apocalypse (of Peter)
Astronomicum Caesarem (of Peter Apianus) 
De Caelo (of Aristotle)
Enneads (of Plotinus)
Munta±ab-ut-Tawår⁄± (of Badå’̈ n⁄)
Physica (of Aristotle)
Prince, The (of Niccolò Machiavelli)
Ta‘r⁄± al-Hind (of al-B⁄r¨n⁄)
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des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales.

Beck, Brenda E. F., Peter J. Claus, Praphulladatta Goswami, and Jawaharlal Handoo, eds. 1987.
Folktales of India. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Bedekar, V. M. 1969. “Principles of Mahåbhårata Textual Criticism: The Need for a Restatement.”
Purå~am 11, 2: 210–28.

Berger, Peter L. and Thomas Luckmann. 1966. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the
Sociology of Knowledge. Garden City: Doubleday. 

Bellah, Robert N. 1964. “Religious Evolution.” American Sociological Review 29, 3: 358–74.
Bergaigne, Abel. 1963 [1878–97]. La religion védique d’après les hymnes du Rig-Véda. 4 volumes.

Paris: Honoré Champion. 
Bhaktivedånta Nåråya~a, Mahåråja, trans. and comm. 1994. Çr⁄ Çik‚å‚†aka [of Caitanya] with Viv®ti

by Çr⁄la Bhaktisiddhånta Prabhupåda. Mathura: Gau∂iya Vedånta Publications.
Bhandarkar, R. G. 1982 [1913]. Vai‚~avism, Çaivism, and Minor Religious Systems. Poona:

Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute. 
Bharati, Agehananda. 1963. “Pilgrimage in the Indian Tradition.” History of Religions 3, 1: 135–67. 
Bharati, Agehananda. 1970 [1967]. “Pilgrimage Sites and Indian Civilization.” In Joseph W. Elder,

ed., Chapters in Indian Civilization: A Handbook of Readings to Accompany Lectures in Indian
Civilization. Volume 1 of 2: Classical and Medieval India, 83–126, 229–30. Dubuque:
Kendall/Hunt. 

Bharati, Agehananda. 1983. “India: South Asian Perspectives on Aggression.” In Arnold P.
Goldstein and Marshall H. Segall, eds., Aggression in Global Perspective, 237–60. New York:
Pergamon. 

Bhardwaj, Surinder Mohan. 1971. “Some Spatial and Social Aspects of the Mother Goddess Cult in
Northwest India.” Paper Presented at Third Punjab Studies Conference, University of
Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, 6–8 May.

Bhardwaj, Surinder Mohan. 1973. Hindu Places of Pilgrimage in India: A Study in Cultural
Geography. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Bhardwaj, Surinder Mohan. 1987. “Single Religion Shrines, Multireligion Pilgrimages.” The
National Geographical Journal of India 33, 4: 457–68. 

Bhatia, B. M. 1991 [1963]. Famines in India: A Study in Some Aspects of the Economic History of
India with Special Reference to Food Problem, 1860–1990. Delhi: Konark. 

References ci ted

592



Bhatt, G. H. and U. P. Shah, general eds. 1960–75. The Vålm⁄ki-Ramåyå~a: Critically Edited for the
First Time. 7 volumes. Baroda: Oriental Institute.

Bhatt, N. R., ed. 1982. Mataπgapårameçvarågama (Kriyåpåda, Yogapåda, et Caryapåda) avec le
commentaire de Bha††a Råmaka~†ha. Pondicherry: Institut français de Pondichéry. 

Bhattacharyya, Krishnachandra. 1956. Studies in Philosophy (ed. Gopinath Bhattacharyya). Volume
1 of 2. Calcutta: Progressive.

Bhattacharyya, Narendra Nath. 1973. History of the Çåkta Religion. New Delhi: Munshiram
Manoharlal. 

Bhattacharyya, Narendra Nath. 1977 [1971]. The Indian Mother Goddess. New Delhi: Manohar. 
Bhoosnurmath, S. S. and Armando Menezes, eds. and trans. 1970. Ç¨nyasaøpådane. Volume 4 of 5.

Dharwar: Karnatak University. 
Biardeau, Madeline. 1968. “Some More Considerations about Textual Criticism.” Purå~am 10, 2:

115–23. 
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Advaita Vedånta school 22–23, 144, 304, 537,
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aesthetic theory of rasa (flavor) 280
Ågamas 288, 470; dedicated to Çiva, Çakti
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Aghoraçiva 127
Agni 216; as fire god 42; as guardian of
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Alå’udd⁄n Khalj⁄ 500
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Alexander 576
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Allåh 478
Allåm⁄, Ab¨ al-FaÕl 496
Allen, C. 424
Alley, K. D. 476
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Alter, R. 580
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Ambedkar, B. R. 378, 380
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Anand, I. M. S. 483
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Anglo-Indians 380
animal sacrifice 191–92, 416
Aniruddha 164
anna (edible substance or food) 411; and
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anuloma alliance 230, 349
anumåna see inference
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Arthaçåstra (of Kau†ilya) 103, 250, 253, 255,
256, 259, 261, 268, 548

Aru~and⁄çivåcårya 549
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redefinition of 517
Åryans 10, 229; archaeological stance on
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indigeneity or nativeness of 10–11, 161;
ethnocultural identity 221; immigrants 145;
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system 219

Årya Samåj 347, 530
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Meyka~∂a 549
Michael, R. B. 197
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M⁄måµsåkas (ritualists) 517; Bråhma~ical
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Mitåk‚arå (of Vijñåneçvara) 224, 253
Mitra 216
Mitråyu Våsi‚†ha 98
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Någeça Bha††a 94
Nainå Dev⁄ 482
Naiyåyikas (logicians) 517, 520–21, 536
Nakula in Mahåbhårata 57
Nåmadeva 198–99, 204; Hindi songs 199
“namaª çivåya,” five-syllabled mantra 126
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295
nåmak⁄rtana 176
Namb¨diri Bråhma~s 135
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473

Nampi¬¬ai 173
Nånak, Guru 199, 204, 528
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Nandimath, S. V. 197
nandiçråddha (auspicious memorial rites) 339
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Nårada Purå~a 102
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Nara and Nåråyana 57
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Narasiµha Purå~a 101
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Narayana Rao, V. 3, 97, 99
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Nåråya~iya project 53
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natural order (adhibh¨ta) 215
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nirgu~a bhakti 187, 195; followers of 203;

forms of 204
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Nir®ti, the goddess of bad luck 146
Nirukta (of Yåska) 514
nirukta or etymological school 44
nirvacana 138
n⁄ti policy 56
N⁄tiçatakam (of Bhart®hari) 252–53, 260
N⁄tivåkyåm®ta (of Somadevas¨ri) 260
niv®ttidharma (withdrawal from worldly
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niv®tti (withdrawal), process of 295
non-Åryans: peoples 229, 359; Tantric
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non-Bråhma~s: ascetics 374; jåtis 373
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531–32, 537–39, 541–42; definition of mok‚a
295, 298; Navya Nyåya (new logic) 542,
551; school of logic 251

Nyåyas¨tra (of Gautama Ak‚apåda) 295
Nyåyas¨trabhå‚ya (of Våtsyåyana

Pak‚ilasvåmin) 295, 542
Nyåyavårttika (of Uddyotakara) 542
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obligation: by life-cycle rites 491; to go on

pilgrimages 491
occupational jåtis 359
ocean of time (kålasågara) 577
O∂iyå~a (or U∂∂iyå~a) 156
offerings (prasåda) 416, 466; of animals 

(paçu) 191
offspring of inter-var~a marriages 379
O’Flaherty, W. D. 119, 161, 248, 272, 280,

282–83, 285, 309–11, 318, 327, 329, 390,
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Olivelle, P. 46, 220, 223, 226, 231, 246, 257,

273, 277–78, 314, 383–84, 387, 393–98, 
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omniscient person (sarvajña), doctrine of 520
oral devotional tradition of popular piety 461
“ordinary dharma” see sådhåra~adharma
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Organ, T. W. 386, 400–401
Orientalist view of India 14
Orr, L. C. 452
Orr, W. G. 203
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anti-asceticism” in 390
o-tuvårs (caste of singers) 133–34
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padapå†ha 39
Padårthadharmasaµgraha 542
Paddhatis (of Somaçambhu) 128
Padma Purå~a 280
Padoux, A. 120, 128, 141
Pålas 497
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Pali Prakrit 516–17

Pa¬¬ailôkåcårya 172
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482
pañca-mahåyajñas (“five great sacrifices”) 386
Pañcamakåra (“five m’s”) 142
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På~∂avas in Mahåbhårata 56
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Pandharpur 198; temple at 487; Vårkar⁄

pilgrimage to 487
På~∂iyan kingdom 434
på~igraha~a, rite of 337
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På~ini 518, 541; A‚†ådhyåyi of 264, 548; early

commentators on 519; Sanskrit grammar of
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Paramatabhanga 169
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Paråçara Purå~a 101
Paråçarasm®ti 356
Påraskara G®hyas¨tra 342, 346, 350
Paraçuråma or “Råma of the axe” as avatåra
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Pargiter, F. E. 110
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Parry, J. 360, 370, 375
Parsons, T. 256, 363
Pårvat⁄ 146; as enshrined in temple 460
passion (rajas) 364, 366–67; see also rajas
paçubandhas (animal sacrifices) 41
Påçupatas 123–24, 294, 299; religion, extreme

forms of 124
Påçupatas¨tra 124
“Paçupati” seal 122
Patañjali 295, 514, 519, 545; see also
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Patañjali’s commentary on På~ini grammar 122
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Periyålvår 446
Periya Purå~a (by CêkkiÏår) 109
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558–59
Peterson, I. V. 134, 209
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491; fulfilling vow, obligation 491;
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and lesser 481; to Pandharpur, Vårkar⁄ 487;
to Sabari Malai in Kerala 487; to sacred
centers (t⁄rtha) 466, 478, 500; seeking power
and peace 491–94; sites 435; studies 486;
transformation and 489–91

pilgrims: behavior 494; patterns 488–95; tax at
religious sites 497, 499; and tourists,
distinction between 494

Pi¬¬ai Lokåcårya 464
Pingree, D. 569
Pintchman, T. 142
Pinto, D. 478, 492
P⁄på 203–4
P⁄†hanir~aya 158
p⁄†has (seats, abodes) 156; scheme, mythical

source for 157; system in India 158
pit®yajña (as one of “five great sacrifices”) 386
Planalp, J. 445
Pocock, D. F. 358, 377
Pollock, S. I. 74, 86, 95–96, 221–22
polycentrism 25–31
post-Upani‚adic period, practice of yoga 321
post-Vedic debates on scriptural texts 512
post-Vedic Hinduism, Bråhma~ical response

and emergence of 517–23
Potter, K. H. 257, 551, 554
Powell, A. 1–2
Prabhåkara 220, 246, 296, 536, 546
Prabhåkara M⁄måµså school 537
Prabhasakha~∂a 107
Prabhupåda (Bhaktivedånta Svåm⁄) 181
Prabodhacandrodaya (of K®‚~apati 

Miçra) 550
Pradhånika Rahasya 153
Pradyumna 164
Prahlåda 106
Prajåpati 271, 276, 285–86; creator 219;

identified with year 567
Prakash, O. 408–9

prak®ti (primal matter) 295, 544; concept of
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pralaya (cosmic dissolution) 60
Prambanan, temple sculptures in 92
prå~ågnihotra (inner sacrifice performed in

fires of breath) 390; of vånaprastha and
saµnyåsin 391

prå~aprati‚†hå (establishment of life), ritual
called 463

prå~åyåma (breath control) 295, 366; see also
yoga

prapatti (surrender to lord Vi‚~u) 197, 296
prasåda see blessed food
Praçastapåda 542
Praçna Upani‚ad 46, 48, 320
pratiloma see marriage
Pratimånå†aka (of Bhåsa) 90
Pråtiçåkhyas 513
pratisarga (secondary creation or recreation of

universe in Purå~as) 99
Pratyabhijñå (recognition school) 129–30, 

137, 139
pratyabhijñå bondage 290, 299
Pratyabhijñåh®daya (of K‚emaråja) 137
pratyåhåra (withdrawal of the senses) in Yoga

philosophy 295
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pråyaçcitta (system of penances) 223
preexistence, theory of satkåryavåda 553
pregnancy rites (saµskåra of 

s⁄mantonnayana) 341
prema bhakti 296
prema, bhakti, and kåma 278–80
prenatal saµskåra: of garbhådhåna (ni‚eka)

339; purpose of the 341
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359
priest (Bråhma~) 322; activities 374; debate

(brahmodya) 511; division of labor 41
“priestly manuals” (Bråhma~as) 359
Prinja, N. K. 20
P®thiv⁄, the earth goddess 146
puµsavana (bringing about male child) 335
pu~ya and påpa (religious merit and demerit)

493
Purå~as 3, 26, 97–98, 122, 153, 288, 298, 326,

446, 453, 489, 523; as arthapradhåna 98;
and bhakti tradition 105; caste 108; colonial
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111–12; dating 113; dharma in 224–25;
dialogical structure of 102; as distinct genre
99; ethos 102; five characteristics of
(pañcalak‚ana) 99, 225; glorification of
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98–99; kalpa of 569; major “time markers”
in royal genealogical lists (vaµçånucarita)
575; mantras 523–24; modern scholarship
on 110–13; mythology in 147; number and
classification 101; Paurå~ikas as authors
114; in popular understanding of the Hindus
103–4; saµskåras in 334; in Sanskrit of
Bengal area 28; sectarianism of the 105;
three kinds of 104–5; time in 99–100, 563,
580; topics covered in the 102; var~a and
jåti in 364; and the Veda, interdependence of
98; worldview of the Hindus 104

Purå~a Saµhitå 98
Purandaradåsa 526
“pure consciousness” see puru‚a
“pure-impure” (çuddha-açuddha) scale of 

social variables 364
“pure purity” (çuddha sattva) 463
P¨r~agiri 156
puru‚a (the spirit) 295, 364
puru‚a/Prajåpati 316
puru‚årtha 4, 237, 248, 250, 255, 257, 

274; concept of 258; used in P¨rva
M⁄måµså 286
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Puru‚ottamak‚etra Måhåtmya 107
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274, 296; analysis of the human situation
289; as first investigation 546; hermeneutics
219–22

P¨rva M⁄måµsås¨tra (of Jaimini) 220–21, 546
P¨rvam⁄måµsås¨trabhå‚ya (of Çabara) 220,

546
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Pu‚kar, the sacred lake of Brahmå 485

qualified nondualism see Viçi‚†ådavita
Queen Victoria’s Proclamation of 1858 497
Qu†budd⁄n Aibek 500

Rådhå, foremost among the gop⁄s 279–80;
prema of 178

Radhakrishnan, S. 22–23, 189, 244, 304–5,
318, 321, 384, 551

råga (attraction) 290–91
rågånugå bhakti (“following of passion”) 177,

179, 280
Raghavan, S. V. S. 170, 183
Raghunåtha Bha††a 176
Raghunåtha Dåsa 176
Raghunåtha Çiroma~i 571

Raghuvaµça (of Kålidåsa) 90
Rahasya Traya 153
Raheja, G. G. 360, 363, 366, 369, 

434, 445
Råhu 561
Raidåsa 197, 199, 201, 203–4, 206
railways in India, impact on patterns of

pilgrimage 490
råjadharma (duties of the king) 223
Rajan, C. 410
rajas as one of gu~as 153, 544; 

Purå~as 104–5
Råjataraπgi~⁄ (of Kalªana) 453
Rajjava 203
Råjp¨ts 497; fall of 585
Raju, P. T. 551
Råma: as avatåra, debate on 95–96; character

of 84; contrast with K®‚~a 87; ethical
conduct 87; Hanumån as ally 200; hero of
the Råmåya~a as avatåra 164; legend, Jaina
authors 91; story in Buddhism 90; as temple
divinity 88
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Råmak®‚~a 50, 280, 304
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Råmåya~a Kakawin 92
Råmcaritmånas (of Tulas⁄dåsa) 84, 91, 201
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Rizvi, S. A. A. 499
Rocher, L. 98, 101–2, 105, 107–10, 112–14
Romahar‚a~a 98
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Sabari Malai in Kerala, pilgrimage to 487
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sådhanabhakti 280
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Çaiva Purå~a 299
Çaiva Siddhånta 27, 127–28, 290, 297, 
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Såma Jåtaka 90, 93
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Såma Veda Saµhitå 38, 41, 214
Sambo-ekotoba (of Minamotono Tamenori) 93
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Çaµkara 50, 113, 241–42, 266, 287, 291–92,
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systematic formulations of devotion 166–67
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385–86; cycle of 338; death (antye‚†i) 334,
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Sanskrit 505; Dharmaçåstras in 524; as divine

language 515, 519; doxographies, traditional
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sapi~∂⁄kara~a memorial rites 354
saptapad⁄ (rite of seven steps) 350
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Sarasvat⁄, personification of river 11, 146, 479,
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Saraswati, B. 373, 375
sarga (story of creation of universe in 

Purå~as) 99
Çår⁄rakabhå‚ya (of Çaµkara) 292, 294
Çar⁄rakas¨tra 547
Çar⁄rasthånam 364
Sarkar, H. B. 92, 491
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539
Sarvadarçanasaµgraha (of Mådhava-

Vidyåra~ya) 532, 539
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539
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367–68, 544; Purå~as 104
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Satya P⁄r 165; in Bengal 184
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Satyat⁄rtha 94
Çaunak⁄ya Atharva Veda 507
Sautråntikas 517; concept of 
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scriptures (or Ågamas) 27; status of Vedas 518
“second birth” of upanayana 247
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Sen, S. 142
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“separate manifestation,” doctrine of (vyuha)

164; see also avatåra 164
Seshadrisarma, Janamanci 104
Setu Måhåtmya 107
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“seven sisters” of the Sivalika Hills 481
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siddhånta 532; in Kashmir 137
Siddha Yoga 139
Siegel, L. 266
Çik‚å 513
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Çiva 3, 290, 293; “åmnåyå” 120; as destroyer
564; devotees of 280; heaven (çivaloka)
123; power (çakti) 120; Çakti 290;
çivaçåsana, teachings of 119; 
tå~∂ava dance of 293–94; tradition, 
idea of 120–22

Çivådvaita of Çr⁄ka~tha 549
Çiva-hood of individual soul 292
Çivåj⁄, King 528
Çivajñånabodham (of Meyka~∂a) 549
Çivakåmasundar⁄ 133, 460
Çivånanda 304
Çiva Purå~a 123, 298
Çivaråtri 483
çivaçåsana (teachings of Çiva) 119
Çivas¨tra 120, 549
Çivayogaratna (of Jñånaprakåça) 136
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214, 541
six strands (‚å∂gu~ya) 262
sixty-four vaidh⁄ injunctions 179, 184
Skanda Purå~a 101, 103, 107, 285
sky (åkåça) as component of var~a 365
Smårta Bråhma~ism 121; Aiyars 128, 133;
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Smith, F. 42, 51, 274
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tradition codified in 518
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social asymmetries 368
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space: as component of var~a 365; concept of

the Purå~as 100
Spanda school of Kashmir Çaivism 571
special power of god (måyåçakti) 290
Spho†asiddhi (of Ma~∂ana Miçra) 548
Sprockhoff, J. F. 248, 384
çråddha ceremonies, memorial rites 354
Çrauta sacrifice 391; rite of householder 392
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39, 223
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Çr⁄dev⁄ 155
Çr⁄ka~†ha 292, 299
Çr⁄ka~†habhå‚ya 292
Çr⁄kula 154
Srinivas, M. N. 247, 326, 366, 374, 378, 
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Çr⁄pati 299
Srirangam temple of Raπganåtha 457, 497;

adhyayana utsava or the festival of
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Vi‚~u/Raíganåtha 473; local legend and
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Srirangapatnam 497
Çr⁄s¨ktam 469
Çr⁄vacanabh¨‚a~a (of Pi¬¬ai Lokåcårya) 464
Çr⁄vai‚~avas 447, 462, 477; community 457;
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Tenkalai and Va†akalai 172; see also Tamil

Sr⁄vai‚~ava school 4; “dual Vedånta” 196;
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scriptures of 28; split in 297; theology 484
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surrender to Vi‚~u 197; as public and
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(northern) school 172; in the West 174

Çr⁄vidyå: Çåkta Tantrism 154–56; school 144,
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ç®πgåra (erotic love) 178
çruti (revealed texts) 97, 214, 226, 506; and

sm®ti ontological distinction between
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Staal, F. 330
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Stanner, W. E. H. 401
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Stcherbatsky, Th. 318
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Stevenson, H. N. C. 247
Stewart, T. K. 4, 162
Sthalapurå~as or local sacred texts 107, 496
Stietencron, H. von 15, 95, 113
Stork, H. 274
storytelling in India 577
Stotraratna (of Yamunåcårya) 175
str⁄dharma (woman’s dharma) 225, 233–35; in

Dharmaçåstra literature, principle of 234;
status in Dharmaçåstras 234

Str⁄dharmapaddhati (of Trayambakayajvan)
247

subject which knows (pramåta) 537
“subtle-gross” (s¨k‚ma-sth¨la) social variables

365
“Ç¨dra” Nanda empire, rise of 54
Ç¨dras 218, 368; jåti 368; origins, theory of

378; right to undergo saµskåras 336; small,
impure, and gross 372–73; status in
Dharmaçåstras 234; var~a permutate
378–79; in var~a system 85; and the 
Vedas 518

Í¨f⁄s: dargåhs 492; saints 499
suicides: at Puru‚ottama K‚etra (Jagannåtha

Puri in Orissa) 491; at t⁄rthas 491
Çukasaptati 266
Çukla Yajur Veda 46; school 40
Sukthankar, V. S. 58, 69–70, 111
Çulbas¨tra jyauti‚a (science of determining

times) 569
Sumati Åtreya 98
Sundarabåhu Stava 463
Sundarabha††a 294
Sundaradåsa 203
Sundaram¨rti 549
Çu~ga, Pu‚yamitra 54
supernatural beings, typology of 131
supernormal powers (vibh¨ti) see Yoga
suprabhåtam (tradition of wake-up 

panegyrics) 468
S¨radåsa 175, 200, 204, 207; songs 202
S¨rya (the sun god) 43
s¨ryavilokanai rite (looking into the sun) 350
Suçarman Çåµçapåyana 98
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s¨tra (shortened formulae) 39–40, 46
S¨trasthånam 364–65, 368
Sutton, N. 59
Svacchandabhairava Tantra 128, 130, 138
svadharma 237; proper duties 60; of specific

groups 244
svådhyåya (self-study) 40
svarga (heaven) 298
Svåyaµbhuvågama 549
Çvetaketu 49
Çvetåmbara Jainas 108
Çvetåsvatara Upani‚ad 48–49, 122, 

187–88, 196, 278, 555; doctrine 
of bhakti 188

Swamimalai 462
Sweeney, A. 92
Sweetman, B. W. H. 9, 14, 32
symbol (liπga) of Çiva 123

Tagare, G. V. 310, 328
Tagore, Rabindranath 301–2, 551; as modern

bhakta 303
Taittir⁄ya Saµhitå 272, 286, 316–17, 

319, 330
Taittir⁄ya Upani‚ad 46, 412
tali see Maπgalas¨tra
tamas as one of the gu~as 153, 295, 364–66,

544; Purå~as 104–5
Tambiah, S. J. 246–47
Tambs-Lyche, H. 376
Tamil: Ålvår poetry 473; arccakans 135;

devotionalism 132; heritage of the 
Ålvårs 169; poetry of the Çaiva saints or
Nåyanårs 127; ritual of poπkal 559; saint
poets, Ålvars and Nåyanårs 526; Çaiva
Siddhånta, fusion of bhakti with Tantric ritual
in 134; Çaivism 133; Vai‚~ava works 170;
Vedas 26, 28, 526

tanmåtra (subtle elements) 545
Tantråloka (of Abhinavagupta) 120, 129
Tantrasamuccaya (by Cênnåsu Nåråya~am

Namp¨tirippå†u) 135
Tantrasåra (of Abhinavagupta) 129
Tantrasårasaµgraha (of Nåråya~a) 131
Tantrism 125–27, 140–42, 288, 515, 532, 556;

association with Tamil Çaivism 121;
Buddhist texts of Indonesia 127; images
and ideas in later Hindu traditions 126;
practice as kåmakåla 281; ritual 454; to the
sun 125; tradition, kåma 264, 286

tapas (asceticism): in the Mahåbhårata 59–61;
practice of 398; self-mortification 295

tapasyå “(internalize) heat” 362
Tåraka, myth of 283

Tarkaçåstra (science of reasoning) 532, 541
tattvajñåna 532
Tattvopaplavasiµha (of Jayaråçi) 549
Tawney, C. H. 410
temple rituals: allegorical meaning of 474;

annual festival of recitation in Srirangam
472–75; annual temporary shrines and local
deities 471–72; camphor lamp and
visualization of deity 464–65; and
distribution of honors 451; periodic 470;  in
southern India 433; special rituals in 470–77
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446–48; annual rituals 471–75; brochures,
list of special occasion rituals 356; building
and patronage in regional empires 497;
carvings in 453–54; committee 498;
community centers 483; complexes of
Cidambaram and Madurai 457; connected to
kingship 434; daily routine in 468–69;
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457–60; earliest 450–51; endowments to
temples 451–52; entry (by dalits) 425;
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subcontinent 450–54; images, paradox of
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557–58; moment 565; motion, and soul
556–62; narrative time 577–86; ontological
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495–501; in Hindu world, place and symbol
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485–95
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Tirthaprakåça (of Mitra Miçra) 485
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comment on 183

titik‚å (forbearance) 294
Tokunaga, M. 69
Toomey, P. M. 416
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234–35, 333, 337, 345, 347, 538; additional
rites within 346; the initiated as 
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“upholding or ®ta” (®tasyadharman) 216
U‚as (goddess dawn) 43, 146, 565
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Våc, the goddess of speech 146
våda 532
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Vaikhånasa practices 162; ritual used at

Tirupati 174
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vernacular-based theology and ritual, 
shift to 176

Vai‚~o Dev⁄ 480, 482, 498
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372
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Varåha Purå~a 100, 102, 112, 328
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var~a system 85, 219, 229, 257, 260, 357, 363:
classical codifications 361–63; components
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358–61
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Vasi‚†ha 57, 225, 227–29, 232, 235, 395
Vasi‚†ha Dharmas¨tras 231
Vassilkov, Y. 53, 555, 577–78
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Vasudev, S. 498
Våsudeva 164
Våsudeva Gho‚a 179
Våsudeva-K®‚~a 162
Vasugupta 120
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Çr⁄vai‚~avism 172
Våtsyåyana 269, 295; Kåmas¨tra (of) 264–65,

269; Nyåyas¨trabhå‚ya (of) 542
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and Padma Purå~a 103
Veda-and-Bråhma~-rejecting religions, rise and

success of 54
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44, 214, 223, 226
Vedånta 147, 214, 290, 298
Vedåntadeçika 169, 172, 457
Vedånta Parijåta Saurabha 292
Vedånta philosophical systems 531, 534, 541,

547–48
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296, 300
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520; texts 38–40; theory of lost 226;
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Vedic logics 358–61
Vedic rituals 534; complex, ideology of the

316; initiation and marriage saµskåras 345;
motion 558; system 311, 331; see also
rituals

Vedic sacrifice: açvamedha (horse sacrifice)
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as replication of primeval acts 316; ritual
(the “original” karma) 315; see also
sacrifice

Vedic texts (çruti) 187; ancient, etymology and
meaning of 513–14; the var~as 360

Vedic tradition: with its Bråhma~a priesthood
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versus Jainism and Buddhism 515–17

Vedic vaiçvadeva ritual 265
Vedification of text 27
vegetarianism 517; of some Bråhma~ jåtis 367
“vegetarian” and “nonvegetarian” Hindu castes

415
Vê¬å¬as 134
Veπka†åcala Måhåtmya 107
Venkataraman, B. 451–52
vernacular devotional movement 524;

emerging 524–26; exposition of the Advaita
Vedånta of Çaµkara 526; literature in 167;
Råmåya~as 200; tradition of the V⁄raçaivas
526

vernaculars: ancient 505; early preference in
Buddhism and Jainism 517

verses (®k) 510
Vibhå~∂aka Kåçyapa 63
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Index

655



Vidhåna literature 40, 50
vidhi (observances) 297
Vidhiviveka (of Ma~∂ana Miçra) 548
Vidiçå, pillar at 450
Vidyåpati 167, 175, 279
Vidyåra~ya 291
Vidyarthi, L. P. 487
Vijayanagara 497
Vijñånabhik‚u 292, 545;

Såµkhyapravacanabhå‚ya 552
Vikramåditya 585
village-based anthropology 487
village 5; communities, jåti or caste of 430;

effects of globalization on religion 441–43;
Hinduism 326; householder with his
traditional values 388; and its inhabitants
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429–36; life, provincialism of 387; as moral
community 431; religion and the diaspora
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434; religious practices 436–41; see also
gråma
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Vincentnathan, L. 380
viniyoga (applications of Vedic mantras)

39–40
violent-nonviolent (hiµsrå-ahiµsrå) social

variables 365
Viramitrodaya (of Mitramiçra) 341
Viraraghavacharya, T. K. T. 452
V⁄raçaivas see Lingåyatas and 

V⁄raçaivism
V⁄raçaivism 197–99, 280, 297, 549;

community 458; movement 197; positive
attitude to manual labor 198; tradition 459

Vishva Hindu Parishad 20, 500–501, 530
visible body (sth¨lamayaçår⁄ra) 408
Viçi‚†ådvaita school of Råmånuja 88, 537–38;

dualistic with theistic tendencies 547–48
Vi‚~u 4, 200; accessibility 471; bhakti to

192–93; in his distinctive form as
Veπkateçvara 460; kr⁄∂å or l⁄lå of 290; and
Lak‚m⁄, auspicious wedding of 470–71; as
preserver 564; in his sagu~a form 203;
temples in honor of 162; see also avatåras
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Vi‚~u Purå~a 98, 102, 109, 279, 284, 372, 555,

562, 571
Vi‚~usahasranåma 462, 528
Viçvakarma Purå~a 109
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Viçva Vai‚~ava Sabhå 180
Vi†hobå (Vi‚~u) in Pandharpur 162, 482
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consummation (garbhådhåna) 350; 
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349, 351

Vivarta Vilåsa (of Åkiñcana Dåsa) 180
Vivekac¨∂åma~i (of Çaµkara) 299
viveka (insight) 294
vivekakhyåti (discriminative knowledge) 295
Vivekånanda, Svåm⁄ 45, 50, 244–45, 

304, 551
Vivekasindhu 526
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Vraja 482, 487; temple in 166; young women
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V®tra 61; see also Indra
Vyåsa 97, 545, 584
Vyåsat⁄rtha 526
vyavahåra (regulations concerning
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vy¨ha (divine emanations) as motive force 297
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Wadley, S. S. 5, 51, 209, 357, 429–31, 437–38,

443, 445
warrior (K‚atriya) var~a 322; see also var~a
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water 367–68; from Gaπgå 476–77; of Kåver⁄

477
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ways of life (åçrama) 261
wealth and power (artha) 4
Weber, A. 95
Weber, M. 358, 402
Western Indologists and native pa~∂itas 110
wheel: of saµsåra 239; of time (kålacakra)
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Wheeler, J. T. 95
White, D. G. 204, 281
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Whitney, W. D. 310, 330
Widengren, G. 286
Wilhelm, F. 268–69
Wilson, H. H. 14, 109, 113
wind (våta) 56, 364–66
Winternitz, M. 110–11, 256, 269, 282
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philosophy 233
Witzel, M. 11, 51, 553, 579
Wolpert, S. 499
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rituals 441; in the Mahåbhårata 70–72; in
Mel Maruvattur in South India 470;
menstruating 450; and North Indian ritual
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rites, series of (str⁄-åcåra) 351; role in
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practices 440; sådhv⁄ or virtuous 235;
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Vedas 518

Woodroffe, J. 143, 294
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of the scriptures 514
words (çabda): as knowledge (çabda pramå~a)

538; nature of 221
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391
yajña (Vedic sacrifice) 38, 215, 296; in Vedic

cosmology 215–19
Yåjñavalkya 45–49, 276, 312, 336, 384, 389;

as protophilosopher 49
Yåjñavalkyasm®ti 224–25, 253, 336, 341, 

346, 348
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Yajur Veda Saµhitå 38–39, 41, 97, 

214, 216
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Yamunotri 483
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for 567
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Yogabhå‚ya (of Vyåsa) 554, 569
Yogåcåra tradition 551
Yoga-centered Siddhas 195
yogak‚ema (well being) 250
Yoga school of Hindu philosophy 214, 531,

537, 541, 545–46; and bhakti, time in 583;
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Yogas¨tra (of Patañjali) 247, 291, 295, 321–22
Yoga system of Patañjali 136, 144; see also
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Yogavåsi‚†ha 90
Yogin⁄h®daya 121
Yoni Tantra 158
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Yudhi‚†hra in Mahåbhårata 56
Yuga-avatåras 164
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metaphors 568
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Index

657


	TITLE
	COPYRIGHT
	DEDICATION
	CONTENTS
	NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION
	CONTRIBUTORS
	BHUMIKA
	PART I INTRODUCING THE HINDU WORLD
	CHAPTER ONE ON HINDUISM AND HINDUISMS: THE WAY OF THE BANYAN

	PART II ORAL TEACHINGS AND TEXTUAL TRADITIONS
	CHAPTER TWO VEDA AND UPANISAD
	CHAPTER THREE MAHABHARATA
	CHAPTER FOUR RAMAYANA
	CHAPTER FIVE PURANA

	PART III THEISTIC AND DEVOTIONAL MOVEMENTS
	CHAPTER SIX SAIVA
	CHAPTER SEVEN SAKTA
	CHAPTER EIGHT VAISNAVA
	CHAPTER NINE BHAKTI

	PART IV COSMIC ORDER AND HUMAN GOALS
	CHAPTER TEN DHARMA
	CHAPTER ELEVEN ARTHA
	CHAPTER TWELVE KAMA
	CHAPTER THIRTEEN MOKSA

	PART V SOCIAL ACTION AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE
	CHAPTER FOURTEEN KARMA
	CHAPTER FIFTEEN SAMSKARA
	CHAPTER SIXTEEN VARNA AND JATI
	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN ASRAMA
	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN ASRAMA

	PART VI VITALITY IN PERSONS AND IN PLACES
	CHAPTER EIGHTEEN ANNA
	CHAPTER NINETEEN GRAMA
	CHAPTER TWENTY ALAYA
	CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE TIRTHA

	PART VII LINGUISTIC AND PHILOSOPHIC ANALYSIS
	CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO BHASA
	CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE DARSANA
	CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR KALA

	REFERENCES CITED
	INDEX



