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Preface and Acknowledgments

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

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



PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS  Xxiii

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

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

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

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



Introduction: Establishing
the Boundaries

Gavin Flood

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

It is in the context of such vital issues that scholars in this book examine
Hinduism in its widest sense, looking not only at questions of contemporary iden-
tity politics but also at historical questions and presenting historical accounts of
particular texts and traditions. We certainly understand the present through the
past but we also wish to understand the past for the sake of increasing human
knowledge. There is therefore great diversity in the following pages that seek
both to account for the contemporary situation and to explain the historical tra-
jectories that have led to the modern, global religion we call “Hinduism.” From
ancient Tamil texts to contemporary politics, all the essays gathered here bear a
relation to that nebulous abstraction and raise many questions. Are we dealing
with a single religion, an essence manifested in different forms? Or is Hinduism
a diversity of distinct traditions sharing certain common features with no single
feature being shared by them all? Or are we dealing with a fragmented, cultural
reality of widely diverse beliefs and practices, inappropriately classified as a
single religion? All of these positions have been adopted in understanding
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Hinduism. The answers to these questions will depend upon the historical period
in question and the methods employed in their study. Closely connected to the
scope of the field are questions about how to study Hinduism, whether anthro-
pology, philology, history of religions, theology, literary studies, archaeology, or
art history are appropriate methods, and questions about the different theoreti-
cal assumptions and implications of their use. The purpose of this introduction
is therefore both to problematize “Hinduism” and to provide a context for the
essays that follow.

What is Hinduism?

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

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

“Hindu” comes from a Persian word hind, or in Arabic al-hind, for the area of
the Indus valley. This word is in turn derived from the Indo-Aryan sindhu
meaning “ocean” or “river,” and from the eighth century, when Muslims settled
in the Indus valley, Persian authors distinguished between Muslims and the
non-Muslim “Hindus,” although it is not strictly true that the term was not
used by those non-Muslims themselves. Sanskrit sources, however, are much
later. In fifteenth-century Kashmir the term Hindu is employed by the Saiva
historian Srivara to distinguish Muslims from non-Muslims (see Sanderson
forthcoming) and the term was used in Sanskrit and Bengali Vaisnava sources
in the sixteenth century to denote those who were not “Yavanas” or Muslims
(O’Connell 1973: 340—4). In these sources it seems to refer to groups united by
certain common cultural practices, such as cremation of the dead and venera-
tion of the cow, not practiced by the Muslims (Sanderson: 1). Towards the end
of the eighteenth century “Hindu” or “Hindoo” was adopted by the British to
refer to the people of “Hindustan,” the area of northwest South Asia, who were
not Muslim, Sikh, Christian, or Jain, and the “ism” was added to “Hindu” in the
early nineteenth century. Indeed, Rammohun Roy was probably the first Hindu
to use the termin 1816 (Killingley in this volume: 51 3). The term became widely
adopted during the nineteenth century in the context of establishing a national
identity that would become opposed to colonialism and in the creation of a
religion that could match Christianity and meet it on a basis of equality (see
Killingley and Viswanathan in this volume).

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

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

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

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

Discourse

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

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

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

Ritual

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

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

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

Narrative

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

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

Political Essentialism

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Almost from their inception, then, it was not possible to establish originary
texts. Even by the time of the commentator on the text, the dualist theologian
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Ramakantha (ca. 950-1000 ck), sections of the Kirana Tantra were probably
“corrupt” and he had a number of readings to choose from (Goodall 1998: cxix).
That Ramakantha could choose from a number of variant readings of the texts
upon which he commented, and Goodall quotes his commentary on the Matanga
Tantra saying this (Goodall 1998: cxviii—cxix), shows that even at this early date
there are a number of textual transmissions. But for Ramakantha variant read-
ings (pathabhedah) are not original (na miilatah) but due to the error of students.
For Ramakantha there is an original or root text that is the divine revelation of
which the concrete texts transmitted through a line of scribes is an imperfect
reflection. Indeed, the Tantras themselves maintain that they are imperfect
reflections of an original, greater, text conveyed from the mouth of the deity (for
example, the Malinivijayottara Tantra 1.1-4; 14). Ramakantha’s is an almost
idealist understanding of text: an inaccessible, pure originary source, in contrast
to its imperfect manifestations or repetitions in human history and its gradual
degeneration (a theory perhaps not far removed from the nineteenth-century
idea of establishing the oldest, and therefore most authentic, text). On
Ramakantha’s view, the purity of the authorial intention (that is, Siva’s inten-
tion) is lost through the generations of the text’s transmission; a degeneration
due not only to scribal error, but to human ignorance.

This distinction between the authorial (and by implication pure and original)
and the scribal (by implication corrupted) text that Ramakantha refers to,
is echoed in traditional philological practice and theory. But in contrast to
Ramakantha’s position, the general direction of modern philological thinking
privileges “the socialized, received, concrete text” (Greetham 1999: 47) over and
against some abstract ideal. This position tends towards the view that any edition
of a text simply reflects the time and place of its occurrence: as Greetham says,
texts “are real enough for our purposes” (p. 35). The concrete, received text is
what is presented to us, a repetition of a repetition, and it is this that must be
the focus of inquiry rather than a notional, abstract “work.”

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

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

An Overview of Contents

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

1. Theoretical issues

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

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

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

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

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

3. Systematic thought

Moving away from religious traditions and texts as such, part III is concerned
with systematic aspects of Indian thought. The part itself is divided into “The
Indian Sciences” and “Philosophy and Theology.” The section on the Indian sci-
ences is a unique feature of this collection of essays, as these areas are so often
neglected in introductory texts and surveys such as this. Rationality is not, of
course, the sole possession of the West, and India (as did China) developed very
early an empirical investigation of the world, especially an inquiry into lan-
guage, along with more speculative, philosophical inquiry. The purpose of this
section is an examination of some of these developments by scholars who have
worked closely together on this project, and to emphasize the importance of sys-
tematic, rational thinking that, at some levels, feeds directly into the philosoph-
ical discourse of the traditions. Frits Staal, whose work has done so much to
highlight the scientific and systematic nature of early Indian thought, begins
with a brief account of science in India followed by an essay on the science of
language, a precursor to modern linguistics. Takao Hayashi then discusses
Indian mathematics and shows how mathematical knowledge developed from
practical concerns of calculation, not only in relation to state income, but in
relation to the need to make measurements for vedic ritual, particularly the
fire altar. More abstract considerations developed and Hayashi discusses, for
example, an Indian proof of Pythagorean theorem. While astrology is often



16 GAVIN FLOOD

acknowledged as an important feature of Indian traditions, the way in which
the zodiacal signs relate to mathematics and temporal measurement is not often
explicated outside of specialist discussions. In his essay, Michio Yano explains the
way in which the science of heavenly bodies (jyotihsastra) developed, how the
Indians adopted the Greek zodiac, and how this science relates to the measure-
ment of time. Shifting from language, mathematics, and the cosmos to the body;,
Dominik Wujastyk takes up the inquiry, showing how an early science of
medicine developed in India, a science that is still practiced today.

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

4. Society, politics, and nation

The final part of the volume on “Society, Politics, and Nation” examines sociopo-
litical themes of particular relevance to the contemporary world. Having
provided great historical sweeps of the traditions we can now examine the devel-
opment of Hinduism as an entity in the last two centuries in more detail, the
central organizing principle of society, namely caste, the issue of nationhood,
and the issue of gender. Declan Quigley’s essay on the caste system raises import-
ant questions about the nature of social organization in India and asks the
central question whether Hinduism can be separated from caste. Quigley thinks
it can, but for interesting reasons that take us into problems of ritual and the
gift. The forces of modernity linked to European ideas of progress and rational-
ity have set themselves against caste. In his essay on modernity and the rise of
the Hindu reform movement, Dermot Killingley traces the nineteenth-century
history of Hindu reform with Rammohun Roy, the rise of the Brahmo Samaj and
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Arya Samaj, and the relation of social reform to the British rule of law interfac-
ing with Hindu law. Developing the history into the twentieth century, C. Ram
Prasad shows the importance of the idea of Hinduism in contemporary India
and the wider Hindu world, discussing the ideology of hindutva, the rise of
Hindu nationalism, and political developments in the last years of the twentieth
century. In parallel to this theme, Sumathi Ramaswamy shows how nationalism
functions in relation to the Tamil language and its personification in the Goddess
Tamilttay, a deity who performs a similar function to Mother India (Bharat
Mata). Vasudha Narayanan's essay on gender takes the idea of the social con-
struction of gender and examines this with particular reference to the Sri
Vaisnava tradition (previously contextualized in Colas’s essay). The issues raised
by Narayanan of the relation of gender to sex, of role play to devotional sen-
sibilities, are centrally important in understanding contemporary gender roles
in Hindu society.

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

Colonialism and the Construction
of Hinduism

Gauri Viswanathan

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

And then, just as Forster is about to move along in the ritual pilgrims’ for-
mation, he turns back and sees the faces of the worshippers, desperate in their
faith, hopelessly trusting in a power great enough to raise them from illness,
poverty, trouble, and oppression. Transfixed by the scene, Forster sees reflected
in their eyes the altered image of the deity before them. As he wends his way
through the crowd, he is overwhelmed by the confusion of multiple images of
the Hinduism he has just witnessed: of garlanded, ash-smeared, bejeweled stone
on one hand, and of the inexpressible power of deepest personal yearnings,
desires, and needs on the other. If he is disgusted by the noisy displays of Hindu
worship, he is moved beyond words by the eloquent silence of the pain and tribu-
lation from which believers seek deliverance. In their taut, compressed faces he
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finds a Hinduism to which he can relate, as surely as he is alienated by the
other face of Hinduism blazoned by conch shells, camphor, and cymbals. He can
conclude that, though “there is no dignity, no taste, no form. . .. I don’t think
one ought to be irritated with Idolatry because one can see from the faces of
the people that it touches something very deep in their hearts” (Forster 1953:
64).

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



COLONIALISM AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF HINDUISM 25
The Modernity of Hinduism

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Problem of Historiography

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Impetus for Reform in Hinduism

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Of particular interest in the return to the golden past was a search for a time
when women held a more exalted position than at present or under Muslim rule.
Instead of denouncing Hinduism for perpetuating degrading practices like sati
and infant marriage, as Christian missionaries did, Hindu reformers resolved the
problem of seeming to approve a religion they themselves felt some distance
from, by claiming that the earlier history of Hinduism showed a much more pos-
itive attitude to women. This move consisted of evoking heroic women figures in
Hindu narratives, like Savitri, Gargi, and Maitrey1, whose devotion to their hus-
bands not only earned them the exalted title of pativrata, but whose learning,
resilience, courage, and assertiveness also made them particularly worthy of
general emulation, particularly in a colonial setting where the emasculation
of men threatened to rob people of strong role models. Such an exalted view of
women in Indian history was in stark contrast to the general portrayal of women
as victims, which missionaries were fond of depicting when they alluded to the
practices of widow burning, female infanticide, and child marriage. Early Hin-
duism’s capacity to give women a place in society beyond their subordination to
men was an underlying refrain in the writings of reformers, who remained
dependent on Orientalist presentations of their own texts to them. That these
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presentations drew upon some of the west’s own romantic longings for some
essential spiritual unity was not lost on the Hindu elite, whose spiritualization
of women, as Partha Chatterjee points out, compensated for their emasculation
by colonial control (Chatterjee 1993).

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

Hinduism and Colonial Law

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

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

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

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

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

Notes

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

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

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

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

5 T use the phrase “pre-Muslim India” with some reservations, even though it is part
of von Stietencron'’s description. As Romila Thapar among other scholars has argued
in numerous writings, dividing India into “Hindu India,” “Muslim India,” “British
India” is too neat a formula, since it reintroduces James Mill’s language (as present
in his History of British India) of considering Indian history within this tripartite divi-
sion. Such a historiography, Thapar argues, has been instrumental in fueling the pas-
sions of Hindu nationalists to recover a Hinduism compromised or threatened by
Islamic conversions and the destruction of Hindu temples.

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

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

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

David Smith

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Said’s reversal of the meaning of the word Orientalism has been so success-
ful because there was a need for a word for western misunderstanding and mis-
treatment of the East, but his choice was unfortunate. No one has offered any
evidence that Indological Orientalist learning, in the strict old sense of linguis-
tic and textual study, served imperial ends. Those concerned with conquest and
exploitation, with practical affairs, had no time and little sympathy for such
studies.? Warren Hastings was the exception here, but he had a great love of all
things Indian. It was he who set Orientalism — in its old and original meaning —
in train in India. He found Hinduism scarcely less attractive than Christianity.’
He spoke of himself as well as others when he told the man he was sending to
explore Tibet, “there were ‘thousands of men in England” who would listen to
the story of an expedition ‘in search of knowledge’, with ‘ten times’ the interest
they would take in ‘victories that slaughtered thousands of the national
enemies’” (Feiling 1996: 105). Nor does colonial discourse theory make
allowance for the kind of love of learning that led Anquetil-Duperron to enlist
as a soldier so that he could get to India and study Old Persian and Sanskrit
(Anquetil-Duperron [1771] 1997: 75-7). Indeed, Said speaks of “the madness
of Anquetil-Duperron’s life” (Said 1984: 252).

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

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

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

Oriental Despotism

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

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

Orientalism and Empire

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

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

Tapan Raychaudhuri in his important assessment of British rule in India
remarks that “In post-independence India, serious thinkers and historians who
see anything good in the imperial record can probably be counted on the fingers
of one hand” (Raychaudhuri 1996: 358); nor is he one of their number.
There can be no doubt that the British, with a few exceptions, had no
sympathy for Indian culture or religion, least of all sympathy for Hindus and
Hinduism. But that is all the more reason to give due allowance to the excep-
tions. Kejariwal shows commendable boldness in blaming Indian nationalism
for not giving credit to the early British Orientalists: “Indian historians
were more than eager to accept the glory of India’s past as revealed by British
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historians, but the historians themselves were rejected as biased and motivated”
(Kejariwal 1988: 233).

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

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

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

Orientalism and Racial Theories

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Orientalism and the Female

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Inden proceeds to expose the Orientalist as claiming a “shift of essences,
from a masculine Aryan mentality that had been tropicalized, to a feminine

Dravidian or aboriginal mind that had been Aryanized, ... The change from
depicting an Indian mind that was the same in its racial origin as that of the Self
to one that was fundamentally different was significant. . . . the imperial jungle

officers that took charge after the Mutiny . . . came to imagine themselves as
presiding over an India comprised of Dravidian plants that could only be
managed” (1992: 120).



ORIENTALISM AND HINDUISM 59

Then come the tribals. Inden says it is on to the tribals that the Jungians —
Inden’s term for scholars interested in Indian mythology and art in themselves,
rather than as instrumental in social scientific understanding — “offload the
savagery, animal sacrifice, and general fetishism and animism formerly attrib-
uted to the Dravidian.”

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

Inden performs his customary trick of equating jungle with woman:

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

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

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

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

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

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

In fact Bana was playfully referring to what was certainly later a well estab-
lished theme in Indian literature, namely that of kings visiting a goddess of
destruction in the jungle prior to going to battle (as in the Gaudavaho and the
Kalinkattupparani). Goddesses were indeed to be found in jungles, not just in the
Orientalist imagination. Bayly remarks on Inden’s swingeing critique, “Few
authorities escape his blade. If at times he appears in the guise of the many
armed goddess Kali strutting through the scholarly carnage sporting a necklace
of academic skulls, his goal is still Regeneration” (C. Bayly 1990: 1313). This jeu
d’esprit by the most authoritative of British historians of India credits Inden with
a power he does not in fact achieve; as well as likening him to a Goddess he
chooses to ignore. Furthermore the analogy of Inden to Kali shows a power of
imagination that Inden would not approve of, for imagination is the second
object of Inden’s witch hunt. Imagination unquestionably played a major part
in Hinduism, just as it does in every culture.

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

Notes

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

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

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

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

Michael Witzel

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

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

The oldest text, the Rgveda, must have been more or less contemporary with
the Mitanni texts of northern Syria/Iraq (1450-1350 Bcg); these mention
certain Vedic gods (Varuna, Mitra, Indra, Nasatya) and some forms of early
Sanskrit that slightly predate the Rgveda (mazda for Ved. medha, vasana for Ved.
vahana, etc.). However, there still is no absolute dating of any Ved. text. Pertinent
parameters include the first use of iron (in a post-Rgvedic text, the Atharvaveda,
at ca. 1200/1000 Bce) and the lifetime of the Buddha (at 500 or perhaps rather
400 Bce) who postdates almost all Vedic texts. However, all Vedic texts predate the
grammatical commentary of Patanjali (ca. 150 BcE) and his predecessor Panini,
who quote most of them.

The Vedic texts were orally composed and transmitted, without the use of
script, in an unbroken line of transmission from teacher to student that was for-
malized early on. This ensured an impeccable textual transmission superior to
the classical texts of other cultures; it is, in fact, something like a tape-recording
of ca. 1500-500 Bck. Not just the actual words, but even the long-lost musical
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(tonal) accent (as in old Greek or in Japanese) has been preserved up to the
present.

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

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

According to Indian tradition, the Vedas are divided into four parts (Rg-,
Sama-, Yajur-, and Atharva-Veda). This division corresponds to that of the mate-
rial as used in the post-Rgvedic ritual (see below); each Veda again is subdivided
into four levels: the Samhita “(Mantra) collections,” Brahmana “(theological/
ritual) commentary,” Aranyaka “wilderness texts,” and Upanisad “(secret philo-
sophical) texts (of correlations and equivalences learned) sitting at the feet (of
the teacher).” One has to add the ritual Sttra, which are regarded as belonging
to the Smyti but are late Vedic in content and language.

These traditional divisions into four kinds of texts, however, actually repre-
sent five historical layers (see the Appendix at the end of this chapter, also for
abbreviations of texts), as indicated by the development of the Vedic language
used: that of Rgvedic, of the Mantras, of Yajurveda expository prose, of the
Brahmanas (incl. Aranyakas, Upanisads) and of the Sttras. These five layers only
partially overlap with the traditional divisions.

The Rgveda

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

The RV contains 1,028 hymns arranged in ten books, actually ten “circles”
(mandala). Book 9 is a separate, fairly late collection containing the texts of
Saman hymns to be sung during the Soma ritual. Book 10 and part of book 1
are even later additions. The RV has been transmitted in one recension (the sakha
of Sakalya) while others (such as the Baskala text) have been lost or are only
rumored about so far.
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The RV text was composed before the introduction and massive use of iron,
that is before ca. 1200-1000 Bck. Internal evidence indicates that most hymns
were composed over a span of just five generations, under the Piru and Bharata
chieftains, notably the great Bharata king Sudas; they represent the middle
Rgveda period, with such prominent poets as VisSvamitra and the East Iranian(?)
immigrant Vasistha. A few older hymns apparently come from other tribes, such
as the Anu-Druhyu and Yadu-Turvasa.

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

Poetic Speech

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

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

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

Contents of the Rgveda

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

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

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

Rgvedic Mythology

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

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

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

Indra, originally called Vrtrahan “beating the resistance” (Avest. Vaoredragna,
Benveniste and Renou 1934) is the leader of the present generation of the gods
and a major actor in the early stages of creation: he pushes up the sky, and pre-
pares the oikumene by opening the Vala cave of the Dawns (Schmidt 1968a), by
killing the Dragon Vrtra, and by stealing the Soma (Brown 1968; Liiders 1951:
183ff.; Kuiper 1983; also: Sieg 1926, Schneider 1971, Dandekar 1979). Indra
also is the archetypal tricky, voracious, and oversexed leader of the Arya in the
frequent battles among themselves and with the non-Arya population of the
Greater Panjab (E. W. Hopkins 1908, Rau 1957, Dandekar 1997). Many of his
characteristics go back to IE (Watkins 1995) and even to the preceding Eurasian
mythology. The Maruts, a sort of Mdnnerbund, are often associated with Indra.
Soma “the one pressed out,” is the deified drink, as well as the plant from which
it is derived (also called by the Central Asian substrate name amsu). Without
drinking Soma, Indra could not kill Vrtra (Oberlies 1989, 1991, 1998).

The Adityas, “the sons of Aditi” are a group of 7/8 (later 12) divinities that
were at first interpreted as nature gods (Bergaigne 1878-83, III: 110ff., Keith
1925, 96-104, Hillebrandt (1927-9: 2ff., 41ff.). However, they are personifi-
cations of the most important social functions (Meillet 1907, Thieme 1938,
1957a, Dumézil 1934, 1958b, Gonda 1972): Varuna is a stern but just king-
figure, of unclear etymology (Liiders 1951/1959, Thieme 195 7a, Kuiper 1983);
Mitra, Varuna’s constant partner, is a personification of tribal agreements (mitra,
ntr. “agreement”) (Meillet 1907, Brereton 1981); and Aryaman “Arya-hood,
hospitality” that of clan relationship and marriage. Further, the popular Bhaga
“Luck” (bhaga “share”), is god of good luck, and similarly Amsa “lot” (amsa
“lot”). The Asvins (Nasatya) are divine twins who perform miraculous cures and
rescues.

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

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

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

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

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

Rgvedic Ritual

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

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

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

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

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

Collecting and Ordering the Early Vedic Texts

Accordingly, the first collection of (most) available RV hymns dealing with ritual
was made under the Bharata dynasty of the early Kuru kings, such as the
famous Pariksit; he is first attested in the early post-RV Khila collection (5.22)
and later on is a prominent figure in the Mahabharata. His time, one of great
political, societal, religious, and linguistic change (Witzel 1989a, 1997a) is
praised as a golden age, among other with the telling refrain (RVKh 5.22): “the
people thrive in the realm of King Pariksit.” The break-up of the old tribal society
of the Rgveda and the rise of the intertribal Kuru realm (Witzel 199 7a,b) thus
saw strikingly new developments in ritual and in the development of Brahman-
ical pre-scientific science of correlations (see below).

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

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

The Other Vedic Samhitas

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

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

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

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

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

To these Mantras, large sections of brahmana style expository prose have been
added during the YV prose period (see below). Both of them combined consti-
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tute the texts of the Black Yajurveda, while the explanatory prose (SB) is sepa-
rated from the Mantras (VS) in the White YV whose Samhita (VS) was only sec-
ondarily extracted from the late Vedic SB.

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

The YV starts with two small collections, that of the vegetarian New and Full
Moon offerings (haviryajia) and of that of the all important Soma ritual, both of
which form the paradigm (prakrti) of (most) other Srauta rituals; even the
animal sacrifices (pasubandha) are technically considered as haviryajias.

The Post-Rgvedic Reform of the Srauta Ritual

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

A thorough interpretation of the Srauta ritual that uses the wealth of Vedic
descriptions and contemporaneous native interpretation is a desideratum.
Though begun a hundred years ago (S. Lévi 1898, Hubert & Mauss 19234,
Mus 1935: 79-121, cf. Sahlins 1972, Witzel 1992, 1998, Lopez 1997), a com-
prehensive interpretation still is outstanding — disregarding for the moment
recent monolateral theories (agonistic origins: Heesterman 1985, 1993; mean-
inglessness: Staal 1979a,b; 1990). In addition, the structure(s) of the ritual, the
interrelations of particular rituals, and their internal development (Staal 1982,
1990, cf. Witzel 1981/2, 1997a,b, Falk 1986, 1988) still deserve more
study. The Srauta ritual is built up of multiple frames or “boxes” (Heesterman
1957, 1993, Witzel 1984b, 1986b: 172, 1987a, 1992, Minkowski 1992). For
example, avantaradiksa means “the lower, inner consecration,” i.e. the one which
has been inserted into the normal consecration rite of the Soma ritual. Smaller
and larger sets put together form new (sub)units, and there is a tendency, just
as in Paninean grammar, to substitute one set by another (Hillebrandt 1897,
Heesterman 1957, Witzel 1986b).

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

In some detail: the fire god (Agni) carries the offerings to the gods. Fire also
transubstantiates the offerings, not simply (Malamoud 1972) by a conversion
from a raw, uncooked state into a palatable, cooked one but also by one from a
mundane substance into one with divine characteristics; during this process its
various consistent parts are split up and take new shapes (Vadh. Br. 4.19a =
Caland 1990: 41 6ff).

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

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

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

The ritual procedure thus represents an eternal cycle which functions within
the bounds of Rta. Various more or less abstract notions take part as well, e.g.
vac, brahman, sraddha/manas, karman (action), anna, ucchista, many of which are
dealt with in the speculative hymns of the RV and AV and are in need of detailed
study.

Reciprocity is not confined to sentient beings but also found in the phenom-
enal world as a system of constant recycling: phenomena originating in heaven
(such as rain) come to earth and nourish and are even transformed into
other entities (such as plants and other living beings, semen, milk) that ulti-
mately make their way to heaven again (as offering). In this cycle nothing is
wasted or lost (Frauwallner 1953: 49, Schneider 1961, Bodewitz 1973: 24 3ff.),
a concept that contributed largely to the middle Vedic system of homologies and
correlations.

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

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

The ritual is sponsored by the yajamana or “sacrificer” (lit. “one sacrificing on
his own behalf”), who first has to become an ahitagni (one “having established
fires”), after studentship and marriage, and belonging to the three “Twice Born”
Arya classes, (Brahmana, Ksatriya, Vaisya); only these thus could gain direct
access to heaven through Srauta ritual; the Siidra were then and still are
excluded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Brahmana Texts

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Aranyaka Texts

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The older Vedic (and probably Indo-European) idea involved an automatic,
continuous cycle of human beings: after death, a stay in the blissful world of the
ancestors, limited only by the “amount” of one’s ritual actions (istapiirta, sukrta),
and a subsequent automatic rebirth (MS 1.8.6), preferably within one’s own
clan and usually after the third of fourth generation. Nobody wanted to escape
from this cycle of eternal return, except for the wealthy sponsors of Srauta ritual
who hoped to attain, eternally, the Heaven of the gods. The opposite, getting out
of the cycle by becoming a renouncer (sannyasin), developed only during the Up.
period. The only other “escapees” are precisely those who have committed some
serious actions that undermine the closed Vedic system of exchanges: murder-
ers of embryos, of the brahmins' cow, etc.: that is, destroyers of the all-
important “line of progeny” (prajatantuTU 1.11, 11, Witzel 2000) and of poetic
inspiration (dhi, dhena), the “cow” (dhenu) of the Brahmins (Witzel 1991); all
these drop forever into “deepest darkness,” into the lap of Nirrti “destruction.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The so-called Middle Up.s (Isa, Katha, Kena, Prasna, Munda, Mandikya,
Svetasvatara, Mahanarayana, etc.) are no longer composed in prose but in verse
and are heavily influenced by the post-Vedic (Epic) language. Many of them show
a tendency towards the sectarian worship of a particular deity. The Samnyasa
Up.s (Sprockhoff 1976, Olivelle 1992), composed around 300 BcE, discuss
the newly introduced life stage of the renouncer. The Bhagavadgita of the
Mahabharata is sometimes regarded as an Up. as well. Sectarian Up.s (in Epic/
Classical Sanskrit) have been composed well into the Middle Ages. In the inter-
pretation of the Upanisads the eighth century monistic philosopher Sankara has
played an important but generally overrated role. We still are in need of a detailed
philological edition and discussion of the important older Upanisads.

The Srautasiitras

The Vedic canon concludes with the late Vedic Sttras (“thread, guideline,” or
Kalpasiitra “ritual guidelines”) which form the true end of the Vedic period and
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its texts, though the classical/medieval tradition assigns them to a separate cat-
egory, the Smrti texts. Indeed, the older ones among them (BSS, VadhsSS, etc.) are
still composed in late Br. language. The Sutras are descriptive and prescriptive
texts that deal systematically, in the proper order of ritual procedure, with the
solemn ritual (Srauta Sitra), with the domestic rituals (Grhya Sitra), and with
the rules of proper behavior as a Veda student or as householder (Dharma Sitra).
(There also are various later additions to all Vedic texts, Parisista.)

The older Sitras such as BSS, VadhSS explain the complicated ritual step-
by-step and at great length, in clear prose and by quoting the Mantras in extenso.
Even if a ritual that is described later in the text is built out of ritual blocks
described earlier, these older Sttras still describe such complex rituals in extenso.
Later Sutras make increasing use of the referring technique which points back
to earlier parts of the text by quotation (“as said earlier”) and of using just the
initial words of a Mantra (pratika). The later texts use shorter and shorter
(nominal) clauses, a technique seen in its apogee in Panini’s grammatical Sttras,
the Astadhyay1.

The most important Siitras include the early BaudhSS and VadhsSs, the some-
what later ApSS (with many quotations from other texts), all of the YV; the early
KSS of the RV, the LSS and JSS of the SV, and the rather late VaitS of the AV. The
SS of the White YV, the late KSS is the one most developed one along the lines
described above.

The contents of the Srautasitras follow, by and large, the scheme first set out
in the Mantra collection of the Yajurveda Sambhitas, and the individual rules
follow those of the Brahmana style texts (Tsuji 1952).

The Grhyasiitras

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

By and large, the GS deal with the rites of passage form birth to death (Stenzler
1864, Hillebrandt 1897, Apte 1939, transl. Oldenberg 1886/1892), or rather,
from one’s conception to one’s dissolution in the vague group of ancestors (pitr).
The GS thus are a cyclical set of rituals variously arranged as starting with mar-
riage, with initiation to Veda study (upanayana), or even with pregnancy.
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The “original” contents of the Grhya texts (Oldenberg 1892), however, have
been influenced by the much more predominant ritual form, that of the Srauta
ritual (Gonda 1977, B. K. Smith 1986). Thus, even in the supposedly “simple”
domestic ritual, the activity of the yajamana was superseded by the actions of the
Brahmin house priest (purohita). However, there is only a single fire as compared
to the 3-5 of the Srauta ritual, and many of the simple Grhya rituals have coun-
terparts in the solemn Srauta ones, including the morning and evening offer-
ings (homa), the New and Full Moon offerings, etc. Their exact (pre)history is
difficult to establish.

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

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

Women are not prominently discussed in these and other Vedic texts (Jamison
1996), though their role in the samskaras of marriage and child birth is of course
prominent. However, the role of women in the Upanisads is usually overstated.
The only(!) two famous ones, Gargi and Maitreyl, are inserted — just like
Ksatriyas and kings, or the son of a god, Bhrgu — at critical, innovative or strik-
ing junctures of a dialogue. Yet, there also is clear, though sparse evidence of
female learned activity, such as at BAU 6.4.17 which has a prescription of how
to obtain a female Rsi in one’s family, as is indeed mentioned for the Atri clan
(JB 2.219).

Just as the AV Samhitas, the “Grhya Suatra” of the AV (KausS, Bloomfield
1889, Caland 1900) contains many facets of early Indian life that would oth-
erwise escape us. The text uses the same, magical system of homologies that cor-
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relate and control macrocosmic forces by microcosmic manipulation (Henry
1904, Stutley 1980). Earlier, comparable texts are the official Srauta rituals, the
Kamya Isti “wish offerings” of the YV (Caland 1908). The KausS provides many
usages for the AV Samhita spells; other sorcery practices are found in the (late)
Samavidhana Brahmana. Many obscure magical terms have been preserved in
more recent sorcery (Tirstig 1980). The only partially translated Kaus.S. is a
virtual handbook of customs and beliefs, of common white and black sorcery,
of healing procedures (Filliozat 1975, Zysk 1985), of omina and portenta
(Weber 1859). Many such details can be followed up later on in the AV ParisSista
and in the medieval books on dreams (Stuhrmann 1982, v. Negelein 1912), or
in the Jyotisa literature (Pingree 1981).

The Dharmasutras

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

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

Finally, there are a number of appendixes to the Vedic texts, of various
periods, such as the Rgvedakhila, or the AV-Parisista, some of which are already
composed in the style of the Epic and Puranas.

Personal and Popular Religion

Personal, popular and non-Brahmanical religion are much less visible in the
Vedic texts, which therefore must be compared with the slightly later Pali canon,
and the evidence of the (still little defined) older strata of the Mahabharata.
Religious feelings and experiences are mentioned by very few poets in the RV,
such as Vasistha in RV 7.86-9 (Goto 2000), who speaks, not unlike Zoroaster,
of a very personal relationship with Varuna, or Bharadvaja Barhaspatya who
describes (RV 6.9.6—7) not, as usual, a vision but also an acoustic experience of
God Agni. Other items include the old Indo-Iranian (and Eurasian) topic of flying
through the night time sky on a boat, (both in RV and in Avesta, Oettinger
1988). There also is a shaman-like experience of the “(long) haired one” (Kesin,
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RV 10.136), cf. also that of the bird Laba (RV 10.119) who touches heaven and
earth with his wings. The AV contains much popular sorcery and magic, but in
a form that has been influenced by the priests. Later on, we have the infernal
visions of Bhrgu (SB, JB) or those of Yajiavalkya of the dream state (BAU 4.3),
or about the way of the emancipated to the “heavenly” palace of Brahman (KU,
Thieme 1951/2).

Popular festivals at New Year include horse chariot races and bow shooting,
public riddles, sexual banter and public intercourse of two “outcasts” (a prosti-
tute, mahanagnika, and a Magadha man); further, singing and dancing at summer
solstice. Such materials have been collected by Zimmer 1879 for the Sambhitas,
and by W. Rau 1957, 1977, Mylius 19714, Basu 1969, Gopal 1959 for the
later texts.

Some late sections in the GS deal with the worship of particular gods, such
as Rudra/Mahadeva/Isana, Visnu/Narayana, Sri, Durga (Baudhayana
Grhyasesasitra, Atharveda Parisista etc., Einoo 1992, 1996). They contain piija-
like rites that cannot be pinpointed in time. Piija is, however, a clear continua-
tion (Witzel 1980) of the Rgvedic guest worship offered to the gods. Other
worship, such as that of snake deities (Naga), trees, etc. is even more opaque. The
worship of images is first visible in texts in Patanjali's Mahabhasya (5.3.99:
429.3), at ca. 150 BCE.

True heterodoxy is attested by ca. 400 BcE when several such systems had
developed, including those of wandering teachers such as the Buddha and
Mahavira (Dighanikaya 2). Nearly all them stem from eastern North India,
where the constantly changing cultural ferment favored dialogue and competi-
tion. Yajnavalkya's departure into homelessness (BAU 4.5.15) takes up the tra-
dition of (long distance) wandering by Veda students and Vratyas; indeed, the
Buddhist sangha has, unobserved so far, some vratya features as well: a single
leader of a larger group of equals who wander about in the countryside and live
on extortion (or by begging), stay away from settlements, have special dress and
speech, etc.

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

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

Even less can be said about the pre-Vedic religion of the Indus Civilization and
of the contemporaneous aboriginal tribes. They were assimilated by Sanskriti-
zation, e.g., a leader (sthapati, MS 2.2.4) of the Nisadas, or at AB 7.18, where
the Rgvedic(!) Rsi Visvamitra assists the eastern Iksvaku king Hariscandra by
symbolically adopting local “barbarian” tribes (dasyu), such as the Andhra,
Pundra, Sabara “who live in large numbers beyond the borders.”

Though some ideas, customs and beliefs of the Harappan civilization seem to
have been incorporated into the subsequent Vedic world view (tree worship,
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etc.), a Vedic connection of the so-called Siva Pasupati found on some Harappa
seals (D. Srinivasan 1984) cannot be established; this mythological concept is
due, rather, to common Eurasian ideas of the “Lord of the Animals” who is
already worshipped by many Neolithic hunting societies. Similarly, the remnants
of the so-called fire rituals at Kalibangan (B. B. Lal 1997) involve clearly non-
Vedic offerings of animal bones; they (and the so-called “linga steles,” actually
supports for cooking pots) may represent nothing but a community kitchen of
the Indus Civilization (R. S. Sharma 1995: 47).
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CHAPTER 4
The Dharmasastras

Ludo Rocher

The Concept of Dharma

Sastras are treatises, usually ancient and authoritative treatises, in Sanskrit, on
a variety of topics: Bharata’s Natyasastra on poetics, drama, music, etc.;
Kautilya’s Arthasastra on politics and statecraft; jyothsastra on astrology; even
asvasastra on horses and gajasastra on elephants; etc. Dharmasastras are ancient
Sanskrit treatises on the subject of dharma, one of the most central and funda-
mental concepts in Hinduism. Along with artha and kama, dharma is one of the
three goals (trivarga) in the life of a Hindu.

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

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

There are also four life stages (asrama), during each of which the dharma of
the Hindu is different. At an early age (5 or later, depending on his social class)
the boy born in one of the three higher classes undergoes a rite of passage
(samskara, often translated as “sacrament”) called upanayana. This ritual is con-
ceived as a second birth, as a result of which the boy is invested with the sacred
thread (ygjnopavita), and becomes a brahmacarin. The main dharma of the brah-
macarin is to move in with and study the sacred texts under the guidance of a
teacher (guru), to serve his guru, and to observe strict celibacy (brahmacarya).
Unless he decides to spend his entire life as a permanent (naisthika) brahmacarin,
at the end of the first life stage, the length of which depends on his varna, another
rite of passage, consisting in a ritual bath (samavartana), makes the young man
a snataka. This prepares him for marriage and the second stage of life, that of a
grhastha “householder.” The grhastha establishes and sustains a family, including
the primary duty of fathering a son who will perform the necessary funeral rites
(sraddha) after his father’'s death. After the second life stage the Hindu may
enter the third asrama, retire from active life, and become a vanaprastha “forest
dweller,” eventually to enter the fourth stage, that of a sariinyasin “renouncer.”
Note that, for women, there is only one single rite of passage, their wedding.

The treatises on dharma recognize but do not elaborate in detail on other
dharmas that are not applicable to all, but to specific groups of Hindus only.
They provide some examples of dharmas followed by “the Northerners” or “the
Southerners.” They also refer to regional dharmas (desadharma), “caste” dharmas
(jatidharma), even to family/clan dharmas (kuladharma), as well as to dharmas
restricted to members of guilds (srenidharma) and dharmas that are observed in
the army. In other words, forms of behavior (acara) that are recognized as proper
for the members of these groups are dharma, even if they are not described in or
even if they are incompatible with the rules codified in the dharmasastras.

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

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

The Dharmasiitras

The term dharmasastra is used with two different meanings. It either encom-
passes both the dharmasastras and the dharmasiitras, i.e. the entire smrti, or it is
restricted to the dharmasastras in a narrower sense (see below). Although occa-
sionally mixed with verse, the dharmasiitras are in prose. By definition, a siitra is
a brief, aphoristic statement, in which not a single word or syllable is meaning-
less. Siitras are meant to be learned by heart first, only later to be explained by
means of an oral or written commentary. Typical examples of works written in
siitra style are Panini’s grammatical treatise (the Astadhyayi), Vatsyayana's
Kamastitra, the basic texts of the six systems of Hindu philosophy (darsanas), etc.
Note that the meaning of the Sanskrit term siitra in this context is different from
that of the Pali term sutta in the Buddhist texts.

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

One important feature of the kalpasiitras, and hence of the dharmasiitras, is
that they are an integral, though relatively late, part of the Veda. The kalpasiitras
are one of the six vedangas “(subsidiary) members of the Vedas.” Each of the four
Vedas, Rgveda, Yajurveda, Samaveda, and Atharvaveda, more correctly, each of the
several “branches” (sakha) of the four Vedas, is supposed to have had a kalpasiitra
including a dharmasiitra, but not all of these texts have been preserved (Renou
1947). In reality, the connection of some dharmasiitras with the vedic schools is
at best a loose one. Yet, the fact that the dharmasiitras are at least theoretically a
part of vedic literature entails that they are considered to be revealed texts trans-
mitted to humans by ancient sages (rsi). The authority of these texts is only
slightly lower than that of the older samhitds and brahmanas: the latter are sruti
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“hearing,” the dharmasiitras are smrti “recollection.” Some of the dharmasiitras
start with the phrase: “the source of dharma is the Veda.” The fact that not all
rules on dharma can be found in the Vedas was accounted for by means of a
variety of fictions, resulting in the belief either that the rsis who were privileged
to “see” the Veda did not see it in its entirety, or that parts of the Veda are lost to
us. And, even though the dharmasastras make it clear that in case of conflict
between the sruti and the smrti, the former prevails, the smyti, occasionally
supplemented by the behavior (acara) agreed on by those who know the Veda, is
considered to be a source of dharma which is “eternal” (sanatana): the sanatana-
dharma has been revealed once, perfectly, for all time to come.

Few dharmasiitras have been preserved. Four of them were translated with
extensive introductions and notes, more than a century ago, by Georg Biihler,
in volumes II (Apastamba and Gautama) and XIV (Vasistha and Baudhayana)
of F. Max Miiller’s Sacred Books of the East series. Recently, Oxford University
Press published a new translation of the four siitra texts (Olivelle 1999; the trans-
lation of each dharmasiitra is preceded by a detailed survey of its contents).

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

Some scholars consider not the Gautamadharmasiitra but the Apastambadhar-
masiitra to be the oldest preserved dharmasiitra. In this case the dharmasiitra is an
integral part (chapters 28-9; chapter 27 contains the grhyasiitra, chapter 30 the
Sulbasiitra) of the srautasiitra of the Apastamba school of the Taittiriya branch of
the Black (krsna) Yajurveda. The text is subdivided into two prasnas, each of which
contains 11 patalas (“baskets”); concurrently with the patalas the first prasna
comprises 32, and the second prasna 29 khandas (“sections”). A reference to an
Apastamba siitra contains four digits, e.g. 1 (prasna), 11 (patala), 32 (khanda), 1
(siitra); some omit the reference to the patala, so that 1.11.32.1 may appear as
1.32.1. As far as the subject matter is concerned, the Apastambadharmasiitra is
far better organized than the other dharmasiitras. After a brief introduction on
the sources of dharma and on the four social classes, the first prasna deals with
the duties of a brahmacarin, up to the ritual bath at the conclusion of his stu-
dentship. The second prasna is primarily devoted to the grhastha, and, as such,
includes passages on marriage, on sons (and inheritance), and on ritual for the
dead (sraddha). It ends with a description of the king as the protector of his
subjects, the collector of taxes, and the head of the judicial system.
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In connection with the Apastambadharmasiitra reference must be made to the
Hiranyakesidharmasiitra, which can hardly be considered a dharmasiitra in its own
right. It does belong to the preserved Hiranyakesikalpasiitra of the Taittiryya
branch of the Black Yajurveda, but it nearly literally corresponds to, i.e.
borrows from, the Apastambadharmasiitra. Biihler has listed a number of variant
readings in an appendix to his edition of the Apastambadharmasiitra (3rd ed.,
1932:197-212); for a more general comparison of both texts see Kane (1968:
91-4).

Even as, but far less clearly defined than, the Apastamba-dharmasiitra, the
Baudhayanadharmasiitra too, forms the final part of a kalpasiitra belonging to the
Black Yajurveda, which, however, has been the object of additions throughout.
In the preserved text of the Baudhayanakalpasiitra the dharmasiitra occupies
prasnas 35 to 38, preceded by the srautasiitra and other ritual texts (prasnas I to
29), the sulbasiitra (prasna 30), and the grhyasiitra (prasnas 31 to 34). There is
general agreement that only the first two prasnas (35-6), out of four, belong to
the original dharmasiitra. The first two prasnas are divided into concurrent
adhyayas and kandikas (“sections”): 11 and 22 in the first, 10 and 18 (17 and
18, on renunciation, seem to have been added from an extraneous source) in the
second. The last two prasnas are divided into adhydyas only, 10 in the third, 8 in
the fourth. References to the Baudhayanadharmasiitra may, therefore, appear con-
fusing: four digits (of which the second is often omitted) for the first two prasnas,
three only for the third and the fourth.

Even though the name of the Sage Vasistha (also Vasistha) is traditionally
associated with the Rgveda, the Vasistha- (or Vasisthadharmasiitra, like the
Gautamadharmasiitra, does not belong to any vedic school. Also like Gautama,
it is divided only into adhyayas, here numbered throughout from one to thirty.
Paucity of manuscripts (cf. Alois Anton Fiihrer’s editions 1883, 1914, and
1930) and absence of written commentary (except for a mid-nineteenth-
century one by Krsnapandita; an earlier one, by Yajiiasvamin, is lost) have left
the text of the Vasisthadharmasiitra highly corrupt.

In addition to the four (or five, including Hiranyakesi) major dharmasiitras, a
text variously called Vaikhanasadharmaprasna or Vaikhanasasmartasiitra (edited
and translated by Willem Caland in the Bibliotheca Indica series, works 242
and 251, 1927, 1929) qualifies both as a grhyasiitra (prasnas I to 7) and as a
dharmasiitra (prasnas 8 to 10). Even though the name vaikhanasa appears in the
dharmasiitras of Gautama, Baudhayana, and Vasistha, and even though the
Manusmyti (6.21) seems to allude to a Vaikhanasa treatise, the text in its present
form is more recent, with a strong leaning toward Vaisnavism (see Colas in this
volume).

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

The Dharmasastras

Differently from the dharmasiitras, the dharmasastras (in the narrow sense of the
word, see above) are entirely in verse. They are composed nearly exclusively in
the same anustubh or sloka meter (4 times 8 syllables to the stanza) that is famil-
iar from the epics (Mahabharata and Ramayana), from the Puranas, and from
other types of sastra literature. The dharmasastras deal with the same subject
matter as the dharmasiitras, and, even though they are held to be more recent
and no longer attached to specific vedic schools, they too are part of the revealed
and eternally valid smyrti. Even as the dharmasiitras, the dharmasastras are attrib-
uted to ancient Sages.

Few versified dharmasastras have been preserved in their entirety; they are
attributed to Manu, Yajnavalkya, Narada, and Parasara.

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

The Yajnavalkyasmyti largely deals with the same subject matter as the
Manusmrti, but in a more systematic way. The text is divided into three chapters,
on acara (proper behavior; 367/368 verses), vyavahara (law; 307 verses), and
prayascitta (penance; 334/335 verses). There is no complete translation of the
Yajnavalkyasmyti into English, even though Adolf Friedrich Stenzler edited and
translated the text into German as early as 1849. There is general agreement
that the Yajnavalkyasmrti is more recent than the Manusmrti. More than any
other dharmasastra text, the Yajnavalkyasmyrti, through its commentary Mitaksara
by Vijianesvara (eleventh century ck) on the subject of inheritance, has become
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prominent in the administration of justice in India under British rule and in
Independent India (see below).

The Naradsmrti has been preserved in three versions. A shorter text was trans-
lated by Jolly from an unpublished Sanskrit source (London, 1876). A longer one
was edited, with Asahaya’s partly preserved commentary, in the Bibliotheca
Indica series (work 102) in 1885, and translated in volume XXXIII of the Sacred
Books of the East in 1889, both by Jolly. A third text was published (1929) under
the title Naradiyamanusarithita, the readings of which are largely corroborated by
those attested in manuscripts written in Newari script found in Nepal. Jolly’s
longer recension has received most scholarly attention and has most often been
referred to as the Naradasmyti. Yet, in a new edition and translation (Philadelphia
1989) Richard Lariviere has shown that many verses included in Jolly’s edition
and translation are not part of the Naradasmrti, but of Asahaya’s commentary,
and that the Naradiyamanusarihita Newar1 recension may well represent the
original text. Narada is the only dharmasastra that is totally and exclusively
devoted to one single aspect of dharma, “law.” After an introductory section
(matrka) on legal procedure, the text proceeds systematically through the 18
heads of litigation, more or less in the order in which Manu established them.
The Naradasmyti became known for its detailed treatment of ordeals (divya) to be
used as one of the types of admissible evidence in courts of law. The fact that
Manu knows two forms of ordeal, Yajiiavalkya five, and Narada nine, has often
been used as an argument to consider the Naradasmyti more recent than the
Manusmyti and the Yajiavalkyasmyti. In view of Lariviere's conclusions some
forms of ordeal may, however, have been added by the commentator Asahaya.
In that case, Narada may antedate Yajnavalkya. The Naradasmrti impressed
comparative legal historians, to the point of unnecessarily assuming contact
with or influence from Roman law.

Less well known and less widely read than the dharmasastras attributed to
Manu, Yajiiavalkya, and Narada, the Parasarasmyti, edited, with the extensive
gloss (vyakhya) by Madhavacarya, in the Bombay Sanskrit Series (1893—-1911)
and in the Bibliotheca Indica series (work 94, 1890-9), deals with dcara and
prayascitta only. The commentator Madhava does introduce an important
section on vyavahara, but only on the occasion of Parasara’s brief reference to
the dharma of the ksatriyas. Even though Yajnavalkya (1.4-5) includes Parasara
in a long list of composers of dharmasastras, the preserved Parasarasmrti must be
far more recent. The text specifically claims to be a dharmasastra for the kaliyuga,
the last and worst of the four world ages within the current cycle, in which we
live at the present moment. Among the practices for which it is known to deviate
from those prescribed in other dharmasastras is a brief eulogy of sati, “widow
burning.”

Subsequent to the four preserved dharmasastras reference must be made to a
text on dharma that has created more problems of categorization and interpre-
tation than most. It is variously called Visnudharmasiitra, Visnudharmasastra, or,
with the neutral term, Visnusmrti. The text was edited and translated by Jolly in
the Bibliotheca Indica series (work 91) in 1881, and in volume VII of the Sacred
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Books of the East (1880), respectively. The Visnusmytii is divided into 100 chap-
ters (adhyaya) of very uneven length: 5 (chapters 34, 39, 40, 42, 76) with just
one siitra and one verse, one with 101 siitras followed by one verse (chapter 98).
The body of the text is in prose, but, with one exception (chapter 74), all chap-
ters end in verses, from a single sloka to 32 (chapter 20, after 21 sitras). The first
and the last two chapters are entirely in verse. The conclusion is that there may
have been an early Visnudharmasiitra, entirely in prose, which to some degree
belonged to the Kathaka branch of the Black Yajurveda. At a later time verses were
added to the core, many of them equivalent to and probably borrowed from
Manu (160 verses are identical), Yajnavalkya, Narada, the Bhagavadgita, and
other sources. Finally, the initial and the last two chapters made the text into a
Vaisnava work, thereby creating the single dharmasastra text in which it is Visnu
who, in his boar (varaha) incarnation, proclaimed dharma to the goddess Earth
at the time when the world was recreated after one of the recurring cosmic
destructions (pralaya).

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

This is especially true of the Brhaspatismrti, from which Jolly translated a col-
lection of verses on legal procedure and substantive law (vyavahara) in volume
XXXIII of the Sacred Books of the East (1889). K. V. Rangaswarni Aiyangar
(Baroda, 1941) not only edited a far larger collection of fragments on legal
issues; he also added extracts dealing with samskara (648 verses and two prose
passages), dcara (101 verses), sraddha (155 verses), asauca (ritual impurity, 78
verses), apaddharma (53 verses), and prayascitta (90 verses).

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

Further, 268 verses on law and legal procedure, attributed to the Sage Vyasa,
have been collected by B. K. Ghosh (Indian Culture 9, 1942, 65-98). Recently,
M. L. Wadekar edited 2,475 verses on acara, vyavahara, and prayascitta (plus 81
verses on jyotisa) from the lost Devalasmrti (Delhi, 1996-7, 2 vols.).

A collection of 19 dharmasastras, many of them attributed to Sages mentioned
earlier (often preceded by adjectives such as Brhad- “major,” Laghu- “minor,”
Vrddha- “senior”) but probably of more recent origin, were published under
the title Dharmasastrasamgrahah by Jivananda Vidyasagara (Calcutta, 1876).
Twenty-seven similar texts, titled Smrtinam samuccayah, were printed in volume
48 of the Anandasrama Sanskrit Series (Poona, 1905), and 20 were edited and
translated under the title The Dharmasastra by M. N. Dutt (Calcutta, 1906-8).
Gustav Herberich (Wiirzburg, 1893) edited and translated 103 verses ascribed,
not always consistently, to Vrddhamanu or Brhanmanu.

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

Dating

Dating most classical Indian texts remains a difficult task, and the dharmasiitras
and dharmasastras are no exception. Dating in absolute terms is possible only to
the extent to which there is agreement on the relative dates of the several texts.
If the Manusmrti is indeed the oldest versified dharmasastra and if we accept, with
the majority of scholars, that it was composed between 200 Bct and 200 ck (the
time when the Mahabharata was about to reach its final form), then all dhar-
masiitras are older than 200 Bcg, and all dharmasastras other than Manu's are
more recent than 200 ce. Even repeated and detailed comparison, based on
internal criteria, did not always lead to identical conclusions. Yet, it is more or
less established that, of the preserved dharmasiitras, Gautama or, according to
some, Apastamba is the oldest, followed by Baudhayana and Vasistha. How far
back these texts go prior to the time of Manu is less certain, at most as far as 500
BCE, and possibly less. Among the dharmasastras Manu was probably followed by
Yajhavalkya, Narada (unless the original Narada is earlier than Yajnavalkya),
Brhaspati, and Katyayana. The Visnudharmasiitra may be very old, but the text
as it has been preserved, both in prose and in verse, may be dated between 400
and 600 ck. The period of the principal dharmasiitras and dhamasastras may;,
therefore, be tentatively fixed between the limits of 500 Bce and 500 ck.

The Dharmasastras in the Commentarial Literature

The dharmasiitras and dharmasastras constitute a vast and, even more so, a
complex body of literature. First, not only are the siitras brief and aphoristic as
mentioned earlier; they are often cryptic and they easily lend themselves to very
different interpretations. Even the verses of the more verbose dharmasastras are
not always as clear as one would wish normative texts to be; some of the most
crucial slokas can be interpreted in very different ways. Second, it is not surpris-
ing that texts composed over a period of about one millennium, in distant parts
of the subcontinent, exhibit injunctions that are not only different, but even
incompatible.
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Such, however, is not the traditional view. For the Hindu the dharma as
revealed by the Sages is perfect. There are neither uncertainties nor contradic-
tions in the dharmasiitras and the dharmasastras. If texts appear unclear or con-
tradictory, it is because humans fail properly to understand their meanings.
Hence arose, probably from around 700 ck, if not earlier, a vast commentarial
literature, which continued well into the eighteenth century. For reasons which
will become clear later in this essay, a number of the more recent commentaries
were composed at the instance of the British rulers, most prominent among
them the Vivadarnavasetu “Bridge across the ocean of litigation” (Bombay, 1888),
a text composed by a group of 11 pandits in Calcutta, better known, in Nathaniel
Brassey Halhed's English rendition of a Persian translation, as A Code of Gentoo
Laws (London, 1776), and Jagannlatha Tarkapancanana’s as yet unpublished
Vivadabhangarnava “Ocean of solutions of litigation,” which, in Henry Thomas
Colebrooke’s translation, became known as A Digest of Hindu Law (Calcutta,
1797).

The commentaries on the dharmasiitras and dharmasastras are of two kinds.
Some are commentaries stricto sensu (called tika, bhasya, vrtti, etc.). They
comment on one particular dharmasiitra or dharmasastra text from beginning to
end, siitra after siitra, or verse after verse. So far we have two commentaries on
Gautama, one on Apastamba, one on Baudhayana, eight on Manu (the recently
discovered commentary by Bharuci may be one of the earliest texts of this
genre), five on Yajnavalkya (one of them, Vijnanesvara's Mitaksard was to play a
prominent role under British rule; it has its own two super commentaries), one
on each version of Narada, and one on Visnu.

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

Some of the nibandhas are voluminous; they are veritable encyclopedias of
Hindu dharma. Under one general title they comprise several book-length texts,
each of them with their own sub-titles, on every imaginable branch of dharma.
Laksmidhara’s Krtyakalpataru (twelfth century), for example, consists of 14
kandas, Mitramisra’s Viramitrodaya (seventeenth century) contains 10 prakasas,
and Raghunandana’s Smrtitattva (sixteenth century) is divided into 28 tattvas.

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

The Dharmasastras in Modern Times

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

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

Other developments did have an impact on the understanding and practical
application of the ancient dharmasastras. First, “law” and “religion,” which were
inextricably linked in the smrti texts, were artificially separated. Thus, in the
smrti texts one of the requirements for an adoption to be valid is a ritual called
dattahoma. With the “religious” aspect of adoption, as with any other aspect of
the Hindu religion, the Courts explicitly refused to interfere: if the dattahoma was
performed as a part of an adoption, the parties were free to do so. But, the task
of the Courts was to administer “law,” and they declared adoptions valid without
the performance of dattahomas. Or, the dharmasastras prohibit the adoption of an
only son, because such an act was bound to deprive the son’s natural father of
the ideal person to perform the required sraddha rituals after his death. The
Anglo-Indian courts of law overlooked this “religious” aspect of adoption, and
declared the adoption of an only son valid. Second, as mentioned earlier, one of
the characteristic traits of the commentaries and nibandhas was that they inter-
preted the apparently contradictory statements in the ancient texts so as to inte-
grate them into coherent systems. These coherent systems of the commentaries
and nibandhas were more appealing to the courts than the often unclear and con-
tradictory texts of the siitras and sastras. As a result, the courts decided it was
not their duty to investigate the correct meaning of the ancient texts themselves,
but to apply them only as they had been interpreted by the commentators. In
other words, the meaning of the ancient, revealed texts was made subordinate
to the interpretations they received at the hands of human commentators. Thus,
the distinction between those who did not recognize birth as a means to acquire
a right of ownership in the joint family property and those who did (see above),
led to the creation of the two major “Schools of Hindu law,” the Dayabhaga
school for Bengal and the Mitaksara school for the rest of India. And the Courts
went one step further. While still claiming to base their judgments on the
Sanskrit texts, be it the human commentaries rather than the revealed sastras,
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in reality the courts made even the Sanskrit commentaries subordinate to the
British Common Law concept of legal precedent. The Manusmrti and other
dharmasastras were referred to in every judgment, but via the commentaries, and
the commentaries were quoted indirectly via earlier decisions. Even when a
member of the Court or the attorney for a party convincingly demonstrated that
a text from a dharmasastra or commentary had been wrongly interpreted in
earlier cases, the Court invoked Latin maxims such as stare decisis or communis
error facit ius to overrule the proper meaning of the Sanskrit text. Finally, there
were aspects of the dharmasastras, such as their inferior treatment of women and
members of lower castes, which the British rulers considered objectionable.
Their decisions, based on the principles of justice, equity, and good conscience,
as well as a number of Acts, starting with the Caste Disabilities Removal Act
(1850) and the Women's Right to Property Act (1856), slowly but gradually
restricted the range of the issues on which Hindus continued to be governed by
the law of the “shaster.”

The legal system as elaborated in the colonial period was applied unchanged
in the courts of law of Independent India. That is, until 19556, when the
Indian Parliament passed four modern Acts (on marriage, inheritance, minor-
ity and guardianship, and adoptions and maintenance), and thereby, in Derrett’s
words, wrote “the epitaph for the Rishis” (subtitle of The Death of a Marriage Law,
Delhi, 1978). Yet, even today, in all matters that are not covered by the four Acts,
the dharmasastras and the commentaries and nibandhas continue to be quoted
and debated in the courts of law throughout India.

Epilogue

I have saved ’till the end a question that has been raised primarily for the dhar-
masiitras and dharmasastra as law books, but that equally applies to any other
aspect of dharma dealt with in these texts. The question is whether the composers
of the dharmasiitras and dharmasastras actually laid down rules that were and
that they expected to be applied in daily life, or whether the texts merely present
a picture of how their Brahman composers envisaged dharma in an ideal world.
Answers to this question by modern scholars, both Indian and non-Indian, vary
widely, from absolute trust in to total denial of the applicability of the texts in
real life. Hastings and the early British translators of the dharmasastras were con-
fident enough to build an entire modern legal system on the ancient texts. In F.
Max Miiller’s opinion, even for those not involved in Indian administration “they
are of great importance for forming a correct view of the old state of society
in India” (1859: 134). P. V. Kane's multi-volume work on the History of
Dharmasastra, Jolly’s, Lingat's, and Derrett’s general surveys of dharmasastra
literature, and numerous volumes and articles on specific aspects of smyti, are
all based on the tacit assumption that the texts provide a true picture of life
in ancient India. Yet, others were less convinced, to the point of calling the
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dharmasastras nothing more than “a pious wish of its metaphysically-minded,
ceremonial ridden priestly promulgators, and but seldom a stern reality” (Das
1914: 8). Itis possible, though, to find a middle ground between the two extreme
positions. Most, if not all, the injunctions or prohibitions contained in the several
suitras and slokas may reflect real situations, real customs and practices. Even
when texts appear contradictory, they represent the different kinds of dharma
that were observed within certain groups of individuals, regional, social, pro-
fessional, etc. Some of the injunctions and prohibitions contained in the texts
were dharma for the members of specific groups only, but all these rules needed
to be incorporated in the overarching, authoritative, and prescriptive texts on
the subject of dharma. None of the groups concerned may have known the
dharmasastras as they were eventually written down and transmitted in manu-
script form. They may have been ignorant of the dharma of other groups, but they
perfectly knew the specific rules, transmitted orally from father to son, or from
teacher to disciple, which they themselves were supposed to live by (Rocher
1993).
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CHAPTER 5
The Sanskrit Epics

John Brockington

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

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



THE SANSKRIT EPICS 117

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

The basic plot of the Mahabharata, which is traditionally ascribed to the sage
Vyasa, “the arranger,” concerns the struggle for control of the Kuru kingdom
between two sets of cousins: the hundred sons of Dhrtarastra, usually called the
Kauravas, and the five sons of Pandu, the Pandavas. Both fathers have ruled in
turn, so the line of succession to the throne is by no means clear and the rights
of the situation are debatable. This leads eventually to open warfare between the
cousins, although this is preceded by various events of which the most signifi-
cant is the dicing match in which the oldest Pandava, Yudhisthira, first loses
everything to the Kaurava champion and then the five brothers, along with their
wife Draupadai, are exiled to the forest for 12 years, plus a further year to be spent
undetected within society. After their return and the continued refusal by
the Kauravas to reach an agreement, war becomes inevitable and, as the
actual battle is about to begin, the third Pandava brother, Arjuna, confides to his
friend Krsna, chief of the Yadavas, his qualms about fighting the opposing side
because they are his relatives. This is the setting for Krsna’s sermon to him, the
Bhagavadgita, which has become the best known part of the whole epic. The
battle itself, over 18 days, occupies the middle part of the epic (itself comprising
18 books) and is followed by the lamentations of the women, two lengthy books
of advice to Yudhisthira by the dying Bhisma (the senior member of the family),
and several shorter books narrating various events up to the end of the
Pandavas’ lives.

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

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

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

By the middle of the period of growth of the epics, not only are Visnu and Siva
becoming more significant but also the figure of Brahma becomes important for
a time, in the last century or two BcE and the first century or so ce. Basically
Brahma represents a fusion of the Upanisadic absolute, Brahman, with the
concept of a creator deity, and so he is credited with some of the cosmogonic
myths told in the later vedic period about Prajapati. He is often called Pitamaha,
“grandfather,” or Svayambhii, “self-born,” and he is especially linked with
Brahmans and ascetics (e.g. Mbh. 1.203). His main attribute is to distribute
favours and particularly weapons to those who have pleased him by their ascetic
penance, as he does in the Ramayana to both Ravana and his son, Indrajit,
although he does also on occasion utter curses. However, it is Brahma who leads
the gods when they assemble at the end of the main Ramayana narrative to reveal
to Rama his divinity (Ram. 6.105). There are possible hints of the classical
trimiirti concept — which links Brahma, Visnu, and Siva together rather
arbitrarily — a couple of times in the Mahabharata (12.328.17 and 13.14.183),
but already in the later parts of the epics Visnu and Siva have totally eclipsed
Brahma, just as the importance of Indra has significantly declined.

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

The Mahabharata

Within the narrative of the Mahabharata, Krsna plays a prominent but scarcely
central role, one which nonetheless is enhanced as he comes to be seen as divine.
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To be exact, he appears in a dual role, as the Yadava chief who sides with the
Pandavas and gives them frequently devious and unscrupulous advice, and as
the supreme personal deity who only occasionally reveals his true identity (most
notably, of course, to Arjuna in the Bhagavadgita). This less than central position
is to some extent modified in the 16th book, the Mausalaparvan or “Book of
the Clubs,” which tells the story of the deaths of Krsna and his half-brother
Balarama (also called Baladeva and Samkarsana) and is then more fully reme-
died in the Harivamsa, “the dynasty of Hari” (i.e. Visnu = Krsna), composed
during the second half of the period of growth of the Mahabharata itself as a
supplement to it; Krsna’s centrality in the Harivamsa is in marked contrast to the
Mahabharata, where he stands aside from the central action. In the Mahabharata
narrative, Krsna is most prominent in the preparations for war, when he acts as
a negotiator on the Pandavas’ behalf with the Kauravas (e.g. 5.30 and 5.71) but
appears as one of the strongest protagonists of the conflict, urging Yudhisthira
on. So too, in the Bhagavadgita (6.23—40), Krsna encourages his friend Arjuna,
for whom he has agreed to act as charioteer, to abandon his misgivings and to
engage in the battle.

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

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

The substantial transformation in the view of Krsna which we find in the
Harivamsa (which revolves around the figure of Krsna) is undoubtedly one of the
most pivotal innovations in the history of Hinduism. Here for the first time is pre-
sented Krsna the child hero of the forests in Vrndavana and protector of cows,
the figure who over the centuries is to become the adorable infant, the cowherd
and the lover of the cowgirls (gopis). Although there may be occasional hints of
this facet of his nature in the Mahabharata (but this is debatable), the Harivamsa
provides the first connected account of this and other aspects of his life, such as
the taming of the water snake Kaliya (55-6), his lifting of Mount Govardhana
in defiance of Indra, whose continuing decline is still more marked in other
episodes (60-1), the killing of his evil uncle Kamsa (72-76), the attack on
Mathura by Jarasamdha (80-2) and the move from Mathura to the new city of
Dvaraka (84 and 93). Equally, his older brother Balarama, who appears in only
aminor role in the Mahabharata, is now a much more important figure and there
is much about the youthful exploits of the two brothers. The other members of
their clan are still presented in the Harivamsa as being generally ignorant of
Krsna's divine nature, in which it contrasts with later narrations in, for example,
the Visnu and Bhagavata Puranas.

The Ramayana

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

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

Whereas the Mahabharata narrative of Krsna was next developed in a supple-
ment to it, the Harivamsa, the account of Rama in the Ramayana is developed in
the Puranas and in the later Sanskrit Ramayanas. Thus, for example, the Kiirma
Purana account contains the important theological development of the illusory
Sita created by Agni before she is seized by Ravana, thus safeguarding the real
Sita’s purity; this motif then occurs also in the Adhyatma Ramayana, Tulsidas’s
Ramcaritmanas and elsewhere. The later Sanskrit Ramayanas give a Vedantin
slant to the emerging bhakti emphasis; the Yogavasistha, though claiming to be
by Valmiki, also asserts that it is the twelfth telling of the story and lays consid-
erable stress on Rama as a liberated being (jivanmukta) in a unique blend of
abstract philosophy and vivid narrative, while the Adhyatma Ramayana teaches
a form of Advaita Vedanta combined with belief in Rama’s saving grace and also
incorporates the Ramagita, perhaps the first significant attempt to give Rama a
teaching role analogous to Krsna’s. Already in the Adhyatma Ramayana we see a
motif which is common in many later retellings, that those killed by Rama are
thereby blessed. The first version of the Ramayana in a regional language is
Kampan's Tamil Iramavataram, appearing in the wake of the impassioned bhakti
poetry of the Alvars; already in this there is something of the emphasis on the
name of Rama which becomes so significant later. In North India, the first major
adaptation is that into Bengali by Krttibas but the Hindi Ramcaritmanas of
Tulsidas has become much the best known, notable for its vision of Rama’s
righteous rule and the saving power of his name, as well as for its use as the
base text for the Ramlila, a dramatic enactment of the story staged annually by
local communities across much of North India.
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Doctrinal Developments

Krsna and Rama are the most widely worshipped of the avataras of Visnu but the
avatara concept as such only begins to emerge in the later stages of development
of the epics, even though the Bhagavadgita is commonly regarded as proclaim-
ing the basic rationale for Visnu's “descents,” when Krsna declares that he
incarnates himself in age after age to destroy the wicked and to protect the righ-
teous (4.5-8). Indeed, didactic parts of the Mahabharata list just four or six of
Visnu's “manifestations” (pradurbhava, the term it uses rather than the later term
avatara), while the Ramayana shows no awareness of the concept. The fish,
matsya, which saved Manu from a great deluge is identified with Brahma in
the Mahabharata (3.195), just as in the Ramayana (6.105) the boar which raises
the earth from the waters is Brahma; their identification with Visnu comes
later. The exploits of Rama Jamadagnya (later known more commonly as
Parasurama) are given some prominence in the Mahabharata and he also occurs
in an episode in the first book of the Ramayana where he is worsted by the young
Rama Dasarathi. The Mahabharata also lists Vamana, the dwarf, and Narasimha
(12.326 and 337) and predicts the future avatara, Kalkin (3.188-9). In the
version of the Vamana myth found in the Ramayana (1.28.2—11), Visnu presents
the three worlds that he has regained to Indra, who by implication is still supe-
rior to him.

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

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

Doctrinally too the Narayaniya shows a blend of Upanisadic monism, dualistic
elements similar to Samkhya and Yoga, and Brahmanical ritualism, with the
devotional worship of a personal deity — through a synthesis of several separate
passages — and assigning a higher value to ritual and asceticism than in the com-
parable synthesis presented in the slightly earlier Bhagavadgita. Virtually every
mention of the term Pancaratra occurs within the Narayaniya, which is also the
only part of the Mahabharata where the theory of the vyiihas, the divine expan-
sions, is presented in detail. This represents an adaptation of the story of Krsna
and his relatives to a cosmogonic perspective. Beneath Visnu-Narayana, the
immutable ultimate deity, are the four vyiihas, who take charge of creation:
Vasudeva, presented as superior to the other three, gives rise to Samkarsana,
from whom emanates Pradyumna (who, however, in the Yadava lineage is
Krsna's son), who in turn fathers Aniruddha. After this the gross creation com-
mences through the agency of Brahma, but all activity belongs to the four divine
forms, who are also assimilated to the tattvas, constituent principles of Samkhya.
This theory seems to have evolved around the first to second century ck con-
currently with the avatara theory, which in the long run becomes more popular.
Although the developed Pancaratra system is mainly concerned with ritual
practice, there is surprisingly little about this aspect in the Mahabharata.

Samkhya and Yoga

These two long books of the Mahabharata in which Bhisma propounds his advice
to Yudhisthira contain a substantial amount of teaching which can broadly
be called philosophical, of which the largest part is related to the later Samkhya
and Yoga systems, but there are also passages relating to a number of other
approaches; these are mostly to be found in the third section of the Santiparvan,
called the Moksadharmaparvan (12.168-353). In addition, there are similar
passages elsewhere in the Mahabharata, most obviously the Bhagavadgita, but
also the recapitulation of it which Krsna delivers to Arjuna after the battle
(the Anugita, 14.16-50), an early such passage attributed to the mythical sage
Sanatsujata (the Sanatsujatiya, 5.43—5) and a few others. In contrast, neither
Samkhya nor Yoga occur in the Ramayana. While in the Mahabharata the concept
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of karma as the determinant of human destiny is on the whole the dominant
one, the prevalence of other views about this, not uncommonly in the narrative
and even occasionally in the didactic parts, is worth noting. In various passages
fate (daiva, etc.), time, death, nature and one’s own nature are each regarded as
the supreme principle; ideas were still evidently in flux and indeed we see here
the more popular equivalent of the ferment of ideas recorded in the Upanisads.

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

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

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

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

Later Influence

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

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

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

This continuity lies not only in the extended period over which both epics were
growing to their present dimensions but also in the way that both were taken up
by all succeeding periods both culturally and religiously, so that they have
become part of the very fabric of the culture. Indeed, they have been used not
only in support of traditional orthodoxy, as one might expect, but also by many
marginalized groups who have found a special affinity with one of their char-
acters; for example, Sita’s trials have enabled women to air the problem of a
husband’s neglect, Ravana’s defiance of the establishment has been glorified by
some South Indians and some outcaste groups, and Valmiki has become central
to the beliefs of one untouchable group. Such selective appropriation of the
epic narratives serves to underline both their richness and their flexibility.
Yet the position of the epics within Hindu culture is even more basic than that:
A. K. Ramanujan’s assertion that no Indian ever hears the Ramayana story for
the first time conveys the very real truth, applicable to both epics, that their
stories and their characters are integral to every Hindu's consciousness.
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CHAPTER 6
The Puranas

Freda Matchett

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

Secondly, the Puranas define themselves as pancalaksana, having five charac-
teristic topics, yet an eminent Indian scholar has estimated that these topics
“occupy less than three percent of the extant Mahapuranas” (Kane 1977: 841).
Thirdly, there is a discrepancy between the way in which the Puranas classify
themselves and their actual contents. A fourth problem arises, not from the
Puranas’ statements about themselves, but from their present existence in
printed and bound editions. In this form they give the impression of being books,
intended for reading, commentary, and annotation, but originally they would
have been more accurately described as performances, intended to be seen,
heard, and enjoyed. Unless some appreciation of this is present, today’s reader
of the Puranas fails to understand them.
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A closer examination of these four issues will now be made, beginning with
the last one, then dealing with the other three in the order in which they have
just been mentioned. In some cases this may uncover more problems rather than
offering solutions, but it should convey to the reader that the study of the
Puranas is a challenging and rewarding field.

Books or Performances?

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

Like the Mahabharata, the Puranas are generally thought by scholars to have
been first recited by siitas, bards who attended ksatriya leaders and provided them
with inspiration and entertainment in the form of stories of their ancestors.
According to Vayu 1.31-2:

svadharma esa stitasya sadbhir dystah puratanaih/ devatanam ysinam ca rajiam camit-
atejasam // vamsanam dharanam karyam srutanam ca mahatmanam / itihasapuranesu
dista ye brahmavadibhih // (The stita’s special duty as perceived by good men of old
was to preserve the genealogies of gods, rishis and most glorious kings, the tradi-
tions of great men, which are displayed by those who declare sacred lore in the
Itihasas and Puranas. (Pargiter’s translation, Pargiter 1972: 15; cf. Padma
5.1.27-8)

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

Almost all the Puranas are said to have the Sita (either Lomaharsana or his
son Ugrasravas) as their overall narrator, even though his chief task is some-
times — as in, for example, the Bhagavata — to introduce a previous narrator from
whom he has heard the story. But the Sata is not seen as the composer of the
Purana, which has a more exalted origin. According to Matsya 53.3—4, it was
Brahma who first proclaimed the one Purana of a billion slokas. This was medi-
ated to the human world by Visnu in the form of Vyasa, who condensed the
divine text into a shorter version and divided it into 18.

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

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

The Puranic narratives are of various kinds. Some are creation myths found
also in the Mahabharata, such as the churning of the Ocean of Milk (Mbh.
1.15.4-17.30; Visnu 1.9) or the raising of the earth from beneath the cosmic
waters (Mbh. 3.100.19; Markandeya 47.2—-14; Padma 1.3.25b-52a; 5.3.20b—
52a; Varaha 2.21-6; Visnu 4.1-52). Others are stories of kings and princes which
augment the Puranic genealogies. Others again are stories of gods or goddesses:
Krsna has a full-scale biography in Bhdagavata 10-11, Brahmavaivarta 4
(Srikrsnajanmakhanda), Padma (Patalakhanda 69-99), and Visnu 5, while much
“biographical” information about Siva and his family is given in various parts of
the Siva and the Skanda. There are also stories celebrating the power of bhakti,
e.g. Visnu's deliverance of Ambarisa from the wrath of Durvasas (Bhagavata
9.4.15-5.27), as well as others which present violations of dharma which are
not to be followed, e.g. Visnu 3.18.52-94, which tells of King Satadhanu, who
has to suffer a number of animal rebirths as a consequence of talking with a
heretic (pasanda), and is only reborn eventually as a man through the loyalty of
his virtuous wife.

In spite of their awareness of their own religious significance, there is no indi-
cation that the Puranas were ever like the Vedas in being memorized as exactly
as possible for word-perfect transmission from one generation to the next. On the
contrary, their nature as performances and the audience participation which is
symbolized by the respondent/questioner meant that they preserved the core of
their message by continually changing, perhaps incorporating the praises of a
newly-built temple (e.g. the celebration of the Surya temple at Konarka in
Brahma 28), referring to some important event in the life of the society around
them (as Visnu 3.17 may refer to the expulsion of Buddhists from the region of
the Narmada), or showing changes in the religious affiliation of the group which
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was transmitting the text (e.g. the Kiirma appears to be a Pasupata reworking
of what was originally a Pancaratra text). To quote Giorgio Bonazzoli, “the
purana-s grow like trees: old branches are pruned, things are transformed
or removed, new blossoms appear, things are added and the result is a continu-
ously changing living reality, always equal to itself although always different”
(Bonazzoli 1983: 101).

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

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

The Great Eighteen

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

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

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

Brahma Brahmavaivarta
Padma Linga

Visnu Varaha

Siva Skanda
Bhagavata Vamana

Narada Kiirma
Markandeya Matsya

Agni Garuda
Bhavisya Brahmanda

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

Occasionally these 18 Puranas are styled mahapuranas (Bhagavata 12.7.10,22;
Visnu 3.6.24), as though singling them out from a general corpus and
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conferring a special status upon them. Sometimes the 18 “major Puranas” are
contrasted with 18 “minor Puranas” (upapuranas; cf. Brahmavaivarta 4.132.
10,22), but there is far less agreement as to the names of the latter than there
is for the mahapuranas. Rocher discusses the two categories, and concludes that
the distinction between them is purely artificial, because “there is no basic dif-
ference between the mahapuranas on the one hand and the upapuranas on the
other” (Rocher 1986: 69).

However, it may be that the number 18 was not intended originally to single
out a particularly weighty group of Puranas from the rest. Originally it may have
been a statement about the Puranas generally. There were 18 Puranas, just as
there were 18 parvans in the Mahabharata, 18 chapters in the Bhagavadgita, 18
days of the Mahabharata battle, and 18 armies fighting in it. In other words, the
“18-ness” of the Puranas may be a symbol of their close connection with
the Mahabharata. There are other signs of such a connection: almost all the
brahmanical Sanskrit Puranas begin, as the Mahabharata does, with a conversa-
tion between the Bard (Saita) and the rsis of the Naimisa forest. Without excep-
tion, their standard meter is that of the Mahabharata, the sloka. This, of course,
is not peculiar to the Mahabharata — indeed the Ramayana claims that its com-
poser Valmiki invented the sloka (Ram 1.2). But while the Ramayana introduces
its speeches with metrical formulas which are part of its essential structure, the
Puranas follow the Mahabhaarata in using “prose formulae . . . of the type arjuna
uvaca and ysaya ticuh. . . and so on” (Goldman 1984: 17). Their reputed author,
Vyasa, is held to be the composer of the Mahabharata also. They almost all employ
the Mahabharata's introductory verse, applying to themselves the title Java that
it uses for the Mahabharata.

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

The “Five Characteristic Topics”

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

This translation puts an explanatory gloss on the lines which are found in several
Puranas:

sargas ca pratisargas ca vamso manvantarani ca / vamsanucaritam ceti puranam
pancalaksanam // (Vayu 4.10b—11a; cf. Matsya 53.65bc; Visnu 3.6.25,27).

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

Nevertheless, pratisarga is found in at least four Puranic passages with the
meaning “destruction.” In Visnu 6.1.1-2, the respondent/questioner Maitreya
says that the narrator Parasara has told him about sarga, vamsa, the duration of
the manvantaras (manvantarasthiti), and vamsanucarita, and that now he wants to
hear about the dissolution of the universe. Only when Parasara has given him
this information does Maitreya declare that he has been told about sarga, pratis-
arga, vamsa, manvantarani, and vamsanucarita. In Brahmanda 4.1.239-40, Vayu
100.133,and 102.132,5, pratisarga also occurs with the meaning “destruction.”

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

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

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

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

Classification Versus Contents

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

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

Whether or not sectarianism is an appropriate word to use in this context, the
Puranas classify themselves as belonging to three groups, each connected with
one of the gunas of Samkhya psychocosmology and thus with one of the divini-
ties of the trimiirti. Visnu, Narada, Bhagavata, Garuda, Padma, and Varaha are
sattvic and therefore associated with Visnu; Matsya, Kiirma, Linga, Siva, Skanda,
and Agni are tamasic (Siva); Brahmanda, Brahmavaivarta, Markandeya, Bhavisya,
Vamana, and Brahma are rajasic (Brahma). This division is found in Padma
5.263.81-4, and the connection with the trimiirti is given by Matsya 53.68-9
(although these verses say that Agni, as well as Siva, is praised in the tamasic
Puranas, and acknowledges the existence of mixed Puranas also, linked with
Sarasvati). It might appear to strengthen Wilson's theory that the earlier
paiicalaksana material had been displaced by later sectarian texts, but in fact this
neat threefold grouping, assigning exactly one-third of the Eighteen to each
guna, is entirely artificial.

To begin with, this is not the only self-classification given by the Puranas,
although it is by far the best-known: Rocher quotes “an alternative, fivefold sub-
division, with puranas dedicated to five different gods” (Brahma, Strya, Agni,
Siva, and Visnu), found in the Skanda (Rocher 1986: 21). Furthermore, there are
no Puranas which proclaim Brahma as the Supreme God, since Brahma does not
appear to have been regarded in this light on any significant scale (cf. Biardeau
1981: 175-8). Even Wilson was not convinced that the Puranas listed in the
rajasic division ought to be connected with Brahma, and pointed out that there
is a Sakta tendency in some of those included in this list (e.g. Mdarkandeya,
Brahmavaivarta; Wilson 1961: xii). But even if this traditional division of the
Puranas is seen as Vaisnava, Saiva, and Sakta, it is still misleading, since there
are comparatively few Puranas which are devoted exclusively to the worship of
one deity. There are some which can be described unambiguously as Vaispnava
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(e.g. Visnu, Bhagavata) or Saiva (e.g. Siva), but these are in the minority. The
Matsya has passages of Vaisnava and Saiva tendency in roughly equal propor-
tions; the Vamana has different portions centered upon Visnu, Siva, and Devi; the
Kiirma, as has already been noted, shows traces of both Pancaratra and Pasupata
shaping; the Brahma may be centered upon the worship of Krsna in Orissa as
Jagannatha, but there are also passages which praise Strya and his temple at
Konarka, and Siva, worshipped at Ekamra; the inclusion of the Devimahatmya in
the Markandeya suggests a Sakta tendency, but apart from this there is little to
connect this Purana with any divinity.

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

The Religious World-view of the Puranas

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

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

It would thus be possible to speak of Puranic religion as monotheistic. Yet the
Puranas bring together a great many mythical themes, and in doing so provide
several frameworks into which various divine figures can be fitted at different
levels. There is the “triple form” (trimiirti) in which the cosmic functions of cre-
ation, maintenance, and destruction are personified by the forms of Brahma,
Visnu, and Siva respectively. There are the avatdras, the “descents” which the
Supreme God makes into the human context. These were originally associated
with Visnu alone, and perhaps started from a nucleus of four found in the
Narayaniyaparvan, a late section of the Mahabharata (boar, man-lion, dwarf,
human being, Mbh. 12.337.35). Within the Puranas lists of different length are
found (e.g. Matsya47.237-48/Vayu98.71-104/Brahmanda 2.3.73.72—-105a: 3
divine and 7 human forms; Bhagavata 1.3.6-26: 22 forms: Garuda 1.202: 19),
only occasionally (e.g. Agni 2.1-16.27) coinciding with the eventual standard
list of 10: fish, tortoise, boar, man-lion, dwarf, Parasurama, Rama Dasarathi,
Krsna (or Balarama), Buddha, and Kalki. These figures open up different seams
of Vaisnava mythology, making room within it for another supreme figure besides
Visnu himself. This is Krsna, already the Supreme God of the Bhagavadgita, and
supplied by the Puranas (e.g. Visnu 5; Bhagavata 10) with a biography which gave
him a universal appeal in human terms as well as divine. Although the Puranas
also present Siva as having avataras (e.g. Siva: Satarudrasamhita), these appear to
be modeled on their Vaisnava counterparts. The network of divinities which
seems to be more authentically Saiva appears to be that provided by Siva’s family:
his wife Uma/Parvati (herself a form of the Supreme Godhead seen as feminine)
and their sons Ganesa and Skanda/Karttikeya.

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

A significant feature of the yuga scheme, in both the Mahabharata and the
Puranas, is that the time of narration is somewhere in the kaliyuga, usually
regarded as having begun with the death of Krspa (cf. Bh 1.18.6; Visnu
5.38.8/Brahma 212.8). This cannot really be said to be a pessimistic view of life.
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Not only is the krtayuga somewhere in the future, but there are puranic passages
which say that moksa is easier to attain in the kaliyuga than in any other age (e.g.
Visnu 6.2.15-18). Yet it does suggest that perfection belongs to the past —
perhaps one reason why the Puranas want to associate themselves with it.

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

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

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

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

Thus the religion of bhakti consists of honoring all aspects in which the
Supreme God makes his/her presence manifest in the trailokya. Holy cities are
lovingly described in the Puranas (e.g. Skanda; Kasikhanda; Narada; Uttarabhaga
48-61); holy rivers are enumerated (e.g. Siva: Vidyesvarasamhita 12; Garuda
1.81); instructions are given for the construction and worship of images (e.g.
Visnudharmottara 3.44-85), for making pilgrimages (e.g. Vayu 110-11); Narada:
Uttarabhaga 62-3; Skanda 3.51), and for the carrying out of special piijas (Narada:
Uttarabhaga 43; Siva: Kotirudrasamhita 38-9) and vratas (Narada 4.110-24;
Matsya 54-82; Garuda 1.116-37). Bhakti gives rise to a highly sacramental form
of worship which nourishes itself upon all the traces of the divine encounter
with humanity. Even sinners who do not worship are saved by the God of bhakti,
for instance, the dying Ajamila who cries “Narayana” because it is the name of
his youngest son (Bhagavata 6.1-2), or Devaraja who is saved by accidentally
hearing the Siva recited (Siva 1.2.15-40). It may appear the karma is set aside
and any idea of dharma overthrown. Yet this is not the case. The Puranas contain
many passages in which the rules of varnasramadharma are set out firmly and
clearly, sometimes introduced by the idea that this is what God wants (cf. Visnu
3.8.1-19). Dharma and the four purusarthas (dharma, artha, kama, and moksa)
are still in place, but they are now transformed and transcended by bhakti.

The Puranas Today

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

At the level of scholarly study, the Puranas have received plentiful attention
in the last quarter of the twentieth century. Rocher’s comprehensive survey, pub-
lished by Harrassowitz in 1986 as part of their History of Indian Literature, has
already been mentioned, and is a work to which all subsequent Purana scholars
are deeply indebted (cf. Doniger 199 3: viii). Anthologies of Puranic myths, trans-
lated into English, compiled and introduced by Wendy O’Flaherty (1975) and by
Cornelia Dimmitt and J. A. B. van Buitenen (1978), have enabled a wider range
of readers to discover the Puranas for themselves, while in The Origins of Evil in
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Hindu Mythology (1976), O'Flaherty has shown how the analysis of Puranic
myths can yield profounder and more sophisticated answers to some religious
questions than any philosophical approach.

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

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

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



CHAPTER 7
Tamil Hindu Literature

Norman Cutler

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

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

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

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

Complementing the “interior world” is the public “exterior world” (puram),
a world where warriors are acclaimed for their valor, kings are praised for their
generosity, and poets instruct their patrons in right action and the nature of life.
Puram poems, by and large, offer their audience scenes painted in bold, clear
strokes, and here the poets generally do not subtly orchestrate features of setting
to suggest nuances of mood as in akam poems.

According to Tolkappiyam the gods who preside over the mountains, forest,
seashore, riverine tract, and arid land are, respectively, Ceéyon, “the Red One,”
Mayon, “the Dark One,” Varunan, the god of the sea and wind, Ventan, “the
King,” and Korravai, goddess of war. Céyon is an alternate name for Murukan,
“the Beautiful One,” a very popular deity in Tamilnadu, who in the course of
time coalesced with the Sanskritic god Skanda, son of Siva, though the icono-
graphy and mythology of Murukan maintains features not generally associated
with Sanskritic images of Skanda. Mayon, also known as Mal, “the Great One”
or “the Dark One,” became identified with Visnu. Finally, Véntan, “the king,”
refers to Indra, King of the gods.
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It is important to stress that while some poems included in the cankam
anthologies contain references to these gods or to rites performed in their honor,
these are not religious poems in the sense one would ordinarily understand the
term. In virtually all cases these poems aesthetically and rhetorically focus on
the actions and emotions of human beings in relation to one another and to
their natural environment. References to gods and religious practices are sub-
sidiary to these concerns, and when they do occur, they may be tinged with
irony. For example, in certain akam poems the heroine or her friend mock
Murukan’s priest for attempting to cure the ailing heroine through rites of
exorcism, when the actual cause for her illness is separation from her lover.

There are however, two significant exceptions to this generalization. The rel-
atively late cankam anthology, Paripatal (ca. fifth century cE), contains a number
of poems that celebrate the gods Cevveél (another name for Ceyon/Murukan) and
Tirumal. (The honorific prefix “tiru” is equivalent to Sanskrit “$ri”.) And addi-
tionally, the cankam corpus contains a long “guide poem” (arruppatai) in praise
of Murukan called Tirumurukarruppatai (ca. fifth century). The latter is modeled
on guide poems found in Purananiiru, the principal cankam anthology devoted
to puram poetry. In these poems a poet praises his patron’s realm, his wealth and
his generosity in conversation with another poet whom he has met on the road.
In Tirumurukarruppatai, standard elements of the guide poem genre — poet,
patron, patron’s realm, patron’s gifts — are transposed to a devotional register,
becoming, in turn, Murukan's devotee, the god, the six hills which are said to
be Murukan’s favorite dwelling places in Tamilnadu, and the grace Murukan
bestows upon his devotees.

The Canonized Poems of the Tamil Vaisnava and
Saiva Saints

Tirumurukarruppatai, uniquely among the compositions included in the cankam
poetic corpus, also was canonized in Tamil Saiva sectarian tradition. (No poems
from the cankam corpus are included in the equivalent canon of Tamil
Vaisnavism.) Tirumurukarruppatai’s dual status is a reminder that early Tamil lit-
erary practices, which probably flourished in a courtly context, and the some-
what later poetic expressions of devotion for Siva and Visnu are not unrelated.
This is apparent in the large number of canonized bhakti poems that adapt
and incorporate literary conventions associated with the cankam poems. Most
famously, in many Vaisnava bhakti poems the poet assumes a female voice and
expresses love for Visnu in an idiom modeled closely on cankam akam poems."
Nevertheless, the two poetic corpera significantly differ from one another in
form, content, or function.

The period extending from the seventh through the ninth centuries was the
golden age of bhakti in the Tamil country. During this period temples of Siva
and Visnu became a prominent feature of the Tamil landscape, and communities
of bhaktas who hailed from a wide spectrum of social backgrounds and were
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united by their devotion, became a part of the Tamil social landscape. Also
during this period the Tamil Vaisnava and Saiva saints gave voice to their reli-
gious fervor in poetry. The saints and their poems subsequently became defining
elements in Tamil Vaisnava and Saiva sectarian traditions: many of the poems
were incorporated in the liturgy of temple worship, and images of the saints
were enshrined in the temples along with the images of the gods themselves.

Tamil Vaisnavism recognizes 12 saint-poets, the alvars (“they who are
immersed [in their devotion for Visnu]”); and the poems they composed, known
collectively as the “four thousand sacred compositions” (Nalayirat-tiviya-
pirapantam) are frequently referred to in the tradition as “the Tamil Veda.”
Beginning around the twelfth century, these poems came to be recited ritually
as part of the routine of worship in Tamil Vaispava temples, and, in keeping
with their status as sacred scripture, they also became the object of erudite
theologically-oriented commentaries.

In Tamil Saiva tradition the match between the categories of saint and sacred
scripture also overlap, but not quite so precisely. Tamil Saivism recognizes 63
saints or nayanmar (“leaders”) whose legendary life stories are told in the
twelfth-century hagiography, Periya Puranam. Periya Puranam is included as the
twelfth and last of the Tirumurai, or “sacred compendia” of poems, which carry
canonical status in Tamil Saiva tradition. Like the Vaisnava alvar poems, they
are considered to be the equal of the Vedas in sacredness. Some, but not all of
the nayanmar composed poems that are included in the Tirumurai, and some,
but not all of the poems included in the Tirumurai, were composed by nayanmar.
Also, like the poems of the alvars, poems from the Tirumurai, were incorporated
into the routines of temple worship, but unlike the former, prior to modern times,
one does not find written theological commentaries on these poems. Neverthe-
less, traditional Saiva scholars often include citations from this corpus in oral
discourses on theological topics.

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

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

Learned Literature of the Court and the Temple

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

Traditionally the poems of the Tamil bhakti saints and medieval learned
literature, even when devoted to religious subjects, inhabited different cultural
terrains; but there is one work that belongs to both domains (much as
Tirumurukarruppatai is included both in the cankam corpus and in the Saiva
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Tirumurai). This is Tirukkovaiyar, a learned poem attributed to the Saiva saint-
poet Manikkavacakar. Though, by historical accident, he is not numbered
among the 63 nayanmar,* Manikkavacakar is nevertheless one of the most
highly revered of the Tamil Saiva poet-saints. The eighth Tirumurai is composed
of his two works: Tiruvacakam, a collection of 51 poems of various genres, all of
which conform fairly closely to the model of bhakti poetry described above, and
a pirapantam poem, Tirukkovaiyar, a much more difficult, learned poem which
exemplifies a genre called kovai. The kovai, perhaps more than any other post-
cankam genre, evolved from the conventional apparatus of cankam poetry: the
personae and situations represented in verses of a kovai are lifted directly from
the akam poetic tradition.

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

The kovai is not the only pirapantam genre that facilitates the celebration of
either a human or a divine hero(ine). Another genre, popular beginning from
the early fifteenth century is called pillaittamil, “a Tamil [poem][in praise of]
a child.” In a pillaittamil poem “a poet assumes a maternal voice to praise an
extraordinary being (deity, prophet, saint, or hero), envisioning him or her in the
form of a baby” (Richman 1997: 3). Not all pillaittamil poems are devoted to
Hindu subjects, though Hindu gods, goddesses, and saints are well represented
in the corpus of pillaittamil literature.’ In keeping with its status as a learned lit-
erary genre, the form and content of pillaittamil poems are closely governed by
convention, though this genre does not, like the kovai, closely model itself on
cankam poetry. All pillaittamil poems are structured in terms of ten sections,
called paruvam, each of which “takes as its subject matter a specific childhood
activity: for example, a child giving the mother a kiss, a little girl bathing in the
river, or a little boy beating a toy drum” (Richman 1997: 10).

While one of the Vaisnava bhakti poets, Periyalvar (ninth century), adopted
a maternal voice in his poems of devotion to the baby Krsna, the first pillaittamil
poem that fully articulates the paruvam structure is the Tiruccentiir Pilaittamil
composed by Pakalikkattar (late fourteenth to early fifteenth centuries) in praise
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of the god Murukan, especially in his association with the seaside town of
Tiruccentar. Paula Richman has summarized the legend that accounts for the
composition of this poem:

According to tradition, Pakalikkattar, originally a Vaisnava devotee, suffered ter-
rible stomach pains for a long time. One day an ancestor who had been a devotee
of Murukan (son of Siva) appeared to him in a dream and asked him to sing a pil-
laitamil. The poet then saw that sacred ash and a leaf had been bestowed upon
him. He awoke to find a palm leaf beside him upon which to compose poetry. After
prayer to Lord Murukan cured his illness, he composed his pillaittamil to the deity
as manifested at the Tiruccentur shrine. (Richman 1997: 53-4)

One finds here echoes of the legendary life story of Appar (seventh century)
which tells how a stomach ailment played a critical role in securing the saint’s
conversion from Jainism to Saivism. Since Appar’s story was firmly established
in the Tamil Saiva hagiographic tradition prior to Pakalikkattar's lifetime, more
likely than not, the similarities in the biographies are not coincidental. But while
the echoes of Appar’s biography in the later legend establish a linkage between
the pirapantam poem and Tamil Saiva bhakti tradition, the fact that Vaisnavism
has replaced Jainism as the non-Saiva Other, indicates a significant shift in the
socio-religious environment in Tamilnadu between the seventh and the four-
teenth centuries.

Many Tamil poets, including Hindus, Muslims, and Christians, have composed
pillaittamil poems. Besides Tiruccentiir Pillaittamil, two of the best known
pillaittamil poems devoted to Hindu subjects are Maturai Minatciyammai Pillait-
tamil by Kumarakuruparar (seventeenth century), which praises the goddess
Minatci, Siva’s consort in the great temple located in Maturai, and Cékkilar
Pillaittamil by T. Minatcicuntaram Pillai (nineteenth century) on Cékkilar, the
author of the canonical hagiography of the 63 Tamil Saiva saints, Periya
Puranam (twelfth century). While the subjects of pillaittamil poems, as well as
their sectarian and historical contexts, are quite varied, the exemplars of this
genre do display certain common features. Most obvious is the paruvam struc-
ture and the maternal voice that are central to the definition of the genre.
Another feature common to many pillaittamil poems is the way poets intersperse
images of a god or hero imagined as a child with references to the subject’s heroic
or gracious acts as an adult. These juxtapositions engender in a poem’s audience
a simultaneous sense of intimate affection and awe-filled wonder for its subject.®

The Tamil literary category of pirapantam is traditionally counterposed to
the category of purdnam or kavyam (or kdappiyam?). In Sanskrit, the category
purana, which denotes the primary textual repository of Hindu mythology, is
often linked with the category of itihasa, which refers specifically to the
Mahabharata and the Ramayana. While a few of the Sanskrit texts included in
the realm of itihasa-purana are noted for their poetic language, by and large these
texts are noteworthy more for the stories they tell than for the manner of
their telling. In contrast, in the world of Sanskrit arts and letters, the term kavya
denotes aesthetically refined poetry, and the “great kavyas” (mahakavya) are
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long poems whose verses are embedded in a story line, and in many instances
the latter is borrowed from the itihasa-purana corpus.

Some of the Tamil texts which bear the appellation puranam are based
directly on Sanskrit prototypes, but as David Shulman has observed, “they differ
greatly from the Sanskrit originals both in style and in their perspective on the
mythological materials; unlike the Sanskrit puranas, the Tamil adaptations
are polished and compressed, and thus belong, in effect to the kavya genre”
(Shulman 1980: 30). The most celebrated of all Tamil kavya narratives is
Kampan's twelfth century rendering of the Ramayana. While Kampan was famil-
iar with Valmiki's Sanskrit Ramayana, and his telling of the story corresponds
to Valmiki's fairly closely, some episodes are substantially different in the two
versions. But more importantly, Kampan distingished himself as a consummate
master of the poetic resources of the Tamil language, and in his hands the
Ramayana story became a vehicle for a literary tour de force. Consequently
Kampan's Tamil Ramayana has, for centuries, been honored as much, if not
more, for its literary merits as for its choice of subject. This accounts for the
attention the text has long received from Tamil literary scholars irrespective of
their sectarian affiliations.

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

The Literature of Village Temple Festivals

For the most part, the genres and texts discussed above were originally associ-
ated with the culture of the courts of kings and local rulers or with Brahmanic
temples. But this is by no means the only literature associated with Tamil
Hinduism, broadly defined. The cults of Tamilnadu’s village deities are rich in
stories, many of which are regularly performed as dramas or as oral discourses,
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and frequently these are set to music. Often the occasion for these performances
is an annual festival observed in a local deity’s honor, and in these instances
the performance has ritual significance. Two recent studies focus on the cult of
Draupadi, which is well represented in the villages of northeastern Tamilnadu
and recitation/enactment of the Mahabharata story during the annual festival
performed by Draupadi’s devotees (Frasca 1988; Hiltebeitel 1988). A third
focuses on a genre known as “bow song” (vil pattu), which is traditionally
performed during festivals celebrated at the temples of local deities in the far
southern region of Tamilnadu. (Blackburn 1988).

Alf Hiltebeitel describes a process, instantiated in the Tamil Draupadi cult,
“whereby the Mahabharata is transposed into local, and for the most part village,
South Indian traditions” (Hiltebeitel 1988: 131).® At the Draupadi festivals cel-
ebrated in northeastern Tamilnadu, this transposed Mahabharata is performed
in three modes. The first of these, called piracankam, the most “textual” of the
three, consists of a recitation of episodes from the epic in Tamil by a professional
Mahabharata reciter, known as a piracaitki or paratiyar. Richard Frasca has
described piracaitkam as a musical narrative amalgamation of song (pattu),
musical chant, and exegetical prose” (quoted in Hiltebeitel 1988: 137). More
often than not the textual basis for piracankam is the Tamil version of the
Mahabharata composed in the fourteenth century by Villipputtar Alvar, though
reciters may also drawn upon other Tamil versions of the Mahabharata. The
second mode is dramatic enactment, with song and dance, of episodes from
the Mahabharata in a style known as “street drama” (terukkiittu). According to
Hiltebeitel, the Villi Paratam “provides the skein that both genres [piracankam
and terukkattu] follow, but while the dramatists may know of Villi, ‘it is doubtful
that they ever consult, and unlikely that many of them could consult his
Paratam’” (Hiltebeitel 1988: 138). Thus, unlike piracankam, the dramatic enact-
ment of episodes from the Mahabharata at Draupadi festivals is only loosely tied
to the classical textual tradition. The third level of performance takes the form
of temple ritual, and Hiltebeitel has noted that whereas the piracankam “has
as its main task to present the Paratam as a ‘whole,”” the street drama “has as
its main task to enact those aspects of the Paratam that have the greatest signifi-
cance in relation to the festival’'s period of highest ritual intensity” (Hiltebeitel
1988: 140). During such periods it is not uncommon for some festival partici-
pants to enter a state of possession and speak with the voices of protagonists in
the Mahabharata narrative.

The bow song tradition is found in the far southern region of Tamilnadu. Like
the two performance genres associated with the festivals celebrated at Draupadi
temples in the northeastern portion of the state, annual village temple festivals
provide the occasion for bow song performances. And like the village enactments
of the Mahabharata, bow song performances are closely intertwined with temple
ritual; and further, at critical junctures in the narrative audience members
may become possessed. But there are also salient differences between the two tra-
ditions, and these pertain to both the performers and to the narrative they
perform. Like piracankam, bow song performances combine both spoken and
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sung delivery styles, but unlike the paratiyar of the Draupadi cult, whose recita-
tion is accompanied only by a harmonium player, a bow song ensemble generally
includes five members, each of whom both sings and plays an instrument which
include a drum, a clay pot, cymbals, and wooden blocks. Additionally, bow song
performances donot include dramatic enactment of its narrative repertoire in the
manner of the street drama performances associated with the Draupadi cult.

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

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

Summing Up

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

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

The court and the temple continued to serve as the primary loci for learned
Tamil literary culture until modern times, and from about the sixteenth century
monastic institutions were also an important component of this mix. We are for-
tunate to have in the autobiography of the great textual scholar and editor U. V.
Caminataiyar a vivid description of the literary culture that flourished in the
monasteries and small towns of nineteenth-century Tamilnadu, and it is likely
that the practices he describes were well established for many generations prior
to his lifetime. For Caminataiyar and many of this contemporaries, pirapantam
and puranic texts on Saiva themes were the staple diet of a literary education,
and Caminataiyar’s teacher, Minatcicuntaram Pillai was also renowned for
composing texts in these genres. Pillai received many commissions from temples,
monasteries, and wealthy individuals to compose pirapantam and puranam
works, and Caminataiyar describes how Pillai would orally compose verse after
verse while one of his pupils inscribed them on palm leaves. The formal debut of
a text, once completed, was always an oral recitation before an audience, though
the palm leaf manuscript on which it had been inscribed was also given a place
of honor on these occasions.

Though orality is a prominent feature of all of these pre-modern textual vari-
eties, at the same time, there was a strong sense of a fixed text which must be
respected in performance. Turning our attention to the texts associated with
village temple festivals, the situation is rather different. Within this realm the
recitation of the paratiyar, who often follows the Tamil Mahabharata text of
Villipputtar Alvar fairly closely, is based on a textual model not very different
from the one mentioned above. But in street drama and bow song performances
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the “text” is a more fluid entity. Manuscripts of plays and bow song texts circu-
late among performers, but these serve more as training tools for performers
than as authoritative cultural objects in there own right. While performances
are based more on what Stuart Blackburn has called “prior preparation” rather
than spontaneous composition in performance, still the conventions of these
genres leave much room for improvisation, and the “texts” of given narrative
may change and have changed over time. We thus find that the material forms
of Tamil Hindu literary works are as diverse as their contents.

Notes

1 For a discussion of puram elements in Tamil Vaisnava bhakti poetry see Ramanujan
and Cutler 1983.

2 This distinction roughly parallels the traditional distinction which is made between
saguna and nirguna bhakti traditions, that is, traditions which conceptualize god as
being “with qualities” and those which conceptualize god as being “without quali-
ties.” The Tamil bhakti tradition predominantly conforms to the former model, while
the ViraSaiva tradition found in the neighboring Kannada-speaking region conforms
to the latter.

3 The most famous text in the first group is Tirukkural (ca. fifth century ck), which is
sometimes referred to as “the Tamil Bible.” Though in modern scholarly circles it is
thought to be likely that the text’s legendary author, Tiruvalluvar, was a Jain, this
compendium of poetically terse aphorisms on public and domestic life is largely free
of specifically sectarian elements. Most famous of the early long narrative poems
in Tamil is Cilappatikaram, “The Story of the Anklet” (ca. fifth century ck). This text,
attributed to the Jain renouncer Ilanko, combines themes of earlier akam and puram
poetry, goddess worship, and a political vision of a Tamil imperium. In modern times
both of these texts have been adopted as emblems of Tamil cultural identity.

4 The paradigm of 63 nayanmar begins with a list of saints included in a poem of
Cuntaramartti (eighth century cg), who predates Manikkavacakar (ninth century).

5 Richman includes examples of Muslim and Christian pillaittamil poems in her study
of this genre (Richman 1997).

6 Kenneth Bryant has explicated a very similar dynamic in the Krsnaite poetry of
the north Indian bhakti poet Strdas (Bryant 1978). Richman points out that, con-
trary to expectations, there are few Tamil pillaittamil devoted to the subject of baby
Krsna.

7 Historically, the term kappiyam is usually applied to a corpus of long narrative
poems composed by Buddhist and Jain authors between the fifth and tenth centuries,
whereas the preeminent kavyam poem is Kampan's twelfth-century Tamil version
of the Ramayana. Many Tamil scholars consider the two terms to be etymologically
cognate, though some scholars dispute the etymologically link between Sanskrit
“kavya” and Tamil “kappiyam.”

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

The Literature of Hinduism
in Malayalam

Rich Freeman

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

The Malayalam literature from the region of Kerala, along India’s southwest
coast, affords an especially revealing perspective on the intersection of regional
identity, local social relations, and the religious institutions of Hinduism in south
India. This is because the Kerala tradition emerged out of an earlier Tamil cul-
tural matrix, to develop its own transformations of Sanskrit and indigenous
genres, in a complex renegotiation of literary, religious and cultural identity
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through time. Tamil was itself unique in being the earliest Dravidian language
to emerge into literacy, and the only regional speech to develop a “classical” lit-
erature (in terms of a formalized grammar, poetics, distinctive genres, and sup-
porting cultural institutions) largely independent of Sanskritic models (Zvelebil
1973).? Early Kerala co-authored this Tamil tradition, but then began diverging
from it around the twelfth century, to embrace both Sanskrit literary registers,
and to develop its own Dravidian poetic and linguistic heritage in different direc-
tions. Most of this, however, was prosecuted through textual projects either
directly reworking the Sanskrit Epics, Puranas, and philosophical treatises of
pan-Indic Hinduism, or through local romances that were themselves com-
pletely immersed in the temple-culture of Kerala's Hindu social formation
(Freeman forthcoming).

In the present chapter, I will attempt to chart the major developments of
Kerala’s Hindu literature in the local language of Tamil-Malayalam, as a reflec-
tion of the particular regional and socio-cultural context of its literary culture.’
While the particulars of these developments are unique to Kerala, the general
task of relating language and literature to those socio-religious cultures we club
together under the modern rubric “Hindu” should hold comparative interest for
a wider South Asian scholarship.

The Cultural Legacy of the Tamil Tradition in Kerala

The linguistic, cultural and political formation calling itself Tamil, today associ-
ated with the modern linguistic state of Tamil Nadu, first emerged in the far
south of India in the early centuries, cE, as a triumvirate of territorially based
kingdoms. Two of these lines, the Pandyas and the Colas, divided up what is
today Tamil Nadu. The third, the Céras, ruled the narrow strip of territory today
called Kerala along India’s southwest coast, comprising the steep, verdant decliv-
ities of the Western Ghats, and reaching down from their peaks to the rich lit-
toral rice and coconut tracts along the Arabian Sea. Though comparatively
isolated geographically by its formidable mountain borders, this land of the
Céras, (whence, modern Kéralam), was a vital partner in the wider cultural ter-
ritory of the Tamils (Tamilakam). It is around the courts of these Tamil and Céra
kings that India’s earliest regionally vernacular literature emerged, the bardic
corpus known as Cankam literature, after the conclaves (<Skt. sangha) of royal
poets (Hart 1975, Marr 1985, Zvelebil 1973). In keeping with the division
of language families between Dravidian southern India and the Indo-Aryan
north, the thematic and poetic conventions of this earliest and most southerly
Dravidian speech community were markedly different from the productions of
classical Sanskrit literature. Representing what is essentially the rapid promotion
and codification of an oral tradition into a written corpus, this poetry was the-
matically bifurcated into domestic themes of romantic love, the “interior” (akam)
of social life, versus the “exterior” (puram) of heroism, conquest and warfare.



THE LITERATURE OF HINDUISM IN MALAYALAM 161

Both of these thematic divisions of social life were emotionally explored through
imaging moods and feelings in a semiotic coding keyed to the flora and fauna of
a conventional set of landscapes (tinai) distinctive to Tamilakam (Ramanujan
1967; see pp. 146—7 above).

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

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

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

While the organization of Cankam literature around the thematic bifurcation
into love and war genres was primarily secular, the powerful emotional
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complexes of lush eroticism and graphic violence that motivated these carried
forward into the Sanskritization of Tamil literature. Known as the “Tamil
Bhakti” movement that commenced in the sixth century ck, this literature rep-
resented the mapping of mythological themes from the Sanskrit Puranas into
the indigenous literary forms. As a socioreligious movement, this was coincident
with the revival of Tamil kingdoms in new state forms, institutionally centered
on the emergence of structural temples, as cultural centers built on and linking
together the village structure of these kingdoms’ agrarian economies. The orig-
inally local deities of these temples were Sanskritized into either the Vaisnava or
Saiva Puranic pantheons, and celebrated in new liturgical song-literatures by
poet-saints who revealed the gods’ presence through divine visions and inspira-
tion, and who became the subject of their own hagiographies as the saints of
Tamil Vaisnavism, the Alvars, and those of Saivism, the Nayanmars (Narayanan
1994, Peterson 1991). While the earlier genre distinctions between love and
war poetry merged in the new bhakti works, the earlier aesthetic and emotional
energies of the Tamil ethos adapted readily to the new religious themes (Cutler
1987). The martial impetus was transferred to the battles of gods with their
demonic adversaries (or sometimes with each other), as well as to violence of the
god against the devotee, of devotees against sectarian rivals, and of devotees
against themselves or their loved ones in acts of self-mutilation and sacrifice
(Hudson 1989). Similarly, erotic longings were displaced from human relations
to those of longing and devotion between devotee and deity. In many of these
saints’ poetic utterances, we find clear resonance with the earlier ecstatic
mediums, where the longing for bodily and psychic union suggests possession
(Yocum 1982). The link between Tamil sovereigns and the deities who repre-
sented them likewise remained powerful, though it now accommodated a
Brahmanical complement that was specialized in religious pursuits which
emerged as a distinctive institutional domain: on the one hand, there was
patronage of an essentially Indo-Aryan Vedic ritual cult, and on the other, an
increasing Brahmanization of the hybrid temple culture whose roots were in
Dravidian ancestral shrines (Hart and Heifetz 1999).

Kerala participated in this new bhakti paradigm to a certain extent, but unlike
the earlier Cankam tradition, we have only a smattering of Tamil literary sources
attributed to Kerala chiefs or kings, and only a dozen or so temple sites in the
region that seemed to participate in what became a predominantly eastern Tamil
complex. Linguistically, Tamil had shifted from the language of Cankam com-
position into Middle Tamil, and around this time, from the early ninth century,
the first Kerala inscriptions attest the divergence of local language into a dis-
tinctively regional dialect that anticipates the later emergence of Malayalam
(Sekhar, 1953; Ayyar, 1983 [1936]). While there was certainly no “Hundred
Years’ War” between the Colas and Céras that an earlier generation of historians
invented to account for the political-cultural break between the regions, there
can be no doubt that Kerala’s cultural divergence from Tamil developments was
marked by repeated warring across the Ghats, and that the tenth-century rise of
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Cola imperium helped condition and maintain the internal fragmentation of
medieval Kerala into a pastiche of feuding sub-kingdoms.> This remained the
political situation of Kerala down to the advent of the European powers, and
formed the social matrix in which Kerala’s version of Hinduism and its literary
expression arose and developed.

The Early Devotional Mode: Literary Songs of Ritual and War

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

Shortly thereafter, in perhaps the thirteenth century, we encounter another
very different work, the first religious work in the Malayalam language, the
only recently discovered Tirunilalmala, the “Garland of the Sacred Shade (or
Grace).” Until the discovery and publication of this work in 1980 (Purusottaman
Nayar 1981), the advent of Kerala’s literary history was dominated by the
Ramacaritam, a roughly contemporaneous and far lengthier retelling of the
Sanskrit epic, the Ramayana (George 1956). While in a very similar linguistic
idiom of early Malayalam, however, the Tirunilalmala could not be more different,
thematically. It is essentially a ritual text, centered on a series of festival rites
around the still active temple of Krsna at Aranmula, in south central Kerala.
There are a number of interesting aspects to this text that warrant attention.
Aranmula is first of all one of a small number of divyadesas, sacred temple sites
known to the Vaisnava bhakti poems of the earlier mentioned Tamil Alvars, to
be found in the Kerala country. Furthermore, this text reveals that five of the total
thirteen divyadésa temples were included within Aranmula’s jurisdiction, sug-
gesting that Tamil Vaisnavas formed a rather constricted set of colonies in the
Kerala country.

More remarkable is the nature of the rites highlighted in this work. While
much about the text is clearly embedded in the celebration of Sanskrit gods and
their mythology, the focus of the work is not on the Brahmanical rites of worship
we would associate with the Sanskritic Agamic tradition of Tamil temple
worship, but rather on the blood rites (pali < Skt. bali) performed by what are
today lower-caste exorcists, known as Malayans.
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In modern times, Malayans are found only in far northern Kerala, where both
copies of the Tirunilalmala were discovered. Malayans, however, intergrade with
a caste to their south known as Panar, (from pan, “melody”), which was the same
designation used of bards in the Cankam Tamil tradition. Both castes today
specialize in sorcery (mantravadam) and exorcism rites, for which they perform
poetic musical liturgies, and Malayans are perhaps the most accomplished and
prominent performers of teyyattam (see the accompanying article). Since, as a
polluting caste (avarnnar), Malayans were banned from Brahmanical temples in
later medieval Kerala, it is surprising to find their important role in the great
temple center of Aranmula, and to find them in this role so far south. This sug-
gests that Malayans were once more prominent and widespread, and that the
bhakti Vaisnavism of early Kerala temples was more socially inclusive than later,
more Brahmanically Agamic temple culture.

While most of the deities and some of the vocabulary of the Tirunilalmala are
Sanskrit-derived, the phonological form, patterns of alliteration and metrical
structure of the poem are all modeled after classical Tamil. Despite being cen-
tered on Visnu, however, a large variety of gods are invoked and worshipped,
showing that the sectarianism so characteristic of Tamil bhakti, particularly
rivalry between Vaisnavas and Saivas, was already being deliberately elided in
Kerala at this early date. In fact a Malayan performer gives a lengthy recital of
the sacred deeds of Siva (as known to the Tamil tradition) to Visnu before the
latter’s own shrine, saying, “since there is no difference between the two of you,
we have made here an offering (pali) to Siva” (Ln. 302). Later there is a special
dance to Kuratti, a goddess especially associated with the tribals and mountain
ranges of Kerala who survives today in the teyyam worship of northern Kerala
and other folk festivals.

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

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

The next great work of Hindu affiliation extant in Kerala was the aforenamed
Ramacaritam, of the fourteenth century (George 1956). Like the Tirunilalmala,
the phonology, orthography, and metrical structure are largely in conformity
with Tamil conventions, but given its modeling on the Sanskrit epic, a somewhat
greater portion of the lexicon is Sanskrit-derived. In narrative structure,
however, this work effects a unique departure from its original model. The
Ramacaritam is narratively framed entirely within the Ramayana’s book of war
(the Yuddha-kanda), and reconstructs the earlier parts of the epic through flash-
backs and other retellings.

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

Many shining arrows went swift and continuous

To plunge in the bodies of those foes who surrounded him to fight.
They were terrorized, as on every side of the battlefield,

The gore and corpses mounted through their great destruction.

The earth was thickly adorned with corpses and gore,

And as the great warriors advanced, striving to search him out and do battle
with him,

They could not even glimpse him, without being struck by this King of king’s
arrows . . .

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

As their lives were spent on the field of battle,

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

While the bulk of the separate events and characters in the Ramacaritam
closely correspond to the Sanskrit Ramayana, its narrative restructuring, poetic
form, and much of the imagery clearly suggest a different ethos and aesthetic that
hasrecast the work in a classically Dravidian mold of martial devotion. When we
pair this with the Tirunilalmala we get a clear sense that the bhakti of early Kerala
had a rather different tenor from what the Christian missionaries and modern
apologists have rather selectively emphasized in presenting south Indian devo-
tionalism for cosmopolitan consumption.” In many ways the myths and ethos of
contemporary, and especially lower-caste, folk-forms fit very comfortably with
these earlier images of immanent, violent powers, and this suggests a continuity
of religious perspective that sits athwart the divide of caste and class-status.

The Early Sanskrit Genre of Manipravalam

Linguistically and poetically, such relative continuities are evident in Kerala lit-
erature in those genres that, like the two texts we have just reviewed, conformed
to canons recognizably affiliated with Tamil literary models. The first and
only premodern linguistic text treating Kerala's language, the fourteenth-
century Lilatilakam,® labels this first style of literary production Pattu. Meaning
literally just “song,” this suggests its close association with those local per-
formative modes we might later style “folk.” At this time, however, Pattu
stood as a literary genre contrasted with its highly Sanskritized counterpart,
Manipravalam. The name of this latter literary medium literally meant “pearls
and coral” after the image of this language as stringing together the different
gems of local language forms with those of Sanskrit. Lexically, metrically, and
phonologically (through adaptation of the Sanskrit syllabary from the grantha
script), this Manipravalam style sought to reshape the local “Tamil” of Kerala
on the model of high Sanskrit literature. In fact, the Lilatilakam opens by declar-
ing that anything that can be done in the highest Sanskrit literature (kavya), can
be literarily accomplished in Manipravalam. But what these accomplishments
actually are, in the thematics of the poetry, testifies to the social life of Kerala’s
literati in a way that becomes an embarrassment to future generations.

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

A work written in this same milieu, and somewhat before the Lilatilakam
(which indeed cites it), is the Anantapuravarnnanam (Ratnamma 1986). This a
long descriptive poem on the Visnu temple of Trivandrum and its surroundings.
Though similarly in high Manipravalam, and in Sanskrit anusthubh meter, it is
clearly religious in its intent. It recounts what a worshipper encounters in visit-
ing all the temples and sacred groves in a circuit around Trivandrum and its sub-
settlements, culminating in the religious encounter with Visnu as Anantasayana
in the main temple at the heart of the city (vs. 147). Though clearly a work of
Vaisnava devotion, such as in weaving an account of the ten incarnations
(dasavatara) of Visnu into the final religious vision, it gives considerable space to
descriptions of Saivite shrines and temples, as well, continuing the earlier non-
sectarian impetus of the Tirunilalmala. Ethnographically, the work is rich in
detail, celebrating the ritual procession of Trivandrum’s king into the temple (vs.
115-21) and devoting many stanzas to describing the extensive markets (vs.
41-104). It even eavesdrops on the dialogues between merchants and customers
as they haggle over merchandise.

Religiously, the work catches that phase of Kerala’s temple culture, in which,
in keeping with the Sanskrit idiom, Brahmanically Agamic ritual had taken over
at such royal centers. This is clear from the description of temple rituals, the
Brahman “college,” and the Brahman mess attached to the temple (vs. 133 {f.;
148-9). It is interesting to note, in the context of sectarian affiliation, that the
only other extensive use of the term Manipravalam outside of Kerala was in label-
ing the contemporary Tamil SriVaisnava literature which used a very similar
lexical idiom in terms of combining Tamil and Sanskrit (though only in prose)
for commenting on Vaisnava scripture. Putting this together with such evidence
as the Lilatilakam’s celebrating the Tamil Vaisnava Divyaprabandham as the
“Tamil Veda,” and recalling that the Trivandrum temple was one of the sacred
centers of Vaisnavism known to the Tamil bhakti corpus, suggests the consider-
able influence of Srivaisnavism at this time. At any rate, the survival of at least
several other works in this Kerala-based Manipravalam, which were exclusively
dedicated to religious themes of praising gods or their temples, should caution
us against the stereotypic thematic equation of Manipravalam with Brahmani-
cal eroticism, as against all those works which modern scholars club into the
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dustbin genre of Pattu, lending the latter a patina that is at once more indige-
nous and more piously devotional.

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

Religiously speaking, these various courtesan works thus contain not just
descriptions of many temple-sites and sacred groves, but also dedication verses,
descriptions and praises (stutis) of many deities, in the context of relations with
courtesans. I believe a sustained study of this literature that takes its religious
ideologies seriously might demonstrate more pervasive connections between
these and the social structuring and sexual politics of caste Hinduism in Kerala.
The frequent mapping of religious devotion (bhakti) between devotee and deity
in gender relationships, the recurrent mythologies of high male deities linked to
violently dangerous and militant consort goddesses, and the Sakta or tantric
doctrines of liberation through harnessing the libidinal energies of the body
cannot, I would argue, be accidental in this historical context. Indeed, I would
suspect they were synthesized in the temple cult itself, which was avowedly
tantric in its ideology of worship and frequently focused on goddesses who were
Sanskritically upgraded versions of local warrior deities. The earliest of these
courtesan travelogues, the thirteenth-century Unniyaccicaritam, for instance,
ends with a prose description, and then this final stanza of prayer to the goddess
of Palanceri (vs. 26):

Worshipped in fine purity, with her tongue a licking mass of flame, drinking the
blood that flows by her shining trident from the bodies of powerful demons, along
with the copious nectar that trickles from the crescent moon afflicted by her vig-
orous battle, may this daughter of Kama's slayer (Siva), this Mother who dwells in
Palafceri, ever grant us protection.
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There is a rich interplay of images here of warfare, blood sacrifice, and con-
sumption, along with the confluence of fiery metabolic energy, female potencies
of blood and the seminal emissions of the moon whose tantric overtones are
unmistakable. Though research on the development of the tantric tradition in
Kerala has been negligible, its doctrines and practices clearly formed a primary
nexus in which an official Brahman ideology of worship came to terms with the
dominant religious culture of sexual fertility, violent militarism, and spirit pos-
session through the institutionalized rites and festivals of the Hindu temple. In
summary, it seems evident that the early phase of Manipravalam literature con-
tains much of this religious synthesis that has been overlooked in modern schol-
ars’ dismissal of and embarrassment at its erotic component, in comparison
with that other stream of the so-called Pattu literature.

Poets of Non-Brahman Bhakti

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

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

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

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

On the other hand, such lofty praise also implies the establishment of high
standards by which to judge Brahmanical conduct, standards which were con-
spicuously absent in the courtesan literature of Manipravalam. Furthermore,
despite the self-deprecation of this “mixed language” (bhasamisram) and its
works as not attaining the elevation of the Sanskrit originals, the Niranam tra-
dition authorizes itself in terms of its own “faultlessly pre-eminent great guru,
a mighty soul who was a lordly master of both [Sanskrit and vernacular] poet-
ries.”'* If such gurus and their disciples thus chose (or were forced by social con-
vention) to compose in the lower-status local language, the claims to equal
spiritual status are nevertheless overt. Their god himself declares to the world in
their works, “Be they gods or untouchables, my devotees (bhaktas) are alike in
my esteem — such is the message of the Lord (Isvaran),”"! Lastly, it is interesting
that while Vaisnava works take a certain precedence among the Niranam poets
(including one of the earliest vernacular renderings of the Bhagavad-Gita in
India), they also composed a Sivaratrimahatmyam on the greatness of Siva and
vows (vrata) kept to him, and their family gods paired the Visnu/Krsna of the
Malayinkil temple, and the Siva (as Kapalivaran) at Niranam itself, to both of
whom their poems are repeatedly dedicated.

The Performative Context of Religious Production

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

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

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

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

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

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

This latter work is entirely in a simple Dravidian meter of song (gatha), explic-
itly commissioned by a local king of northern Kerala. Its composition in this
meter, suggests that it was intended to be sung. While Kerala scholars put it in
the Pattu genre, based on its linguistic and metrical form and its subject-matter
on the life of Lord Krsna taken from the Sanskrit Bhagavata Purana, other fea-
tures mark it out as diverging significantly from works like those of the non-
Brahman Niranam poets. What is firstly always noted as most remarkable in
Cerusseri’s work, is that despite its composition in Dravidian meter and vocabu-
lary at the level of content, he has managed to formally work this material into
the poetic figures of sound and sense (alamkara) that were the hallmark of high
Sanskrit literature. The second feature, far more troubling to modern sensibili-
ties, is the amount of erotic sentiment (syrgara) that he seems to develop and
savor in this ostensibly devotional project. In this regard the feeling-tone of
certain sections is sometimes more like the classically erotic Manipravalam.
While modern scholars tend to either disparage these erotic themes as marring
an otherwise fine devotional piece with Brahmanically decadent values, or deny
the erotic intention altogether through interpretively subsuming it in a higher
form of devotion, I would not rule out the pervasive influence of the tantric
milieu (and erotic modes of bhakti, as well) in which sexuality was given an
explicitly positive valuation within a religious framework.

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

The Ferment of Popular Religiosity

In the world outside the temple, in the sixteenth- to seventeenth-century interim
between Cerusséri and the birth of Kathakali, the tradition of Stidra devotional-
ism found in the Niranam poets is taken up by Tuncattu Eluttacchan, often con-
sidered the father of Malayalam, proper (Achyuta Menon 1940). While using
an array of local Dravidian meters, always in simple couplets, his language effec-
tively effaces any lexical distinction between Manipravalam and Pattu styles,
wedding them in a medium that seems distinctively modern. His principal work,
the Adhyatma-Ramayanam, is taken not from the classical archetype of Valmiki,
but from the fourteenth-century work of popular devotion of the same name.
Like its namesake, Eluttacchan’s work follows the later bhakti interpretation
of Rama as fully empowered godhead incarnate in this world, and teaches the
simplistic path of repeating his sacred name as fulfilling all earthly desires and
leading to liberation.

While we have no firm historical evidence for the individual, Tufcattu
Eluttacchan (his personal name itself being in dispute), we can surmise some-
thing of the social import of his work and the new movement he typifies. He was
either the founder or star pupil of a religious institution that housed both
Brahman and Siadra literary-religious notables under the patronage of a local
chieftain in north-central Kerala. The historical details remain shadowy, but
stories report that he was the offspring of a Brahman-Siidra union. Eluttacchan
itself is a title (literally “father of letters”), used in recent centuries for school-
masters, generally of higher Sidra caste, who imparted basic literacy to the
“clean” castes in village settings.

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

The narrative style, using a pastiche of metrical couplets that Eluttacchan
developed, was called Kili-pattu, the “parrot’s song” after the convention he
adapted from old Tamil of having a parrot narrate the story to the author. While
Eluttacchan wrote a condensation of the Mahabharata in the same style, a work
generally considered of greater literary merit, but less popular than the
Adhyatma Ramayanam, most of the other works attributed to him are in dispute.
It is clear, however, that he and his followers sparked a whole literary movement,
and there are scores of adaptations of Sanskrit works in this genre reaching into
modern times.

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

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

The greatest exemplar of the campu proper (other shorter works, called
prabandhams, having the same mixed prose-poetry form), is the Ramayana
Campu of Punam Nampitiri, alluded to earlier. This creatively restructures
the Ramayana, weaving together Sanskrit verse, Manipravalam verse, Dravidian
verse (labeled “prose”), and various kinds of quasi-versified prose (dandakams,
etc.). The composite nature of this “work,” the free borrowing of whole passages
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from other works (and of them from this), as well as repeated references to
an audience and to the context of a Rama festival (Ramavatara-utsavam)
(Venkittarama Sarmma 1967: 104-5), all point to the performance of this and
other such works being staged in temple festivals of the higher castes. Another
thematically different set of campus comes from the sixteenth-century author,
Nilakantha, who composed three of them, each on the mythology and greatness
of a different temple under the patronage of a different king.'* Being specifically
temple-based, these works give an unusual glimpse into the social circles, rites,
and patronage base characterizing Kerala’s late medieval temples.

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

This calls our attention to the fact that throughout the shifts from
Manipravalam and the various early Pattu works into Malayalam proper (gen-
erally reckoned from the era of Eluttacchan), and indeed into modernity, San-
skrit literary production continued a parallel life among the Brahmans and royal
courts of Kerala. This influence fed into Malayalam in the form of commentaries
and digests, particularly on ritual and its ancillary disciplines like astrology,
iconology, and architecture, as well as in guides to the complex social rituals of
Kerala’s Nampitiri Brahmans. Digests on the tantric rituals of temple worship,
for instance, span the fifteenth-century Putayiir Bhasa, down to the eighteenth-
century Kulikkattu Pacca that was eventually printed and is in common use today.

This technical ritual literature found its didactic, nonritual counterpart in the
popular stream of Dravidian song-literature inaugurated by Eluttacchan. Thus
in addition to the recasting of Sanskrit Epic and Puranic literature discussed
earlier, there were a number of highly popular homiletic works that come down
from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, into modern print editions. Often
these were cast in the simple folk-meters like the pana that was named after and
used in lower-caste festivals of non-Brahmanical worship. One of the most
popular of these, the Jiiana Pana, by one Pintanam Nampitiri, fuses simplified
Vedantic philosophy with the bhakti approach into a kind of synthetic Hin-
duism-for-the-masses, imparting basic notions of karma, gnosis, and liberation
(Gopikkuttan 1989). Legend claims that Pantanam himself was not learned in
Sanskrit, and that he came from a lower division of Brahmans not entitled to
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Vedic learning. Importantly, this suggests that not all Brahmans shared in the
elite structures of socio-religious and political privilege, and it seems likely that
many of the déclassé sections among them may have fueled and provided their
intellectual capital to the various movements of Stdra-based, popular religios-
ity. In keeping with such a reading, there are barbed verses in the Jiiana Pina on
the social degradation of Brahmans in their competition for courtly honors,
their wayward life in the temple, their hunger for women, and the greed that
drove their Vedic cultic expertise (Gopikkuttan 1989: 77-8).

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

From Religion towards Critique and Social Consciousness

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

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

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

Notes

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

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

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

4 A thorough and scholarly study of religion in the Cankam period is wanting. A
number of relevant sections in Hart (1975) and Hardy (1983) are helpful. In the
characterization that follows, I rely on these, scattered characterizations through
the literature on the Cankam traditions, and my own study of the texts.

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

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

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

9 Cited from the Sivaratrimahatmyam, vs. 149, in S. Kuiifian Pilla (1970: 256).

10 From the Uttarakandam of the Kannassa Ramayanam, cited in Warrior (1977: 106,
n. 5).

11 From the Sivratrimahatmyam, vs. 134, cited in S. Kufinan Pilla (1979: 104).

12 For an example of such a Kerala play and its staging with an overview of the
tradition, see Jones (1984). A more comprehensive treatment of the tradition of
Sanskrit plays in Kerala is in Richmond (forthcoming).

13 Lines 5131-2 in Harisarma (1980 [1969]: 498).

14 These works are Rajarajavarma (1968), Nilakanthakavi (1990), and Ramacandra
Pilla (1987).

15 My reading of Kuncan Nambyar’s work is deeply indebted to the fine historical and
discursive analysis by K. N. Ganeés (1996).
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CHAPTER 9

North Indian Hindi
Devotional Literature

Nancy M. Martin

How to trade in rubies and diamonds,
My blessed guru has shown me the way.
Rubies lie scattered in the square —
Worldly people walk over them.

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

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

The fly sits in the honey
Bound up in its sticky wings.
So hard to fly away, O Compassionate One,
From the terrible habit of always wanting more.

In this direction a blind man comes;
In the other a blind man is going.
Blind man meets blind man —
Who can show the way?

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

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

Everyone is crying, “Ruby, Ruby”;
But no one has tried to see.
Servant Kabir has looked,
and climbed up beyond birth and death.

Though the Hindu saint to whom this song is attributed, Kabir, was a fifteenth-
century resident of Banaras from a Muslim weaver caste, known for his caustic
critique of both Hindu and Muslim religious leaders and his advocacy of wor-
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shipping God as beyond form and distinction, I recorded this song in 1997 in
western Rajasthan. A member of a very low caste of weavers and leather-
workers himself, the singer regularly performs this song together with the songs
of many other Hindu devotional saints at all-night devotional sessions called
jagarans — the primary form of religious gathering in rural North India. And such
songs, attributed to great devotees of the past, are the central form of devotional
literature in North India in the vernacular languages associated with Hindi.

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

The vernacular traditions of narrative and song in North India belong first
and foremost to the devotional or bhakti strand of Hinduism, and the sainthood
of the songs’ composers is conferred not by some religious authority or after
rigorous official inquiry but rather through the embrace of subsequent genera-
tions of devotees, who have recorded, performed and expanded the traditions that
surround them. The saints’ exemplary lives and their songs (as well as many
more subsequently composed in their names and styles) guide others on the
bhakti path and ideally cultivate and elicit the expressed all-encompassing love
for God in those who hear and perform them. The most famous are the weaver
Kabir with his biting critique, the royal renouncer Mirabai, the lover of Krsna
Surdas, the founder of the Sikhs Nanak, Namdev of the Varkar1 tradition, the
leather worker Raidas, the Rajasthani devotee of the Lord Beyond Form Dadaq,
and Tulsidas, the poet of Rama. But there are literally hundreds more.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Bhakti philosophy and theology developed in opposition to Hindu advaita
philosophers who argued that Ultimate Reality was an impersonal Oneness to
be realized rather than a supreme God to be loved. The bhaktas articulated a
desire to experience God rather than to become God, whether their orientation
was nirgun or sagun. Into this fecund mix of religious influences must be added
local traditions of worship and manifestations of the divine that played key roles
in the development of various regional sects.
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Particular movements emerged in different regions at different times, each
with its own set of saints, although later movements often included the saints of
earlier ones within their clan and all continue to this day. In the Tamil-speaking
region the sixth to the ninth centuries were the heyday of the Alvars (those
“immersed in God”) who were dedicated to Visnu and of the Nayanas whose
loving service was directed to Siva (Ramanujan 1993; Peterson 1989). The
songs of both the Alvars and the Nayanas are deeply connected to the Tamil
countryside, addressing individually the particular manifestations of Visnu
and Siva in each of its many temples. In the Kannada speaking region in the
tenth to twelfth century the Virasaiva saints thrived. Theirs was a radically egali-
tarian tradition, rejecting all manner of outward religious display which might
be facilitated by wealth. The body was seen as the most important temple, and
Siva was enshrined within. Devotees wandered as mendicants teaching this way
to God. Gender and caste were directly addressed in their songs as only the
passing accidents of birth and irrelevant to spiritual attainment (Ramanujan
1973).

North Indian devotional traditions may be said to begin in the Marathi-
speaking region (modern day Maharashtra) in the thirteenth century with
Jhanesvar and his saintly brothers Nivrttinath and Sopan and sister Muktabai,
outcast from society because their father had been a renouncer returned to the
householder life. Jnanesvar’s Jianesvari is recognized as a masterpiece of devo-
tional literature, and together they are seen as the originators of a devotional
movement that would be called the Varkaris (Ranade 1933). The saint Namdev’s
life overlapped theirs and extended into the mid-fourteenth century, and he sang
of the efficacy of reciting the name of God, of singing songs of praise, and of
spending one’s time in the company of other devotees, all practices affirmed
across the spectrum of bhakti movements (Callewaert and Lath 1989). He
stressed the attitude of the heart over outward acts of worship and addressed
his songs sometimes to the incarnate Lord Krsna, other times to the One who is
beyond human imaginings. Both Nath traditions and the Mahanubhava sect
influenced the development of this sect, and earlier layers of Saiva tradition were
combined with Vaisnava devotion (Vaudeville 1987). Worship focuses on the
regional deity Vitthal, recognized as a form of Krsna, who first became manifest
at Pandharpur (now an essential pilgrimage destination for members of the sect)
and whose longing for his devotees is likened to that of a cow separated from her
calf. The brahman Eknath added much to the literature of the Varkaris in the six-
teenth century, including a Marathi translation and commentary on the stories
of Krsna’s life, and the seventeenth-century siidra saint Tukaram sang in coarse
and beautiful language of the nature of human existence, the mysteries of God,
and the struggles of the devotional path (Chitre 1991).

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

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

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

(Hess and Shukdev Singh 1983, 50-1)

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

Make your own decision.

See for yourself while you live.

Find your own place.

Dead, what house will you have?
(Hess and Shukdev Singh 1983: 68)

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

Trickling through bones, melting through flesh —
Where does milk come from?
That’s what you drink after lunch, pandit.
And you call clay untouchable?
(Hess and Shukdev Singh 1983: 57-8)

Who then can claim to be more pure?

Kabir’s message is strident and his language often coarse, and he is above all
a preacher, denouncing all outward forms of religious practice as salvific in
themselves and calling his hearers into relationship with the One God (Hess and
Shukdev Singh 1983: 7-37). Yet the truth is not easily grasped — we must come
to hear the unstruck sound and to know its untellable story. Kabir had both
Muslim and Hindu followers, and it is said that at his death they fought over how
to carry out his funeral rites. But when they pulled the cover away, they found
only flowers where his body had been. These they then divided, the Muslims
burying their half and the Hindus burning theirs.
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Early records of Kabir’s songs are found in three distinct sources (Hess 1987).
The Bijak contains only his works (Hess and Shukdev Singh 1983), but his songs
are also found in the Adi Granth of the Sikhs and the manuscript collections of the
Dadapanth, another nirgun “path” or sect founded by Dada, a cotton-carder (pos-
sibly Muslim) living in Rajasthan in the latter half of the sixteenth century who
followed in the footsteps of Kabir (Orr 1947; Callewaert 1988). Among the most
important of the latter are the thematic collections of the Sarvangis of Rajab and
of Gopaldas and the Paric-Vini collections recording songs of five saints: Dad,
Kabir, Namdev, Raidas, and Hardas (Callewaert 1988; Callewaert and Beeck,
1991; Callewaert 2000a). Both the Adi Granth and these seventeenth-century
Rajasthani Dadapanthi manuscripts provide a gold mine of early songs, especially
for nirgunsaints. A sect, the Kabirpanth, has also been established in Kabir'sname
by those who share his low-caste status and for whose adherents Kabir has
reached almost divine status (Lorenzen 1987). A vast oral tradition of song exists
as well, performed across North India today, which includes songs of Kabir
together with the songs of many, many other saints (Martin 2000).

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

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

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

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

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

“Mohan, won't you spit out the mud?”
... But he wouldn't obey;
he played a clever trick:
He opened his mouth,

and he showed her,

and the Play unfolded . . .

(Bryant 1978, 174)

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

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

Look, my friend, look at Hari’s nimble eyes.
How could the shimmer of lotuses and fishes,
Even the darting wagtails,
Compare in charm with this? . . .
Look at that beauty: slender, mind-entrancing curls,
How they ramble uncontrolled
Over eyebrows just below . . .
Hari is a mirroring, the image of all desire.
(Hawley and Juergensmeyer 1988: 106)

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

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

Without my even noticing, my life has ambled off
And gotten tangled in a snare of illusion so foolproof
that now I cannot break it or loosen its grip . . .

(Hawley and Juergensmeyer 1988: 115)

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

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

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

Tulsidas was an educated brahman from eastern India who settled in Banaras.
Though he composed a large number of songs in praise to Ram and a small
set also for Krsna, he is most well-known for his telling of the story of Ram and
Sita entitled the Ramcaritmanas or “The Holy Lake of the Acts of Ram,” com-
posed in the vernacular language of Avadhi in the latter half of the sixteenth
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century. More than ten thousand lines in length, this devotional epic poem
recounts the adventures of Ram, with an elaborate set of frame stories that
allow the incorporation of additional mythic material and further theological
reflection as Siva tells the story to Parvati, the crow Bhusundi to Visnu's vehicle
Garuda, the Upanisadic sage Yajnavalkya to Bharadvaj, and Tulsidas to his
audience. Within his telling of the tale, Tulsidas seeks to cultivate deep devotion
to Rama but also to reconcile and integrate Vaisnava and Saiva devotion, nirgun
and sagun perspectives, and advaita and bhakti religiosity. Situated within a vast
stream of both Sanskrit and vernacular literature surrounding Rama, Tulsidas
is clearly influenced not only by Valmiki's Ramayana (though his Rama is
thoroughly divine unlike Valmiki’s great but very human hero) and the South
Indian telling of the Adhyatma Ramayana or “Spiritual Ramayana” (incorporat-
ing advaita ideals with Ram seen as both an incarnation of Visnu and the per-
sonification of Ultimate Reality or Brahman and portraying only a shadow of
Sita rather than Sita herself being abducted by the demon Ravana) but also
by the Krsna tradition in his portrayal of Ram’s childhood (Lutgendorf 1991;
Richmond 1991).

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

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

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

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

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

Mother, I bought Govind!

You say in secret;

I took him openly,
playing a drum.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Further, episodes from the saints’ lives appear in the songs of other saints and
in some seemingly biographical songs, sometimes attributed to the saints them-
selves and other times clearly composed by later devotees. There is a sense in
which the saints all belong to one devotional community, the satsang or “gath-
ering of the true,” that transcends time, and so we find stories of their meetings
(however historically improbable) and records of extended debates or gosti
between them (Lorenzen 1996: 153-203). Further, their lives provide the
characters and plot for religious dramas called I1las performed along with the
life of Krsna and Rama with increasing regularity and also for regional folk
dramatic forms as well as staged dance performances and films beginning in the
silent era.

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

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

Note

1 A comprehensive discussion of the traditions of story and song related to Mirabai
can be found in my book Mirabai, forthcoming with Oxford University Press.
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Major Historical Developments



CHAPTER 10
The Saiva Traditions

Gavin Flood

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

In this chapter I will focus on early Saiva 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
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developments of Saivism during most of the last millennium, which includes
the Nath tradition, the traditions of later north India, the Siddha or Cittar
tradition in Tamilnadu, nor the Saiva Vedanta of the Sankaracaryas and their
monastic institution (mathas). 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 Saiva tradition is that we must
turn first.

The Idea of a Saiva Tradition

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

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

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

Other examples could be cited, but the point is that tradition in Saivism is
derived from a divine source and is understood in cosmological terms. Indeed,
Saivism 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
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embodiment of this tradition and who is the channel of divine grace (anugraha)
to the community of disciples. The guru lineage or santana is therefore an expres-
sion of Siva’s power (sakti) (SSV: p. 60) and the guru, at least in monistic Saivism,
is identified with Siva as one who liberates beings through bestowing initia-
tion (dlksa) and glvmg power to mantra (mantravirya) (SN: pp. 52—3). Even in
dualistic Saivism, Siva enters the guru for the purposes of initiation. The guru
becomes the embodiment of tradition, reveals the supreme, liberating truth
(tattva) to the disciple (SSV: p. 59) and reveals the structure of the hierarchical
cosmos. The Malinivijayottara Tantra defines the guru in these terms:

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

Because of this emphasis on tradition as a stream flowing through the
generations from a divine source into the guru, the distinctions between Saiva
and Sakta traditions become blurred. Some texts such as the Yoginthrdaya, which
forms part of the root text of the Sri Vidya cult, are clearly Sakta in orientation.
What has becomes known as “Kashmir” Saivism, a nondualistic tradition
developing from at least the ninth century, identifies Siva with undifferentiated
consciousness and also identifies this condition with a form of the Goddess Kalt
called Kalasamkarsini (see below). The more esoteric the Saiva traditions are, the
more there is a tendency to focus upon the Goddess.

The implications of this for understanding not only Saiva traditions but the
wider field of Hinduism are great. Firstly, this understanding of tradition and the
emphasis on the guru indicates strong decentralizing processes. While the texts
of revelation are important, it is above all the revelation as the living tradition
of the guru lineage that animates the tradition and through which the grace of
Siva is believed to flow. Here text becomes performance and the texts’ teachings
embodied in the human guru. Secondly this structure which places such great
emphasis on the teacher—disciple relationship, allows for a kind of particularism
or individualism which is yet impersonal, insofar as tradition is designed to
transcend personality or limited sense of ego (ahamkara). It is in this relationship
that the transmission of tradition (and the grace of Siva) occurs. The boundaries
of the Saiva and Sakta 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 Saiva theologians quoting from a range of
sources and borrowing from different traditions. Abhinavagupta, for example,
was initiated into a number of Saiva systems and the Kashmiri theologian
Utpalacarya quotes with approval a text of the Vaisnava Pancaratra tradition, the
Jayakhyasamhita (Span dip: pp. 6-7). This is not to say, of course, that the Saiva
theologians regarded all revelation as equal; they did not. Rather each new
revelation incorporated the earlier within it at a lower level and so, while a text
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of a different tradition might be quoted with approval, it is generally only
regarded as a truth emanating from the level of the cosmos from which it derives.
Later, esoteric teachings transcend the previous revelation.

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

Early and Puranic Saivism

Some scholars maintain that the worship of Siva 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 Siva. The famous “Pagupati” seal
shows a seated, perhaps ithyphallic, horned figure surrounded by animals. Sir
John Marshall has claimed that this is a prototype of Siva as the yogin and
Pasupati, the Lord of animals (Marshall 1931: 52). Butis not clear from the seals
that this is a proto-Siva figure and Asko Parpola has convincingly suggested that
the seal is in fact a seated bull, almost identical to figures of seated bulls found
on early Elamite seals of ca. 3000-2750 Bc (Parpola 1994: 248-50). It may be,
of course, that elements of Siva’s later iconography — such as the crescent moon
in his hair — can be traced to this period but unless the Indus Valley script is deci-
phered, these seals can only be suggestive. There are early textual references to
Rudra, arguably a forerunner of Siva, one of whose epithets is “auspicioius”
(siva), in the Rg 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



THE SAIVA TRADITIONS 205

families and livestock, but yet who is also a benevolent healer of disease (Rg Veda
2.33,1.43;1.114). A famous hymn in the Rg Veda, the hundred names of Rudra
(satarudrlya) speaks further of this amblguous nature, a hymn which is referred
to in the Siva Purana and is still recited in Siva temples today (Gonda 1979:
75-91).

But it is only with the Svetasvatara Upanisad, composed some time prior to the
Bhagavad Gitd, that a theism focused upon Rudra-Siva begins to emerge in the
literature. This text is important in marking a link between the earlier monistic
Upanisads 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 (mayin) who produces the world through his power
(sakti), yet who transcends his creation. He is the Lord who, by his grace
(prasada), liberates the soul from its journey from body to body due to its actions.
The seeds of Saiva theology are here and indeed the terms “guru” and “bhakti”
occur for the first time in the text (Svetdsvatara 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 Saiva traditions as we understand them begins to occur
during the period from 200 Bc to 100 ap. Apart from the Svetdsvatara, we have
references to a Saiva devotee, a Siva-bhagavata, in the grammarian Patanjali’s
commentary on the Panini grammar (Pan, 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 Saiva ascetics in the Mahabharata (Bhandarkar 1983:
165). There are also suggestions of Siva worship on the coins of Greek, Saka,
and Parthian kings who ruled north India during this period, bearing a bull,
a later symbol of Siva. While little can be inferred from this, it is probable
that adoption of Saiva traditions of some form accompanied the general
“Indianization” of the foreign, barbarian (mleccha) rulers (Vallee-Poussin 193 6:
239-41).

During the Gupta dynasty (ca. 320-50 ap) the Puranas developed along with
Smarta brahmin forms of worship (on this see Bithnemann 1988). The Saiva
Puranas, most notably the Linga and Siva Purana, contain standard material on
genealogy, caste responsibilities, and cosmology, along with specifically Saiva
topics of installing the symbol (lifga) of Siva in temples, descriptions of the forms
of Siva and material on early Saiva sects. The follower of the puranic religion,
the Mahesvara referred to by Sankara (Brahmasitrabhdasa 2.2.37), would at
death, having led a life of devotion and responsible enactment of social duties,
be transported to Siva’s heaven (siva-Ioka) at the top of the world egg (brahmanda)
and so be liberated. This is the Saiva equivalent of the Vaisnava heaven vaikuntha
where the puranic Vaisnava would go at death. Fully orthoprax, the Mahesvara
adhered to the Smarta observance of social duties, the varnasrama-dharma, per-
formed vedic domestic rites and puranic piija, making vegetarian offerings to
orthodox forms of Siva and using vedic mantras. He followed the brahmanical
path in an ordered universe in which his place in the cosmos at death was
assured, as had been his social position in life (Sanderson forthcoming).
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In contrast to the brahmin householder who followed the puranic, Smarta
injunctions, a number of other Saiva groups are listed in the Puranas which are
on the edges of orthopraxy and are even condemned by some texts. These Saiva
sects are classified in quite complex ways in the Puranas and other medieval
sources — there are references in Sankara’s and Ramanuja’s commentaries on the
Brahma Siitra and in Yamuna among others — but four groups in particular
emerge as important. These are the Pasupata, Lakulisa, Saiva, and Kapalika
sects. There are variant names for some of these and they are also subdivided
(Lorenzen 1991: 1-12; Dyczkowski 1988: 16—19). While the Puranas mention
these sects and the later Puranas contain material which is derived from the
nonvedic revelation of the Tantras, they are often hostile to the nonpuranic Saiva
traditions, partly in reaction to the tantric tradition’s hostility towards the vedic;
the Kiirma Purana for instance condemns the Pasupata system as heretical
(Kirma Purana 1.14.30; 1.20.69; see Dyczkowski 1988: 10-11). A picture
therefore emerges of a puranic Saiva tradition, revering the Vedas, with ortho-
prax social attitudes, being confronted by renunicate Saiva traditions, at first the
Pasupata sect who threatened puranic tradition, but later by more extreme
groups. These alternative Saiva sects ranged from ascetics who regarded them-
selves as being within the vedic fold, namely the Pasupatas and Saiddhantikas,
to groups who consciously placed themselves outside of that sphere such as the
Kapalikas. It is to these nonpuranic groups that I wish to pay some attention, as
it is these groups who have formed the majority Saiva traditions and who are
still extant in the subcontinent.

Non-Puranic Saivism

Sanderson has shown that we can make a broad distinction between the Vedic,
Puranic devotee of Siva on the one hand and the nonpuranic Saiva initiate on
the other. These latter had undergone an initiation (diksa) 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 Saivas who follow the outer or
higher path (atimarga) and those who follow the path of mantras (mantramarga).
The followers of the atimarga sought only liberation, while the followers of the
mantramarga sought not only liberation but power and pleasure in higher worlds
(Sanderson 1988b: 664-90). Among the groups of the atimarga two are par-
ticularly important, the Pasupatas and a sub-branch, the Lakula, from whom
another important sect, the Kalamukhas, developed.

The Pasupatas are the oldest named Saiva group, dating probably from
around the second century Ap. They are referred to in the Mahabharata (santipar-
van 349.64), but the earliest surviving text of the group is the Pasupata Siitra,
pre-tenth century, with a commentary by Kaundinya. This text was regarded as
revelation by the Pasupatas. The myth behind it is that Siva entered the corpse
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of a young brahmin that had been cast into a cremation ground and reanimated
it as Lakulisa, the “Lord of the staff,” who then gave out the teachings contained
in the text to his four disciples.

These teachings present the Pasupata as an ascetic somewhat on the edges of
orthoprax society, even though such an ascetic had to be a brahmin male who
should not speak with low castes nor with women (Pas Sa 1.13). But whereas
an ordinary, vedic brahmin would pursue the social norms of adherence to
duties regarding caste and stage of life (varnasramadharma), the Pasupata had
transcended these responsibilities to a higher or perfected (siddha) fifth stage
beyond the vedic fourth stage of renunciation. To achieve this perfection the
ascetic undertook a vow or observance (vrata) in three developmental stages.
Firstly the Pasupata should live within the environs of a Saiva temple, bear the
mark (linga) of a Pasupata ascetic, namely the ashes in which he bathes thrice
daily, and worship Siva with song, dance, laughter and mantra repetition. Living
on alms, the aspirant (sadhaka) undertakes the development of virtues such as
not stealing, celibacy, and not harming creatures by straining water, and so on
(Pas St 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 (Pas St 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 (papa) will be passed
over to his abusers and their merit (sukrta) passed over to him (Pas Sa 3.8-9). In
the third stage of the practice the sadhaka 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 Siva along with the syllable o (Pas Sa 5.21-4).
Through this he unites his soul with Siva and gains uninterrupted union for a
period of six months (Pas St 5.9—12). Finally the ascetic withdraws to become
a resident in a cremation ground (Smasana-vast), where he lives on whatever is
available (Pas St 5.30-2), and dies reaching union with Siva (rudrasayujya) and
the end of sorrow through his grace (Pas St 5.33, 40).

There were more extreme forms of Pasupata religion. The Lakula ascetic
imitated the terrible form of his god Rudra, carrying a cranium begging bowl, a
skull-topped staff, a garland of human bones, ash covered, with matted hair or
shaved head (Sanderson 1988b: 665—6). This kind of Saiva had taken the “great
vow” (mahavrata) or penance for killing a Brahmin in the Dharma Sastras,
namely living beyond the pale of vedic society and carrying the skull of his
victim for 12 years (Manu 11.73). This practice is reinforced by a myth in which
Siva as the terrible Bhairava decapitates Brahma's fifth head with his left-hand
thumb, because Brahma had attempted incest with his daughter. The skull sticks
to Bhairava’'s hand and he wanders as the beggar Bhiksatana until he reaches
Banaras where the skull falls at Kapalamocana, a site of pilgrimage (tirtha) (Eck
1984:119). The Lakula sect gave rise to a further subsect, the Kdlamukhas, who
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were especially dominant in Karnataka during the eleventh to thirteenth
centuries. Indeed they were an important group here, attracting donations and
political patronage for Kalamukha temples and monastic centers (mathas)
(Lorenzen 1991: 97-140). The Kalamukhas’ in turn probably gave rise to the
important Lingayat or Virasaiva tradition, still extant in Karnataka, famous for
devotional poetry (Ramanujan 1973).

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

The Tantras

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

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

We do not yet have a full picture of the groups of ascetics and the social
context in which the Tantras originated, although Sanderson’s work on manu-
script sources will clarify the picture (Sanderson 1985, 1988, forthcoming).
Any statements are therefore preliminary and must remain conjectural and pro-
visional until the publication of Sanderson’s more recent work. The Tantras
probably originated with groups of ascetics similar to the Lakula Pasupatas, on
the edges of brahminical society who were supported by low castes, although
the low-caste origins of Tantra is contentious as the Tantras are linked to courtly
circles and royal power (Sanderson, forthcoming). Cremation ground asceticism
is a very old tradition in the subcontinent and meditation on death is an import-
ant feature in the meditation practice of early Buddhist monks (e.g. Norman
1973: 123). The Tantras became more popular and tantric images and ideas
became pervasive in later Hindu traditions. Although generally distancing them-
selves from the Tantras, the Puranas nevertheless absorb tantric elements (Hazra
1983; Dyczkowski 1988: 8) and tantric ideas and practices become absorbed by
the eleventh century into mainstream, brahminical society and courtly circles.
The divine power (sakti) of the Goddess becomes identified with the power of the
King in different regions such as Vijayanagara. But it is in Kashmir, above all,
where we see this process of the brahmanization of tantric ideology and prac-
tice. This history has been traced by Sanderson through the sequences of texts
and the divisions of the Saiva 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 Saiva
Siddhanta on the one hand and the teachings of Bhairava of non-Siddhanta
groups on the other. While the former, although accepting 28 “dualist” Tantras,
adhered to vedic social practice and made generally vegetarian offerings to a
milder form of Siva known as Sadasiva, the latter accepted a large body of texts
which were often hostile to vedic orthopraxy. This distinction between orthoprax
and heteroprax Saivism is identified in the sources, as Sanderson has shown, as
a distinction between traditions of the right (daksina), namely the Saiva
Siddhanta, and traditions of the left (vama), namely the non-Saiddhantika tra-
ditions (Sanderson 1995: p.18). While the Saiva Siddhanta is a dualistic
tradition, maintaining a distinction between the soul and the Lord, the non-
Saiddhantika groups, especially the tradition known as the Trika, are nondual-
istic, claiming that the self and Siva are identical. This dualistic and nondualistic
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distinction also applies to the ritual realm where the Saiva Siddhanta accepted
the vedic distinction between purity and impurity, remaining within the
vedic rules of purity, whereas the non-Saiddhantika rejected this distinction
(Sanderson 1995: 17).

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

The Saiva Siddhanta

The Saiva Siddhanta forms the fundamental Saiva system, providing the tem-
plate for ritual and theology of all other Saiva groups within the Path of
Mantras. The tradition may have originated in Kashmir where it developed a
sophisticated theology propagated by theologians such as Sadyojoti, Bhatta
Narayanakantha and his son Bhatta Ramakantha (ca. 950-1000 AD). It spread
to the South where the Sanskrit scriptures are complemented with Tamil texts.
Here the gnostic, ritual system becomes infused with an emotional devotional-
ism (bhakti) characteristic of southern Saiva Siddhanta, through the Tamil
poetry of the Saiva saints or Nayanars. Ritual and devotion are accompanied
here by theology in works by Bhojadeva (eleventh century) and Aghorasiva
(twelfth century) (Gengnagel 1996).

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

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

But while the ritual of the Saiva Siddhantin is very closely aligned with the
normative, vedic rites of the Smarta brahmins (Sanderson 1995: 27-38) and
the Saiddhantika 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 (sadhakabhiseka) after the nirvana-
diksa (Brunner 1975). In contrast to one who simply desired liberation at death
(mumuksu), one desiring powers (bubhuksu), technically referred to as a sadhaka,
could take on supererogatory rituals. While this distinction between the
mumuksu and the bubhuksu does not directly map on to the distinction between
the Saiva Siddhanta followers of the right and the non-Saiddhantika groups of
the left, because the sadhaka path was an option also within the Siddhanta, it is
nevertheless the case that the non-Saiddhantika traditions are more concerned
with attaining power in this sense. Indeed, the obtaining of various forms of
magical power through the practice of yoga and the performance of rituals for
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a desired end (kamya) are integral to the Tantras. The Svacchanda Tantra, for
example, describes rituals for the Sadhaka to attain the goals of causing the
death of enemies (marana), ruining his enemies (uccatana), the subjugation of
women (vasikarana), the power of attraction (akasana), and the tranquilising
of supernatural forces (santi) (Sva TUd 9. 46. On these powers see Goudriaan
1978: 251-412) through the worship of a particular ferocious form of the god
Svacchanda called Kotaraksa or Aghorahrdaya (Sva TUd 9. 2). For example, the
destruction of enemies and subjugation of a desired woman are achieved
through establishing their names in a magical diagram (yantra), visualizing the
enemy or desired person, and repeating certain mantras (SvaT 9. 65¢-70). These
kind of rites are an important part of the Tantras of the left often associated with
the cremation ground traditions.

Non-Saiddhantika Saivism

In contrast to the orthoprax Saiva Siddhanta, the second major division of the
path of Mantras comprises the Bhairava Tantras and their various subdivisions.
These texts are concerned with the Saivas who worshipped a ferocious form
of Siva called Bhairava and which originated in ascetics groups living in crema-
tion grounds. These groups are generally known as Kapalikas, the “skull-men,”
so called because, like the Lakula Pasupata, they carried a skull-topped staff
(khatvanga) and cranium begging bowl. Unlike the respectable brahmin house-
holder of the Saiva Siddhanta or Smarta tradition, the Kapalika ascetic imitated
his ferocious deity, covered himself in the ashes from the cremation ground, and
propitiated his gods with the impure substances of blood, meat, alcohol, and
sexual fluids from intercourse unconstrained by caste restrictions (Sanderson
1985: 200-2). He thereby flaunted impurity rules and went against vedic
injunctions. His aim was power through evoking deities in the rites associated
with his particular system, especially ferocious goddesses. In Hindu drama the
Kapalika was often lampooned, but his continued existence, although in small
numbers, into the present in the form of the Aghort ascetics of Banaras, bears
witness to the power of this tradition (Parry 1994: 251-710).

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

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

To show that this realization is the overall goal of practice (sadhana), Abhi-
navagupta adopted the Trika pantheon of three goddesses, Para, Parapara, and
Apara, from where the tradition derives its name, showing that they are all mani-
festations of consciousness. Consciousness is at the esoteric heart of the Trika
which Abhinavagupta identified with the Krama Goddess Kalasamkarsini, and
this rejection of dualism at a theological level is reflected in the rejection of the
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dualism of purity and impurity at a ritual level. Abhinavagupta distinguished
between two ritual systems, the normative rite of the Trika householder (the
tantra-prakriya) and the optional esoteric rites which flaunted vedic purity rules
(the kula-prakriya). The former was enjoined on the Trika initiate and involved
the worship and internalization of a ritual diagram in the form of a trident
(trisiilabja-mandala) whose prongs were identified with the three goddesses stem-
ming from pure consciousness of the fourth goddess Kalasamkarsini (Sanderson
1988). This normative Trika rite followed the pattern of Saiddhantika daily
worship. But for the suitable person (adhikarin) the supererogatory rite of the
kula-prakriya was possible in order to achieve gradual perfection (siddhikrama)
which would otherwise take thousands of years with floods of mantras (TA
29.1-3). This rite involved making offerings of meat, wine and sex (TA
29.97-8), ritually anathema to the orthoprax brahmin, with a partner or “mes-
senger” (diitT) who was regarded as the sadhaka’s “door” (dvara) to realizing the
wonder (camatkara) of pure consciousness (TA 29.115b-117; Silburn 1988:
219; Flood 2002: 281-301). The sadhaka and his ritual partner thereby reca-
pitulated the union (yamala) of Siva and his female power or Sakti and the plea-
sure of their union reflected the universal joy (jagadananda) of liberation. The
deities in these esoteric levels of the Trika and Krama demanded to be appeased
by impure substances, such as offerings which included drops of the five sub-
stances, urine, semen, menstrual blood, faeces, and phlegm, along with other
substances polluting to the brahmin such as garlic and onions (Sanderson 1995:
82). The Trika goddesses were so powerful that they must be placated with offer-
ings of blood and alcohol, only after which could ordinary offerings of flowers
and incense be made (TA 26.51¢c—53b from Sanderson 1995: 81). The secret
Kula rites were available only to the Trika initiate who would also maintain
outward, vedic responsibilities. Thus Abhinavagupta could say that the Trika ini-
tiate should be internally a Kaula (i.e. a practitioner of the secret rite), externally
a Saiva and vedic in his social practice (TAV 3: 27, 2778 from Sanderson 1985:
205).

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

Popular Saivism

Alongside the Trika was the popular worship of Siva in the Kashmir valley as
Svacchandabhairava. His cult, expressed in the Svacchandabhairava Tantra, has
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continued to the present, and is closely connected with the cult of the Lord of
the eye (Netranatha) found in the Netra Tantra. Both of these texts show con-
cerns with special rites of protection, exorcism and rites for a desired goal
(kamya) 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
Saiva Siddhanta, the latter contained the worship of impure forms of the deity.
The majority of all Saivas were probably followers of these cults rather than
the more esoteric and demanding Trika and Krama (Sanderson 1995: 22-3).
Although popular, these texts present quite complex systems of visualization
(Brunner 1974) and their deities as emanations of Netranatha tend to be fero-
cious, a characteristic of the Kapalika cults. The Netra Tantra, although the text
itself has connections with royalty, also bears witness to popular possession and
exorcism rites which were probably pervasive among lower social levels. Indeed,
one of the main tasks of the orthoprax brahmin was to prevent possession. These
“demons” (bhiita) and powerful female deities or “mothers” (matr) enter through
the “hole” (chidra) of the shadow of impure men and women whose behaviour
is bad (duracara), and who have neglected their ritual obligations, so causing the
evil eye (drstipata) to fall upon them (NT 19. 34, 45-6).

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

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

There are specific cures or rituals to enact a cure, prescribed in the text. For
example, the exorcist should nail the tuft of the possessed person to a tree and
the bhiita will then go (ISG 2. 43. 3) or he should make an ersatz body of the pos-
sessor and pierce it with sharp sticks (ISG 2. 43. 11-12), and so on. All of these
rites involve the use of mantras, ritual diagrams, and offerings, such as the
substitute blood (raktatoya) so common in Kerala rites (ISG. 2. 43. 28-30). The
construction and use of mantras is a striking feature of this tradition and for
exorcising especially powerful beings, the text gives distorted or garbled mantras
(ISG 2. 43. 83). In dealing with local, possessing deities, the text also thereby
express the concerns of those in lower social strata. Not only do the texts
articulate the dominant ideology, they also express divergent voices which can
be heard in the places dealing with possession and which can be read in terms
of social protest (Lewis 1971).

The Saiva cults of possession and exorcism are an important aspect of the
tradition which show links between religion, healing and social comment. Pos-
session is linked to the diagnosis of disease and the prescription of mantras; the
mantravada in Kerala, for example, is related to the Ayurveda. Indeed, it is these
aspects of tradition which, while being local in origin, have traveled to other
areas. The Saiva exorcist deity Khadgaravana, for example, in the text of the
Kumara Tantra, while originating in the north, became popular in Tibet and
southeast Asia (Filliozat 1937). Where these topics are dealt with we move away
from the ordered world of temple and domestic ritual, into a world of the lower
levels of the supernatural order and so of lower levels of the social order. But
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although the Isanasivagurudeva-paddhati is concerned with possession and
exorcism, most of the text is devoted to the more usual concerns of the Saiva
Siddhanta, its temple ritual and deities.

The Southern Saiva Siddhanta

By the eleventh century Saiva Siddhanta had faded in Kashmir but developed in
Tamilnadu, where it exists to the present time. Here in the south the dualist tra-
dition merged with the Tamil devotionalism of the 63 Saiva saints, the Nayanars.
Saivism 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 Saiva religious imaginaire. This devotional poetry is
still sung in temples throughout South India. It was in the south that Saivism
had royal patronage in the Cola dynasty (ca. 870-1280 Ap), with the great
Saiva temples at Cidamabaram, Tanjvur, Darasuram, and Gangaikondacolapu-
ram thriving, and the famous Cola bronzes developed. At Cidamabram, for
example, wealthy donors’ inscriptions made in the temple walls show how the
temple supported and legitimized royal power in the region (Younger 1995:
125-58). This power was not centralized as in a modern state, but pervaded
through a segmented hierarchy, whose basic unit was the locality or natu (Stein
1980). But even here where Saivism became aligned with an ideology of royal
power and the king was thought to embody the power (sakti) of the Lord, Saivism
not only upheld vedic norms, but simultaneously undermined them in a devo-
tionalism where the devotee transcends his birth to fall in love with his Lord.
It is these two aspects of Saiva Siddhanta in the south that I wish to briefly
examine.

Tamilnadu developed an extensive temple culture in which large, regional
temples became not only places of worship, but centers of political power and
also great centers of learning. In Tamilnadu a distinctive sense of the sacredness
of place and temple buildings develops (Shulman 1980). Perhaps this is nowhere
seen more vividly than in the temple city of Cidambaram, the “sky of con-
sciousness,” where Siva is installed, not as in all other Siva temples in the ani-
conic form of the linga, but as the dancing Siva (Nataraja). Here he is installed
along with a bronze icon of his consort Sivakamasundari, and in contrast to
fixed icons, is paraded on festival occasions (Smith 1996: 10). Like other Saiva
temples, Cidambaram had a group of texts associated with it, extolling its virtues
and narrating its mythology, namely the twelfth-century Cidambara Mahatmya
along with four sthalapuranas, a Tamil translation of the former text and Umapati
Sivacarya’s hymn of praise to Natardja (Smith 1996: 8-9). Through these texts
and the popular imagination, Cidambaram became incorporated into the sacred
geography of Tamilnadu.

Although the Saiva Siddhanta has been the predominant form of theology
and ritual in southern Saivism, and Cidambaram was an important center
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for this theology, the temple and its rites are not sectarian in a strict sense.
Indeed, the community of Brahmins who perform six daily rituals to Nataraja
claim that they follow vedic practice rather than tantric or agamic. They thereby
differentiate themselves from the hereditary priests at other Saiva Siddhanta
temples, the arccakans, who follow the tantric or agamaic rites of the texts we
have discussed. The Diksitas (Tamil Ditcitars), as they are called, are an endog-
amous community, who perform rites accompanied by Smarta Brahmins or
Aiyars who are qualified to perform recitation of the Vedas (Younger 1995:
133-24). These rites are quite elaborate and involve the performance of piija to
a crystal linga transported out from the inner sanctum of the bronze Nataraja to
an outer porch where ablutions are made over it (abhiseka). It is then returned
to the inner shrine and piija to the icon of Nataraja himself is performed, involv-
ing the offering of lights (dipa), sound, and, at certain times of the day, food
(naivedya). During one of the evening pijjas low caste singers, the Otuvars,
sing Tamil devotional hymns before the icon, as they do elsewhere throughout
Tamilnadu.

While Tamil Saivism is strongly associated with royal power and the uphold-
ing of orthoprax values, as we can see at Cidambaram, it simultaneously under-
mines those values through its emphasis on popular devotion. We can see this
in the context when a caste of singers, the Otuvars, sing hymns to the icon of
Siva and during the great festival when the icons of Nataraja and his consort are
paraded through the streets by Velalas, outside of brahmanical control (Younger
1995: 60-3). In one sense festival transgression of formal boundaries can serve
to reinforce those boundaries but in another sense the carnival disrupts hierar-
chy and in it we can hear voices otherwise occluded. Indeed, it is these other
voices that are articulated in much of the devotional poetry of the Nayanars,
which partly developed against the oppression of the lower castes in the feudal-
ism of the southern kingdoms.

The Nayanars were often low caste themselves, composing love songs to Siva
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, upmatta) with
devotion. The texts of the Nayanars are incorporated into the canon of the
southern Saiva Siddhanta, the Tirumurai, which also contains Saiva Siddhanta
Sastras in Tamil (Zvelebil 1975; Peterson 1991: 52-9). Among the Nayanars
represented, the most famous is Manikkavacakar dated by tradition to the fifth
century, who composed the “sacred verses” (Tiruvacakam) and whose 20-verse
hymn, the Tiruvempavai, is still recited in temples today. Manikkavacakar is the
most revered saint of Tamil Saivism. He was a court official in Madurai but
retired to a life of meditation at Cidamabaram where, tradition maintains, he
entered the inner sanctum never to return and merged with his god (Younger
1995: 194-201). Other texts are also recited by the Otuvars, particularly the
later Tevaram (Peterson 1991). The following is an example from the Nayanar
Appar, who expresses a devotional sentiment specific to place, to the particular
temple in which Siva dwells:
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When I think of the skullbearer
who wears a wreath of flowers in his hair,
the Lord with the white moon who likes to live
in Vemnis ancient city,
a flood of ambrosia
wells up in my tongue.
(Peterson 1991: 210)

This kind of devotionalism, so typical of the bhakti movement, spread from
Tamilnadu to neighbouring Karnataka where the Lingayat or Virasaiva sect
were founded by Basava (ca. 1106—67 Ap), although there was some continu-
ity with the Kalamukha sect (see above). As in Tamilnadu this form of Saivism
is highly devotional and the bhakti movement instigated by Basava was against
asceticism (as would have been practiced by the Kalamukhas), against caste, and
against formal, temple worship, preferring instead an immediate relationship
between devotee and Lord symbolised by a small linga worn around the neck. As
in Tamilnadu, beautiful devotional poetry was composed in Kanada to Siva and
his forms (Ramanujan 1973). The fusion of bhakti with tantric ritual as occurred
in the Tamil Saiva Siddhanta and Lingayats of Karnataka has provided a rich
mix that gave expression to both a popular religiosity and to formal, brahmani-
cal, tantric ritual. There is a fusion of the two in that the personal religion of
bhakti becomes formalized and incorporated into temple ritual structure.

Saiva Siddhanta temple ritual found its way into Kerala where the Nambudri
Brahmins, akin to the Tamil accakans, developed a distinctive form of temple
Tantrism based on a fifteenth century Tantrasumuccaya (“Compendium of
Tantra”) by Cenasnambudri, although some families use the Isanasivagurudeva-
paddhati (Freeman 1997). This tradition is not strictly Saiva, but rather a syn-
thesis of traditions focusing on the temple worship of Siva, Visnu, Ganesa, Devi,
and low-caste regional goddesses.

In the Saiva Siddhanta of the south and in the related Kerala Tantrism, we
see traditions which formally align themselves with adherence to vedic worship
and social mores (varnasrama-dharma) but which in practice perform worship
according to the Tantras. The southern tradition absorbed lower-caste devotion
and succeeded in all but eradicating the ascetical traditions of Buddhism and
Jainism from the region and successfully aligned the tantric tradition with the
vedic. This alignment is achieved in ritual where the Saiva Siddhanta 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
Saiva history so far, it is to the patterns of Saiva practice that we must now turn.

Saiva Temple Ritual

While personal yoga and private ritual for both liberation and power must not
be forgotten in Saiva traditions, it is the ritual life of the temple that provides its
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wider social coherence. The Saiva Siddhanta is the basic ritual and theological
structure to which the other tantric traditions respond and build. Many of the
Saiva Siddhanta Tantras and manuals are concerned with temple ritual, such
as the Rauravottaragama, while others, such as the Mrgendra, are not concerned
with temples but rather with personal practice under the direction of a teacher.
The Rauravottara describes various styles of temple, the rites for the installation
of the temple, and for the installation of deities within it (pratistha). The deities
of the directions (dinmiirti) are first established and then others may be installed
in the vicinity of the central shrine, namely the gods Ganesa, Daksinamurti,
Visnu, Brahma, and Durga. Finally the linga is installed as the central icon of Siva.
The linga is regarded as the highest, undifferentiated (niskala) form of Siva in
contrast to the anthropomorphic form which is differentiated (sakala). The linga
with a face or faces is a mixture of both (sakalaniskala) (Davis 1991: 121-2).

There are different kinds of linga for different kinds of temple, and an elaborate
typology is offered in the Rauravottara (Rau A ch. 15). Abhinavagupta offers an
esoteric interpretation of the linga as being unmanifest where it is equated with
absolute consciousness or the “supreme heart of tranquility” (visrantihrdayam
param), manifest-unmanifest (vyaktavyakta) when identified with the body, and
manifest (vyakta) as an outer symbol (TA 5 117a). It is with the outer symbol
and its worship that the Saiva Siddhana 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 (vedika) constructed, firepits (kunda) placed around
it, the deity invoked in the icon, the icon bathed (abhiseka), priests honored
and brahmins fed (Bhatt 1982: cxii). Daily rites are thereafter performed involv-
ing bathing the icon (abhiseka), its decoration, the offering of vegetarian food
(naivedya) to the accompaniment of ringing bells, the vision (darsana) of the deity
for devotees, and the offering of light (dipa).

Daily domestic rites of the Saiva Siddhanta initiate involve a similar pattern
of making offering to a linga. This will involve the tantric pattern of the devotee
bathing, purifying the body through its symbolic destruction (bhiitasuddhi),
re-creating a divine body through the imposition of mantras (nyasa), mental
worship (antara/manasa-yaga), followed by external worship (bahya-yaga) with
offerings into the fire pit (Davis 1991: 51-60; 148-62. For a complete account
of daily ritual see SSP vol. 1, 1963 and Brunner-Lachaux’s introduction). As we
have seen, the initiate into the tantric systems of the “left,” while conforming to
orthodox society, after his initiation undertook worship of the trident mandala
in his imagination (Sanderson 1985) and made offerings of impure substances
in the Kaula system (kula prakriya). But even within the Saiva Siddhanta there
are varying levels of commitment and expectation. The texts speak of four kinds
of devotee: the samyin who has simply undergone the basic initiation or samaya
diksa discussed above; the putraka, who has also undergone the nirvana-diksa;
the acarya who can perform initiations and has undergone a special consecra-
tion called the acaryabhiseka; and the sadhaka who desires to follow the path
of power and has undergone the sadhakabhiseka (see Brunner 1975). The
Matangaparamesvaragama says that the samayin should serve his teacher in
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order to eventually be granted liberation, the putraka should be detached
with eveness of behavior, and serve his teacher, his god, and the sacred fire, while
the sadhaka is an ascetic (tapasvin) whose consciousness is one-pointed in his
repetition of mantra to attain his goal. The acarya must teach and so cannot
spend too much time on his practice of repetition and meditation (Mat.
Caryapada 4. 2—17). Although this is a schematic structure, it does have some
bearing on the social world, although the sadhaka, as Brunner has observed, is
a “personnage oubliée” in modern India. Private practice is nevertheless still
important on the Saiva path and not only ritual, but yoga and meditation are a
part of this.

Private Yoga

While it is often not meaningful to draw a hard distinction between private ritual
and yoga, there are nevertheless practices beyond the basic daily ritual structure
that can be undertaken. Many dualistic Tantras have sections on yoga (the
yogapdda), often virtually identical to the yoga of Patafijali, and some Saiva
Siddhanta texts are devoted to yoga, such as Jidnaprakasa's Sivayogaratna
(Michaél 1 1975). But in nondualistic Saivism 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 (upaya): the “non-means” or
the pathless path (anupaya), the divine means (sambhavopaya), the way of energy
(Saktopaya), and the individual means (anavopaya) (see Dyczkowski 1987:
163-218). This structure, the oldest description of which is in the Malinivijay-
ottara Tantra where they are called “immersions” or “possessions” (samavesa)
(MVT 2.21-3), was used by the monistic Saivas Abhinavagupta and Ksemaraja
as a lens through which to view the earlier tradition. Thus Ksemaraja uses the
scheme as a way of organizing the Siva Siitras. The classification of the three
upayas relates to the three perceived human and divine faculties of desire or will
(iccha), cognition (jiiana), and action (kriya). Thus the sambhavopaya is linked
to desire or will as the sudden upsurge of emotion and instinct that shatters
thought construction, thereby enabling the adept to perceive the nonduality of
consciousness. This can be achieved through extreme situations of fear or
through inducing pain by scratching the arm with a sharp instrument (VB 93),
through the arising of sexual desire (VB 41, 73) and so on. Abhinavagupta even
says that thought-shattering energy (virya) can arise in the heart upon seeing a
loved one unexpectedly (PTV p. 16). In fact any emotional situation is potentially
transformative.

The saktopaya, in contrast to the sambhava, which is without thought con-
struction (nirvikalpa), is achieved by using the faculty of cognition. By focusing
on a pure thought construction (suddhavikalpa) that corresponds to a true state
of affairs, such as “I am Siva” or “I am omnipresent” (VB 104), the mind is
gradually purified until the truth of the claim is existentially realized.
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In contrast to the saktopaya which develops a pure thought unsupported by
any practices external to it, the anavopaya develops thought supported by exter-
nal phenomena, namely mantra, meditation on the body, and external objects.
The anavopaya also includes yoga practices. Malinivijayottara Tantra defines the
individual means as being supported by the breath, postures, visualization, the
rotation of syllables (varna) in the breath, and focusing on an external place.
Abhinavagupta says this external place refers to the body, breath, and external
ritual objects such as the ritual area, the ritual diagram (mandala), the chalice
for offerings (patra), the rosary, and flowers (MVT 2.21; TS p. 45). All external
ritual, mantra practice and meditation on the breath are supports of con-
sciousness and means of purifying it to realize the nondistinction between the
self and Siva for the monistic Saiva. Within the anavopaya is also the practice of
Kundalini yoga. The Goddess Kundalini is the power (sakti) dwelling within the
body at the base of a central channel thought to pervade it, who, once awak-
ened, rises up through this vertical axis of power to the crown of the head,
whereupon the yogi awakens to the truth of his identity with Siva (Silburn
1988). As she rises, she pierces various centers of power (cakra) located along
the body’s axis. These centers became codified as six or seven (including the
thousand-petaled lotus at the crown) and pervade later Hinduism although
there is a fluidity in the earlier texts; the system of six being probably originally
peculiar to a tradition focused on the goddess Kubjika (Sanderson 1985: 164).
The anavopaya therefore develops the faculty of action (kriya) rather than cog-
nition or will.

While the Malinivijayottara says that the ways are identical as to goal but differ
as to method (MVT 2.25a), Abhinavagupta and his commentator Jayaratha
claim that the upayas form a graded hierarchy (TA 13. 157, upayayogakramata),
with the individual means at the bottom and the nonmeans at the top. But Abhi-
navagupta also observes elsewhere that because of his extreme monism, there
cannot really be any hierarchical gradation; any hierarchy (uttaratva) contains
the delusion of dualism (PTV p. 8). This idea is reflected in the last method, which
is no method. The anupdya is the realization of the nonduality of self and Siva
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 (Saktipata) and realization that con-
sciousness was never bound. From this nondual perspective, the very idea of a
path, which implies a journey from one place to another, is erroneous. Even the
idea of a descent of power is problematic in this context. Abhinavagupta writes
in an eloquent passage:

The supreme Lord is the essence of his own light and our own self. By what means
then is he to be achieved? Due to his own light he cannot be known. Due to his
eternity his essence cannot be attained. Due to the non-existence of a covering,
there cannot be the cessation of a covering (of consciousness). What then is
the means? If it is distinct then it cannot be accomplished. Therefore the totality
is a single reality of consciousness only, undivided by time, unlimited by space,
unclouded by constraints, unobstructed by forms, unsignified by word, and
unmanifested by means of knowledge. (TS pp. 8-9)
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Because there is only the reality of pure consciousness in this tradition, a
practice cannot lead to a goal that implies a distinction between self and object
of attainment. The web of paths (updyajala) cannot illumine Siva (TS p. 9). The
monistic Saivism of Kashmir regarded this as its highest truth. If there is one
reality only, there can be no distinction between knower (vedaka) and object of
knowledge (vedya) and nothing which is impure (SSV p. 8). Abhinavagupta is
certainly aware of this problematic. If the lord is equidistant from all points does
it make sense to also claim that he crowns a hierarchy? But while the tradition
claimed this nondual awareness to be the supreme realization, the tradition
nevertheless cultivated an elaborate ritual structure and sought to defeat its
opponents, the dualist Saiddhantikas and the Buddhists, in theology.

Saiva Theology

Saivism developed a sophisticated theology articulated in commentaries on
its sacred texts. The Saiva Siddhanta’s most important theologians in its early
years were Sadyojoti (eighth century), Bhatta Ramakantha (ca. 950-1000 AD),
and Bhojadeva (eleventh century). These theologians through their textual
hermeneutics argued for a dualism regarding the self and Lord which the non-
dualist theologians of the Pratyabhijina attempted to refute. There was rigorous
debate between these two theologies, although the monists succeeded in sup-
planting the Siddhanta 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 Saiddhantikas 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 Siva, whereupon it
will achieve equality with him and not be reborn again. In his Naresvarapariksa
Sadyojoti argues against his theological rivals to establish this position regarding
the self. The self is the knower and actor who experiences the fruits of his action
(Nar 1.2) and is constituted by cognition itself. The self knows sense objects (he
uses the typical Sanskrit expression “such as blue and so on”) as distinct, and
does not perceive an undifferentiated field (Nar 1.13). He thereby argues against
the monists from a pragmatic perspective of common experience as well as
against the Buddhist view that there is no self but only a series of momentary
perceptions. Sadyojoti also goes on the argue, against the Mimamsa, for the
authorship of the Veda by the Lord, arguing that the Veda is a sound which is a
product and so must be produced from one whose knowledge transcends the
human for it takes effort for us to understand it (Nar 3.76). This view of the self
as distinct is constantly refuted by the nondualists of the Pratyabhijia who sys-
tematically present a nondual interpretation of sacred scripture and argue their
position in independent treatises. Perhaps the best introduction to this theology
is Ksemaraja's Pratyabhijnahrdaya (“the Essence” or “Heart of Recognition”), a
commentary on his own verses arguing against other theological positions.
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Apart from the nature of the self and its relation to the divine, the second
major area of disagreement between the Saiva Siddhanta and the Pratyabhijna
was over the status of matter or rather the substrate of matter, maya. Both regard
maya 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 Saiddhantikas, mahamaya or the “drop” (bindu), while in the lower or impure
creation it is called maya. For the Siddhanta maya 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 Vidyesvaras) to create the cosmos. Maya is
thus the material cause of the universe (upadanakarana) whereas Siva is only the
efficient cause (nimittakarana). For the Pratyabhijna, by contrast, maya is not a
substance, but is a manifestation of pure consciousness or is, indeed, identical
with pure consciousness. The consequences of these doctrines were the theo-
logical justification of their practices. For the Siddhanta 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 Pratyabhijna liberation is not the
removal of substance but the recognition of the self’s identity with the absolute,
and so is the highest knowledge and not action (see Sanderson 1992: 282-7).

The methods whereby these doctrines were established were generally through
commentary on sacred texts. The doctrinal neutrality of some texts was such that
they lent themselves to both dualistic and monistic interpretations. Much of
the language of these texts is in bad Sanskrit and the commentators, such as
Ksemaraja on the Svacchanda Tantra and Bhatta Ramakantha on the Kirana Tantra,
excused this “language of the Lord” (aisa) as a kind of disruption of language
due its sacredness (Goodall 1998: Ixv-Ixxi). Through their commentaries the
Saiva theologians clarified the doctines of their own schools by drawing upon a
full apparatus of techniques open to Indian philosophical analysis. For example,
as Sanderson and Kahrs have shown, Abhinavagupta and Ksemaraja use a
method called nirvacana, an interpretive device whereby the name of a thing is
analysed into its component parts to reveal its true nature (Sanderson 1995:
59-65). Through this method Ksemaraja inteprets the names of deities and their
mantras in an esoteric sense, thereby linking language and metaphysics. For
example, Kahrs cites Ksemaraja's analysis of the term “Bhairava” in his com-
mentary on the Svacchanda Tantra to embrace a variety of meanings, such as he
who is the inner nature of yogins, who destroys transmigratory existence and so
on. In this way monistic doctrines could be injected into the text if they were not
there already.

Conclusion

This survey of Saiva history, practice and doctrine, shows the diversity of the
traditions. Yet it also shows a distinctive religious imaginaire that sets Saivism
apart from other Indic traditions. I have focused on what I would regard as the



THE SAIVA TRADITIONS 225

most important developments, but this treatment is not, of course, exhaustive
or even comprehensive. For example, there is a fascinating history of groups of
yogis known as Naths or Siddhas which has been strongly influenced by Saivism
and a rich history of Saiva tradition in Southeast Asia (see White 1996). Until
the last thirty years or so Saivism was often only given cursory treatment in the
history of Indic religions. This was partly due to scholarly ignorance of these
traditions and partly due to not taking seriously their major sources, namely the
Tantras. The situation has changed with groups of scholars working on this
material, particularly in Pondichery, Oxford, Paris, and Rome. In Pondichery
the Centre d’'Indologie has continued to edit and publish Tantras of the Saiva
Siddhanta and scholarly interest in Saivism exists at many major centers of
learning. The study of Saivism has contributed to our wider understanding of
Hindu traditions in showing the importance of nonvedic, tantric tradition and
the incoherence of the term “Hinduism” in a historical context.

As regards Saivism itself, the Saiva Siddhanta still provides the ritual template
of temple worship in the South and is a form of Saivism that has come to
America in a new form as the Church of the Saiva Siddhanta. The nondualistic
Saiva traditions have been eroded over time, although the Pratyabhijia still
has some followers and has become a tradition in the west, where it has influ-
enced a number of contemporary groups, particularly Siddha Yoga and the
Nityananda Institute of Swami Cetanananda. The image of Siva is now deeply
embedded as a cross-cultural icon. It remains to be seen the extent to which
traditional forms of Saivism will be eroded in India and to what extent it will
be transformed in the global, new religious context.
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CHAPTER 11

History of Vaispava Traditions:
An Esquisse

Gérard Colas

Introduction

The present chapter will focus on the history of “Vaisnava traditions” that is, of
organized and institutionalized Vaisnava movements, mainly on the basis of reli-
gious literature and epigraphy. We will use the term “Vaispava” in the rather
anachronistic way in which it is often used today among scholars, namely as
denoting those who worship Visnu and his different aspects as well as the tradi-
tions which they follow. While “Vaisnava” meant only “related with the god
Visnu” in the early period, it also assumed another denotation, namely an affil-
iation with the religion of which Visnu is the god from around the fifth century
AD, for instance, in the title paramavaisnava found on the coins of Traikataka
kings Dahrasena and Vyaghrasena. Kings of the eighth century continued to use
the title paramavaisnava. The Pauskarasamhita, one of the ancient Pancaratra
samhitas, also refers to paramavaisnavas (Jaiswal 1967: 204; Matsubara 1994:
19-20; von Stietencron 1978: 11). The term Vaispava evokes a conception
of an overarching and syncretic religion for it includes the worshippers of all
aspects considered as those of Visnu, like Krsna, Narasimha, etc. although a
devotee of Krsna, who is classified as a Vaisnava, probably feels more a Krsnaite
than a Vaisnava.

Indian literature employs many terms (like sampradaya, pantha, mata,
siddhanta, parampara, etc.) which could be translated more or less precisely as
“tradition” and which are sometimes translated as “sect,” “system,” “school.”
But a historical study of these Indian terms which often take particular shades
of meaning according to the context is beyond the scope of this chapter. We will
avoid using the term “sect,” not only because this term, which has been used by
scholars to signify socioreligious realities of great diversity, in an Indian context
would need a lengthy discussion, but also because the very status of Indian
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religious traditions and the definition of their members are often obscure and in
any case evolved over the course of time. The use of “school” in this essay will
be reserved for Vaisnava doctrinal systems of the Vedanta which were often
accompanied by socioreligious counterparts.

We will neither follow nor examine ancient Indian doxographical views on
Vaisnavism. Nor shall we study the relations of Vaisnava with non-Vaisnava tra-
ditions and with non-exclusivist milieux which, like Smartas, worshipped several
gods including Visnu. This chapter is not a history of Vaisnavism, which should
discuss all facts and literatures related to the god Visnu and the divine aspects
retrospectively considered as his manifestations. Therefore we will not consider
iconographical data, whose links with a specific Vaisnava tradition are often dif-
ficult to demonstrate, nor fluid oral traditions associated with Vaispavism. A
special emphasis is laid on the rather neglected Vaikhanasa tradition. The social
and political background, for which we have a scanty and uneven documenta-
tion, is not examined.

This chapter does not claim to be exhaustive. It only discusses traditions
which exercised some influence and it is limited by the state of research on the
subject. Many Vaisnava traditions still need a critical examination and study of
their history and their literary sources. The views of scholars remain bound by
the image which each tradition wished to project of itself and of other Vaisnava
traditions under specific historical circumstances. Research also focused on the
aspects which these traditions themselves brought forward — rites with pre-
dominantly ritualistic traditions, doctrine with theologizing ones, devotion with
devotional currents — though most of these traditions were not without specific
views on each of these aspects. The chronology of several Vaisnava traditions
covers such a long period of time and shows such contrasted phases that
we found it convenient to periodize their history according to the successive
tendencies to which they gave shape.

Early Bhagavatism

Bhagavata aristocratic patrons (second century BC to eighth
century AD)

Bhagavatism is the first “Vaisnava” tradition to appear distinctly in history. The
earliest known use of the term bhagavata (literally “relating to Bhagavant,” that
is, the Lord) is clearly associated with aristocratic patrons. Several inscriptions
from the second to first century Bc, all of them found in a limited area of the
present Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan states, except one from Maharashtra,
record the existence of a Bhagavata cult promoted by local rulers and men of
political importance. This cult, associated with Narayana, Vasudeva (=Krsna)
and sometimes Samkarsana (=Balarama, Krsna's elder brother), all “Vaisnava”
divine aspects, is often marked by the erection of a Garuda-pillar (in front of a
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temple according to an inscription from Besnagar). In these early inscriptions,
the Bhagavata faith is not in contradiction with the patronage of Vedic rituals
but they do not show with certainty a ritual admixture between these two ten-
dencies, contrary to what has been sometimes interpreted (Meth Srinivasan
1997: 196, about Ghosundi inscription).

The most famous of these epigraphs is the Garuda pillar inscription of
Besnagar (near Sanchi, Madhya Pradesh) usually dated second or first century
BC (Sircar 1942: 90). Its Prakrit text relates the setting up of a Garuda pillar in
honor of Vasudeva by a Greek ambassador Heliodora (=Heéliodoros) of
Ta[khkha]sila (=Taxila), the Bhagavata. It mentions that three steps to immor-
tality, when well practiced, lead to heaven: self-control, generosity, and vigilance
(dama, tyaga, and apramada), three virtues also extolled in the Mahabharata
(Brockington 1998: 266). Another inscription from Besnagar, in probably the
same period, records the setting up of the Garuda pillar of an “excellent temple”
(prasadottama) of the Lord (Bhagavat) in the twelfth regnal year of a king named
Bhagavata (here a proper name, not the name of a religious tradition), usually
identified with a Sunga king (Jaiswal 1967: 153).

An inscription of Pratapgarh (not far from Besnagar and today in the
Chitorgarh District of Rajasthan) dated probably second century Bc records, in
a sanskritized Prakrit, the erection of a pillar by Utararakhita who is said to be
a sacabhagavata, “true[?] bhagavata” (Salomon 1998: 240). The Ghosundi
stone inscription in Sanskrit dated first century Bc (on the basis of its script) was
found near Nagari (Chitorgarh District). This inscription, usually read with the
help of the Hathibada inscription which bears a similar text, records the build-
ing of a “stone-enclosure for the place of worship” (pifijasilaprakara) called “the
enclosure of Narayana” for the gods Samkarsana and Vasudeva by a Bhagavata
king Sarvatata, performer of an asvamedha sacrifice (Sircar 1942: 91-2).

The Nanaghat cave (Maharashtra) inscription of the Satavahana queen
Nayanika, usually dated second half of the first century Bc, though not explic-
itly using the term bhagavata, begins with an invocation to various gods includ-
ing Samkarsana and Vasudeva and records the sacrificial fees given to priests for
the queen’s husband'’s sacrifices (including an installation of Vedic fires, two
asvamedhas and a rajasiiya) (Sircar 1942: 186-90).

By contrast with that early period, the extant epigraphic documents of the
first three centuries of the Christian era do not seem to specifically mention
Bhagavatas nor any other particular “Vaisnava” tradition. In this regard, textual
sources are the only possible evidence for this period. The Bhagavad-gita (prob-
ably first century Ap) (Brockington 1998: 147) has been assumed to correspond
to a Bhagavata tendency or even affiliation (Esnoul 1956: 155; Matsubara
1994: 2). However it does not contain the word bhagavata. The Harivamsa, a
“supplement” (khila) to the Mahabharata (usually dated third to fourth, some-
times first to third centuries Ap), mentions a ksatriya devotee, Akrira, paying
hommage to Ananta (the lord of the serpents) who is qualified as Bhagavata,
with “Bhagavata mantras,” an expression which could refer to sacred formulas
of a Bhagavata religious community (Couture 1986: 224-5; Couture 1991: 77;
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Brockington 1998: 326). The Narayaniyaparvan of the Mahabharata, dated
third to fourth/fifth century Ap (Brockington 1998: 152; Schreiner 1997a: 1;
Oberlies 1997: 86), does not associate any particular meaning with the term
bhagavata: the reference to bhagavatapriyah in verses 327.2 and 331.43 is too
general, the Poona edition accepts bhagavataih in 332.16 but as an uncertain
reading and rejects the term bhagavata as a variant reading in 322.22 and 324.1.

The term bhagavata reappears in epigraphy with the Gupta period mainly
in the compounds paramabhagavata (“supreme bhagavata”) and mahabhagavata
(“great bhagavata”), current epithets of monarchs and rulers. The Gupta emper-
ors from Candragupta II (fourth century) onwards styled themselves as Param-
abhagavatas. The same epithet was applied to Dhruvasena I (fifth century) in
Saurashtra, Samksobha (early sixth century) in Central India, Candavarman
and Nandaprabhanjanavarman, Kalinga monarchs of Orissa in the late fifth
and early sixth centuries (Jaiswal 1967: 201 sqq.), several kings of the so-called
Sarabhapuriya dynasty (seventh to eighth centuries) (von Stietencron 1978:
11), and king Srivijaya Nandivarman of the Salankayana dynasty who ruled
over the regions of Godavari and Krsna in Andhra in the second half of
the fifth century Ap (Jaiswal 1967: 205). A Badami (Southern Deccan) sixth-
century cave inscription records the patronage of the founding of a cave temple
and the consecration of an image of Visnu in it by king Mangalesa, a
Mahabhagavata born in the family of the Calkya-s (=Calukyas) who performed
sacrifices like agnistoma, agnicayana, vajapeya, paundarika, bahusuvarna, and
asvamedha (Sivaramamurti 1966: 204—6). It appears from this sixth-century
inscription that as in the earlier period, the aristocratic followers of Bhagavatism
did not see any contradiction between their performance of Vedic sacrifices and
the worship of the image of Visnu. It may be noted that the Tamil text Paripatal
(fifth or sixth century) which depicts Krsna with Balarama, also mentions
Garuda’s banner and Tirumal (=Visnu or Krsna) as manifesting himself in the
Vedic sacrificial post and fire (Gros 19 68: xlix). But this text does not contain any
explicit reference to Bhagavatism.

It however remains difficult to evaluate from the above evidence to what
extent the aristocratic patrons of Bhagavatism from the second century Bc to the
eighth century Ap were personally engaged in this tradition or religion. We do
not know whether Bhagavata gods were merely their tutelary deity or whether
these patrons underwent an initiation, nor do we have any precise informa-
tion on the type of rite they performed. No documentation enables us to know
whether Bhagavatism had a popular basis and whether it was an independent
tradition with organized institutions.

Bhagavata priests in fifth- to sixth-century sources
The term bhagavata was also applied to a group of priests in charge of ritual

installation of images of Visnu in epigraphical and textual sources from the fifth
to sixth century Ap. But this does not imply that all Bhagavatas were priests. A
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fifth-century Sanskrit inscription of southeast Asia found in the ruins of the
monument of Prasat Pram Loven of the Fu-nan (a kingdom which comprised
the Mekong delta), mentions Bhagavatas among those who should enjoy the gift
which Gunavarman donated to a newly installed footprint of Visnu named
Cakratirthasvamin. These Bhagavatas are probably the priests of that image
(Coedes 1931; Bhattacharya 1961). The Brhatsamhita of Varahamihira (sixth
century) prescribes that the ritual installation of an image should be performed
by those devoted to that god — Bhagavatas in the case of Visnu — according to
their own rule (svavidhi) (chap. 60, verse 19, in Kern’s edition). An earlier verse
(12) in the same chapter stipulates that during this installation, the “twice-
born” (dvija) priest should sacrifice into the fire with the mantras which corre-
spond to the god to be installed. We may infer from this that in the case of Visnu,
a twice-born Bhagavata sacrifices with Vaisnava mantras.

Yogic and Ascetic Traditions (third to ca. fifth century AD)

Besides the Bhagavata worship evidenced mainly through epigraphy, Sanskrit
literature from around the third century Ap, attests a tendency which stresses
asceticism and yoga in association with devotion for Narayana. The existence of
organized Vaisnava ascetic communities in this period cannot be excluded,
though documentation to sustain this hypothesis is scanty. The early Pancaratra
and Vaikhanasa traditions promoted this yogico-ascetic-cum-devotional ten-
dency. A main trait of the early Paficaratra view of ritual is non-injury, perhaps
in answer to the Buddhist criticism of Vedic rites. The Vaikhanasa tradition,
especially as represented in its Smartasutra, transformed Vedic types of rite and
included image worship. This probably answered the questions which arose
about the nature of ritual itself, on what the relations between Vedic rite and piija
could be, and, perhaps, how far they could be combined in a devotional context.

Early Paiicaratra and the Narayaniyaparvan of the Mahabharata

Scholars are not unanimous about the origin of the term paricaratra as applied
to a Vaisnava tradition. Some trace it to the Satapathabrahmana (13.6.1)
(usually dated between tenth and seventh centuries Bc), which contains the
oldest available occurrence of the term “pancaratra”: this passage describes the
god Narayana performing a paricaratra (“five nights”) purusamedha sacrifice, after
which he is said to have surpassed all beings and become the entire universe.
Modern scholars have proposed various explanations of the name (van Buitenen
1971:6sqq.; Neevel 1977: 8-10; Brockington 1998: 299-301). Pancaratra has
also been said to be connected with the Ekayana, a lost Vedic sakha (“school”).
Old Pancaratra texts mention Ekayana mantras and Ekayana adherents
(Matsubara 1994: 54; Bhattacharya 1967: 206). But the Narayaniyaparvan
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(NP) of the Mahabharata (12, 321-39) does not seem to mention the word
ekayana, although it refers to Pafcaratra (Schreiner 1997 (ed.), Lemma-Index).
Some scholars consider the link of the Pancaratra tradition with this
Ekayanasakha as a late fiction (Renou 1985a: 205).

The NP is the oldest known source to record several theological and ritual
characteristics of an ancient Pancaratra tradition, though it does not explicitely
originate from the Pancaratra milieu. Devotion (bhakti), omnipresent in the
NP, is addressed to the god Narayana, who also bears other names like Hari,
Vasudeva, and Visnu. Without being anti-Vedic or Tantric in character, it tends
to subordinate Vedic rituals to its own renunciative ideology which upholds non-
injury (ahimsa) and rites without animal sacrifice. The NP does not refute the
way of ritual action (pravrtti), but harmonizes it with suspending ritual activity
(nivrtti) and replacing it by yogic devotional practices. All sacrifices, whether exe-
cuted with the expectation of fruits or not, are said to ultimately go to Narayana
in whom the “exclusive worshippers [of Narayana|” (ekantins) finally enter. It has
been suggested that the NP perhaps evokes a concept equivalent to that of
release while living (Schreiner 1997b: 178).

The term bhagavata which seems to refer to devotees of Narayana in general
in the NP does not appear to be synonymous with the term paricaratra in this
text. Satvata (which originally referred to the clan of Krsna and later to his wor-
shippers) appears more or less as an equivalent of paricaratra in chapter 336,
which belongs to the later part of the text (chapters 327-39, probably completed
by the fourth to fifth centuries according to Schreiner 1997a: 1). This is not
certain in chapter 322, which belongs to the earlier part (chaps. 321-6, prob-
ably written in ca. 200-300 AD, ibid., and Oberlies 1997a: 86). Verses 17-25 of
chapter 322 depict the domestic rites and conduct of King Uparicara Vasu who
practiced non-injury towards all beings, and being a devotee of Narayana, con-
sidered himself, his kingdom and his possessions as belonging to Narayana. He
worshipped the Lord of the gods following the Satvata method (vidhi) of worship
promulgated by the Sun god, he then worshipped the ancestors with the rest of
the previous worship. He distributed the rest of the ancestor worship to vipras
(Brahmanas or priests?) and others and consumed that which remained. In
verses 23—4, the king is said to have performed “the best rites” (paramakriyah),
optional (kamya), periodical (naimittika), and daily (yajiiya), following the
Satvata method. He used to feed in his house the knowers of the Pancaratra
(paricaratravit), a group which may or may not be different from the Satvatas. But
in another passage of the older part of the NP (324, 28), King Uparicara Vasu
is described as offering the five kalas to Hari, an expression which could be under-
stood as referring to the Pancaratra way of worship. This could either mean that
the king practiced two ritual systems or that Satvata is the same as Pancaratra
or, as it has been suggested, that Satvata could be a branch of Pancaratra
(Schreiner 1997a: 10).

According to the NP, the Paicaratra-knowers who have attained the state of
ekanta enter Hari (337, 67). The Pancaratra is said to be a “great upanisad”
which subsumes the four Vedas, Samkhya, and Yoga into itself (326, 100). The
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NP refers to two concepts which became essential in later Pancaratra: the four-
emanation theogony and the five-kala worship. The four emanations bear the
names of divine aspects known in mythology and iconography long before the
NP: Krsna-Vasudeva, Samkarsana (Krsna's elder brother), Pradyumna (Krsna's
son by Rukmini), and Aniruddha (Pradyumna’s son). The specificity of the
Pancaratra teaching is its reinterpretation of these divine aspects in a cosmo-
logical perspective. While, at a later time, Pafncaratra samhitas name these
emanations as vyiuhas, the NP employs the terms miirti (326, 66-70) and
miirticatustaya (326, 43) to refer to them, though it uses the name vyiiha in verse
336, 53, where Hari is said to consist of one, two, three, or four vyiihas. Chapter
326 (31-41) describes the unborn, unperishable Vasudeva, supreme soul,
purusa beyond qualities (guna), entering the five elements which together are said
to be his body. Thus Vasudeva is said to be born and is named jiva (soul), the
“knower of the field” (ksetrajna) and is called Samkarsana. From this soul pro-
ceeds Pradyumna who is the mind (manas) of all beings and into which all beings
disappear at the time of dissolution. From this arises Aniruddha who is the
ego (ahamkara) as well as agent, effect and cause (kartr, karya, karana) and from
whom sentient and insentient beings come into existence. Samkarsana,
Pradyumna, and Aniruddha as well as the entire universe arise from and dis-
solve into Vasudeva. Verses 68—9 mention the four emanations and the creation
which ensues from them, Brahma the creator of the world being born of
Aniruddha. Chapter 332 describes the four miirtis in the path of release: having
become minute, the “best of the vipras” enter the divine being (deva) from which
they reach and stay in Aniruddha’s body. Having become mind, they enter
Pradyumna. Leaving Pradyumna they enter Samkarsana who is the jiva. Then,
freed from the three gunas and pure, they enter ksetrajia who transcends
the gunas. Practicing penance and having attained ekanta, they finally enter
Vasudeva who is the abode of all beings (14-19).

The NP refers to the practice of paricakala. This characteristic Pancaratra
notion, current in the Pafcaratra Sambhitas, refers to five observances of the day:
abhigamana (“approaching [of the god],” that is, morning prayer, ablutions, etc.),
upadana (collection of material of worship), ijya (“sacrifice,” that is, worship),
svadhyaya (textual study), and yoga (meditation) (Gonda 1977: 72). The NP
qualifies the ekantin worshippers of Hari as “knowers of the five kalas”
(panicakalajiia) (323, 42). King Uparicara Vasu is described as offering the five
kalas to Hari after he fell into a ravine because of non-observance of ahimsa (324,
28). Pancakalakartrgati, that is, “the one who is the resort of the performer of
the paricakala,” is one of the 171 epithets of Narayana, who is also designated as
pancaratrika (325, 4).

Early Vaikhanasa tradition

Although an often discussed passage of the Chandogya-upanisad (3.17.6)
(which mentions a Krsna) and comparatively late Vedic texts are associated to
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some degree with Vaisnavism, no Vedic sakha is so closely and exclusively con-
nected with Vaisnavism as the Vaikhanasa sakha is. Two medieval Vaikhanasa
texts, the Anandasamhita and Adisamhita, ascribe the Vaikhanasa sakha to
the Yajurveda. The first identifies Vaikhanasa with Aukhya sakha, whereas the
second considers them as distinct. Dharmasastras often consider Vaikhanasas,
like Phenapas and Valakhilyas, as hermits (vanaprasthas), those who enter the
third stage of life in the varnasrama system. In the NP, the Vaikhanasa seers are
the second group after the Phenapas to receive the Ekantadharma (336, 14),
Soma is the third to receive it, and Valakhilya seers are the fourth. However the
Vaikhanasasmartasitra itself does not mention a category of hermits named
Vaikhanasas unless the Vairinca category mentioned in that text should be
identified with Vaikhanasa hermits.

Both Vaikhanasa Vedic siitras namely, srauta and smarta (probably later than
the fourth century and earlier than the eighth century) are attributed to a sage
Vikhanas by the Vaikhanasa tradition. The oneness of their authorship is upheld
by Caland in his posthumous edition of the Vaikhanasasrautasttra (1941:
xxv). Their South Indian origin is sometimes questioned but with no serious
arguments.

Several passages of the Vaikhanasasrautasitra reveal a strong tendency
towards devotion to Visnu or Narayana. Meditation on these two divine aspects
accompanies the performance of several ritual acts. The tirdhvapundra, a main
emblem in later Vaisnavism, which the patron of the sacrifice should draw on
several parts of his own body, is eulogized. Some of the mantras which the text
prescribes do not belong to known Vedic collections, but their full text seems to
be lost. The Vaikhanasasmartasitra which consists of both Grhya and Dharma
parts, frequently mentions devotion to and meditation on Visnu or Narayana. It
prescribes the installation and daily worship of Visnu's image at home, in a
temple (perhaps private), or in a sacrificial pavilion which contains ritual fires.
These rites involve the recitation of two mantras: the 8-syllable (om namo
narayanaya) and 12-syllable (om namo bhagavate vasudevaya) mantras which
became very important in the later Vaisnavism. They also include elements
which figure prominently in later medieval Vaikhanasa rituals, like the invoca-
tion of the four aspects of Visnu, that is, Purusa, Satya, Acyuta, and Aniruddha
and the introduction of divine power (sakti) into the image before worship.

The Vaikhanasasmartasuttra is the only known text of its kind to prescribe a
ceremony of entry into the hermit stage of life. It describes hermits devoted to
Visnu and practicing a yoga which involves 10 external observances (niyama)
(bathing, cleanliness, study, ascesis, generosity etc.) and 10 internal observances
(yama) (truthfulness, kindness, sincerity, etc.). The practice of yoga is still more
important in the fourth stage of life, that of the renouncer who aims at uniting
his self with the Supreme Self. Besides the practice of the varnasrama duties
which culminates in renunciation, the Vaikhanasasmartasitra also describes
yogic paths leading to the Brahman without qualities. It contrasts action “with
desire” (sakama) that is, seeking fruits in this world and the other, with “desire-
less” (niskama) action that is, the disinterested performance of what is prescribed.
Desireless action is of two kinds: “activity” (pravrtti) and “disengagement”
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(nivrtti). “Activity” signifies yogic practices and procures yogic powers, but does
not procure release from further births. “Disengagement” characterizes those
yogins for whom the only reality is the Supreme Self and who, having abandoned
householder life, realize the “union [yoga] of the individual self with the
Supreme Self.” The Vaikhanasasmartasutra distinguishes three classes of these
yogins, Saranga, Ekarsya, and Visaraga (or Visaraka), the first two classes com-
prising respectively four (anirodhaka, nirodhaka, margaga, vimargaga) and five
(diiraga, adiiraga, bhriimadhyaga, asambhakta, sambhakta) categories. The anirod-
hakas only practice meditation on Visnu, while the rest of the Sarangas employ
methods known from the classical Yogasastra. Among the Ekarsyas, the diiragas
meditate on the occult body with its subtle veins (nadika), whereas the adiiragas
meditate on the Supreme Self (paramatman). The asambhakta conceives the deity
as the unique object of his sensorial perceptions: he contemplates the deity in its
form, enjoys its perfume, and salutes it, a devotional attitude reminiscent of the
Alvars, the Tamil Vaisnava saints.

Several groups of yogins are disapproved or even rejected. The vimargagas are
“those who go the wrong way,” probably because they distort the (right) object
of the meditation (which is the Supreme Self, paramapurusa, according to a late
commentary), although they practice “eight-limbed” (astanga) yoga, consisting
of yama, niyama, asana, etc. which the Yogasutras describe. The bhrimadhyagas
are said to be “without authority” (nispramana). The visaraga class of yogins
which groups adherents of various currents and doctrines, is condemned.
Qualified as “beasts” (pasu) and said to follow the “wrong path” (kupatha), they
reject the possibility of release in their current lifetime. This suggests that the
author of the Vaikhanasasmartasitra believes in what is generally known as
release while living. This viewpoint as well as the primacy of Brahman without
quality (nirguna) over Brahman with quality (saguna) differs from the position of
the later Vaisnava Vedantic school of Visistadvaita (Colas 1996: 17-44).

Ritualistic and Devotional Traditions
(Sixth to Thirteenth Centuries)

From the sixth century onwards, several Vaisnava currents gradually built up a
textual corpus which helped them to fix and define their own tradition.

Alvars

The 12 Alvars, Tamil poet-saints, composed devotional poems (collected under
the title Nalayira-divyaprabandham in the tenth century) from about the sixth
or the early seventh to about the ninth century. Although they did not form a
homogenous tradition, their influence on other Vaisnava currents gives them an
important place in the history of South Indian Vaisnavism. We know nothing of
their affiliation to any specific Vaisnava tradition, if they had any. Periya-alvar
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and Tontaratippoti may have been temple priests, but the ritual system
(Vaikhanasa, Pancaratra, or other) they practiced is not known. Like other devo-
tees of their time, the Alvars were probably often engaged in pilgrimage, since
their poems praise the presiding deities of 97 south Indian Vaisnava temples.
These poems exhibit a high degree of learning and literary skill and can hardly
be termed as “popular literature.”

Yogic practices like meditation play an important role in the Divyapraband-
ham. The earlier Alvars, Poykai, Putattu, Péy and Tirumalicai sing of the mystic
union with Mayon (Krspa) attained through meditation and temple worship.
Nammalvar (Catakopan), a later Alvar (seventh or early eighth century), is pre-
sumably the first to express devotion to Mayon in terms of the passionate love of
a girl for her beloved (Hardy 1983: 307). Several poems of the Divyapraband-
ham seem to show a kind of nondualism between the individual soul and God
and even the notion of release obtained while alive (Hardy 1983: 440-1).
Though they cannot be said to illustrate a particular theological system, they
could be considered as poetical formulations of attitudes comparable to those
found in the NP and in the Vaikhanasasmartasutra.

Soon after the last Alvar, South Indian Vaisnava traditions encouraged the dif-
fusion of the Divyaprabandham. Hagiography credits (Sriranga-)Nathamuni
(probably tenth century) with the rediscovery of these poems. From his time
onwards, the 4,000 stanzas of the Divyaprabandham were canonized and
recited in the Shrirangam temple, a practice which spread to other Vaisnava
temples in South India. The Koyil Oluku, chronicle of the Shrirangam temple,
describes the duties of the Araiyars or Vinnappan-ceyvar, literally “supplicants”
who were and still are, in charge of chanting and illustrating (by stylized ges-
tures) the Divyaprabandham and enacting simple religious dramas. The oldest
known inscription mentioning the Araiyars goes back to the end of the eleventh
century. Today, male descendants of hereditary lineages of Araiyars perform in
three temples of Tamil Nadu (Shrivilliputtur, Shrirangam, and Alvar-tirunagari)
and in the temple of Melkote in Karnataka (Hari Rao 1961: 78-9, 90;
Venkataraman 1985).

Sattvatas and Bhagavatas

Sattvatas and Bhagavatas formed groups which are difficult to identify since the
meaning of these terms changed according to the historical context. Though
Sattvata (sometimes in the orthography Satvata) sometimes appears to be
synonymous with Pancaratra (Matsubara 1994: 60-2), it may not always
have been the case as we saw in a passage of the NP. A ninth-century Cambodian
inscription (stele of Prasat Komnap) which records the foundation by
Yasovarman I of a Vaisnava monastery (vaisnavasrama) designed to feed
Vaisnavas, mentions three denominations among them: paricaratra, bhagavata,
and sattvatas, but it does not yield any precise definition of sattvata (Coedés 1932:
88-112).
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Several scholars consider that the term bhagavata refers to a group of Vaisnava
Smartas which was already in existence in the sixth century Ap and was still
widespread in south India at the beginning of the twentieth century. These
Bhagavatas are said to adhere to nondualism and worship the five gods Visnu,
Siva, Durga, Siirya, and Ganesa, consider Visnu equal to Siva, by contrast with
other Smartas who prefer Siva to Visnu. Their main scripture is said to be the
Bhagavatapurana and their mantra om namo bhagavate vasudevaya (Farquhar
1967: 142-3; 181; 233; 297-8). A “Bhagavatasampradaya” group of
Vaisnavas having the above characteristics was known until recently in the
Kannada country. Its priests officiate in temples, several of them in Udipi. Curi-
ously, they follow the Saivagama (not the Pancaratragama) ritual, though they
seem to have integrated Pancaratra ritual elements (Siauve 1968: 11-12).
Bhagavata is also the name of Brahmin actors of kiicipiidi who enact plays on
Vaisnava themes in the Telugu country (Sastry 1991: 64).

The significance of the term bhagavata vis-a-vis the term paricaratra fluctuated
from the seventh century onwards. It signified devotee of the Lord in general
including Pancaratrins or referred to the follower of a specific Bhagavata tradi-
tion or was taken as synonymous with Pancaratrin. Bana's Harsacarita (seventh
century) clearly mentions Bhagavata and Pancaratrika as distinct groups.
Vaikhanasa texts of around the tenth century set the Bhagavatas and
Pancaratrikas apart. They describe Bhagavatas as “tonsured,” their doctrine
being “secondary” and their scriptures being “mixed” (Colas 1996: 173). But
by the eleventh century Visistadvaitins like Yamuna and Ramanuja identify
Bhagavatas with Pancaratrins.

Evidence from Cambodian epigraphy shows that a Bhagavata could be one
who performs temple rites and perhaps also a Pancaratra expert or one who
resides in a Vaisnava monastery. The mid-seventh-century deteriorated inscrip-
tion of the stele of Baset found at Battamban records that the acarya Dharmapala
who was born in a Bhagavata family installed an image of Acyuta and mentions
his (?) expertise in Pancaratra (Coedés 1942: 193-5). A ninth-century inscrip-
tion of Prasat Kok Po relates the ritual installation of an image of Hari in
857 AD by a “Bhagavata kavi” named Srinivasakavi who was the preceptor
of Jayavarman III. It also mentions a member of Srinivasakavi's family,
Amrtagarbha, who bore the title Bhagavata (Coedés and Dupont 1937: 389-90).
The above-mentioned ninth-century inscription of Prasat Komnap lists the
qualifications of those Bhagavatas who are eligible to reside in the Vaisnava
monastery: they practice the three sandhya rites, observe good conduct and
textual study, are not householders, restrain their senses, have nowhere to stay
during the rainy season, and eat one meal a day.

The expansion and influence of the Paiicaratra system

The early history of the Pancaratra and of its corpus after the NP (see above) still
remains uncertain (Matsubara 1994: 17 sqq.). Modern scholarship tends to
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ascribe the oldest extant Pancaratra texts to the sixth century at the earliest, but
still discusses the region of their compilation (Gonda 1977: 56; Gupta 1972: xxi;
Matsubara 1994: 18-21). The Jayakhyasamhita, one of the Pancaratra ancient
texts, mentions the Vaikhanasa group which is presumably of south Indian
origin (Colas 1996: 22 n. 1; 53 n. 1).

Bana (seventh century) mentions the Pancaratrikas. The Advaitin Sankara
(eighth century) refers to the adherents of the Pancaratra (paricaratrasiddhantins)
in his commentary on Brahmasiitra 2, 2, 44. His criticism of their tenets proves
that the Pancaratra doctrine was well-known in his time in south India. In
spite of the importance of the Pancaratra tradition, inscriptions referring to it
are scanty (Smith 1968). A Tirumukkudal (Chengalpattu district of Tamil
Nadu) inscription of Virarajendra Cola (1063-9) records a donation to the
Vaikunthaperumal temple partly for the maintainance of a Vedic college where
Mahapancaratra and Vaikhanasa, among other subjects, would be taught
(Sankaranaranayan 1983: 18-19). A Tiruvarur (Tanjore district of Tamil
Nadu) inscription of the twelfth century mentions the Pancaratrasamhitas as
authoritative in matters of architecture besides Vaikhanasa scriptures,
Saivagamas, etc. (cf. S.I.I. 17: 270).

In fact, Cambodian epigraphy provides a comparatively larger and earlier doc-
umentation on Pancaratra (often in the orthography Pancaratra). The seventh-
century Thvar Kdei inscription mentions the well-known Pancaratra caturvyiiha
concept. This notion, though not the term vyitha, apppears in inscriptions of Koh
Ker (during the reign of Jayavarman IV, 921-41 Ap), Pre Rup (961 Ap, Rajen-
dravarman), Prasat Kok Po (during the reign of Jayavarman V, 968—1001 AD)
(Bhattacharya 1961: 98). The already mentioned Baset inscription (between
648 and 657 Ap) informs us about a person who performs the five sacrifices
(yajna), follows the five timely observances (paricakalabhigamin), and knows the
five elements “of those well-versed in the meaning of Pancaratra doctrine.”
These observances probably refer to those of Pancaratra, and abhigamin in the
compound pancakalabhigamin perhaps alludes to the first of them, abhigamana,
that is, morning prayer, ablutions, etc. (Bhattacharya 1964: 50; 1965). A later
inscription from the reign of Rajendravarman (944—68 AD) mentions a priest
“proficient in Pancaratra” and “knower of the five timely observances
(paricakala)” (Coedeés 1953: 121). The already mentioned Prasat Komnap stele
inscription (late ninth century) mentions knowers of the Pafncaratra precepts
(paricaratravidhanajiia) among guests to be honored, which means perhaps that
they were not permanent residents of the Vaisnavasrama (Coedes 1932: 88-112,
esp. 98). The Kup Trapan Srok stele in Khmer records the activities of a sacer-
dotal family, an ancestor of whom, named Kavisvarapandita, followed the
Pancaratra observances, was the head of four hermitages, installed an image of
Bhagavati (in 1003 Ap) and a linga. Other members of his family installed
various non-Vaisnava representations like Candi and lingas (Coedes 1942:
129-33). Could this indicate a tolerant or syncretististic Vaisnavism which
would be peculiar to ancient Cambodia?
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These inscriptions demonstrate the influence of Pancaratra in this part of
southeast Asia as early as the seventh century, that is, not much later than the
composition of the oldest known Pancaratra samhitas. Pancaratra rituals and
doctrine often inspired such systems as ViSistadvaita, Dvaita, and later Vaisnava
schools. Important Pancaratra texts were still being written in India in the
seventeenth century (Matsubara 1994: 34-5).

Vaikhanasa corpus of temple rituals

By contrast with the influential Pancaratra corpus, Vaikhanasa scriptures, their
siitras, and the texts which govern their temple rites (here called “medieval
corpus” for the sake of convenience), remained comparatively less known to
non-Vaikhanasas. This may be partly due to the fact that the Vaikhanasa tradi-
tion was reputed as a Vedic sakha and not as a group to which one adhered
through initiation. Nevertheless it greatly contributed to the growth of public
temple worship in South India before the reforms of Ramanuja who is said to
have favored the Pancaratra method of worship.

The evolution of the Vaikhanasa community from its renunciative traits to
professional priesthood practicing temple rites aiming at the prosperity of the
society is not well known. It appears in a Karnataka copper-plate dated 828 Ap
that Vaikhanasas also worshipped non-Vaisnava deities: this inscription men-
tions that a Vaikhanasa named Devasarman of the Kasyapa clan was commis-
sioned to worship the image of a sword-bearing goddess for King Rajamalla II.
Later south Indian inscriptions (especially from the eleventh century onwards),
however, record Vaikhanasas as priests in Vaisnava temples. One of them, an edict
of the Cola King Rajaraja I, applicable to Cola, Tontai, and Pandya regions, allows
villagers to confiscate and sell properties on which Vaikhanasas (among others)
have not paid due taxes, thus indicating the affluence of the Vaikhanasas of that
period. Epigraphic evidence attests that in the eleventh to twelfth centuries the
Vaikhanasa tradition was considered both as a Vedic sakha and reputed for the
architectural and iconographic teachings of its scriptures (Colas 1996: 58—64).

The main part or totality of the medieval corpus of Vaikhanasas was proba-
bly composed in a rather short period between ninth and thirteenth/fourteenth
centuries, that is, much later than their siitras. Vaikhanasas considered it as a
continuation with their siitra corpus and forming with it what they call the
Vaikhanasasastra. Its designation by the late expression “Vaikhanasagama” is
anachronistic. Vaikhanasa tradition lists as many as 28 texts in the medieval
corpus and attributes them to Vikhanas’s four disciples: Bhrgu, Kasyapa, Atri,
and Marici, and sometimes to a fifth author, Angiras, also often identified with
Marici. By 1997 nine texts of the corpus and the corresponding collection of
mantras were published fully or in part.

Though the published texts mainly deal with ritual, they also provide some
gnostic and theological teaching. The Vimanarcanakalpa contains a complete
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gnosis (jiiana) section. Its physiology which involves mystical centers and a
complex “vein” (nadi) system differs from that of such texts as the Hathayo-
gapradipika (probably composed after the fourteenth century). Its metaphysical
speculations consist of a kind of theistic Samkhya with the emanation of suc-
cessive “principles” (tattva) from the Primordial Matter (pradhana, prakrti), but
this Matter ontologically depends on Visnu. Its teachings are similar to those of
the Visnusmrti and it borrows certain passages almost verbatim from the Bha-
gavadgita. Certain ritual passages of the corpus also prescribe meditations on
complex metaphysical notions, for example the visualization by the performer of
the god from his “undivided” (niskala) aspect to his aspect “with divisions”
(sakala). Mantric texts like the Ekaksara, the Atmastkta, and the Paramatmika
contain the conception of an Atman or Visnu, both the creator of the universe
and omnipresent in it.

The major Vaikhanasa theogonical notion is the group of “Five Manifesta-
tions” (pancamiirti): Primordial Visnu, Purusa, Satya, Acyuta, and Aniruddha,
already announced in the Vaikhanasasmartastatra. The medieval corpus pro-
vides abundant instructions for the installation of this group of Manifestations
in a temple. It considers the last four of these Manifestations as fractions of the
Primordial Visnu and as incarnating his four qualities (dharma, jaana, aisvarya,
and vairagya), four Vedas, four cosmic ages, etc. Purusa etc. are sometimes iden-
tified with Visnu, Sadavisnu, Mahavisnu, and Narayana (or Vyapin) (also men-
tioned in Pancaratra texts), and sometimes they are said to arise respectively
from them. The medieval corpus contains frequent and long descriptions of the
iconography and ritual installation of Visnu's incarnations (avatara), sometimes
divided into avirbhavas (Matsya, Kiorma, Varaha, Nrsimha, and Vamana) and
pradurbhavas (Parasurama, Raghavarama, Balarama, Krsna, and Kalkin).

While the Vaikhanasasrautasttra, in common with Vedic and Mimamsaka
texts, did not recognize Stdras (the fourth class of the society) and Anulomas
(groups born from fathers of a higher class than that of the mother) as qualified
to be yajamanas, that is, institutors of Vedic sacrifices, the medieval corpus
accepts them as yajamanas of several major temple rites like the installation of an
image, festivals, marriage of the god with Sr and Bhii. This admission was con-
ditioned by the presence of devotion to Visnu in the patron and by the ritual inter-
mediary of a “king” (rajan), that is, of an economically and/or politically eminent
person (though perhaps not specifically a person of a Ksatriya class which was
absent from south Indian society). An initiation called Nigamadiksa which
Vaikhanasas conferred to non-Vaikhanasas served as a ritual recognition of the
presence of devotion. This positive reevaluation of the role of Sadras and Anu-
lomas perhaps corresponded to the growing economic and social importance of
these potential temple patrons. They could not be classified as twice-born, as was
the case with Vellalas, often agriculturists, whom inscriptions of the eleventh
century mention as donors to Vaikhanasa temples. The rather rigid social pattern
which the corpus prescribes is also mitigated by the omnipresence of devotion,
ritualized or not, in the masses, for instance during the Festival (utsava), when
strict rules against social promiscuity were lifted at least temporarily.
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The medieval Vaikhanasa corpus was addressed to Vaikhanasas who were
temple priests. Their qualification for this office was conditioned by their under-
going of the personal sacraments (samskaras) which the Vaikhanasasmartasutra
enjoined and, in more recent texts of the corpus, the “initiation in the maternal
womb” (garbhadiksa). The corpus limited temple priesthood to householders
(grhastha) and Brahmanical students (brahmacarin), hermits and renouncers
being denied this right (except in rare cases), thus making a remarkable shift
from the ascetic values which the Vaikhanasasmartasatra promoted. While
Vaikhanasas of this corpus considered themselves and were considered by out-
siders as belonging to a Vedic sakha (which signifies that they belonged to the
Brahmana community), they perhaps practiced endogamy, as they do today, thus
forming a “caste.”

The medieval corpus while situating its tradition among Vedic sakhas, pro-
vides an interesting though somewhat confused picture of these sakhas. It also
classifies cultic and doctrinal systems (siddhanta, mata, and sastra, and samaya
for “non-vaidika” systems). It claims Vaikhanasa tradition to be “vaidika,” peace-
ful (saumya), bringing about enjoyment here and in other worlds as well as
release, and procuring general well-being. By contrast, Pancaratra is considered
as “avaidika,” tantrika and sometimes as “cruel” (kriira), meant for ascetics and
for those who search exclusively for release, and is to be practiced in places
outside villages and towns. This stern doxographical standpoint perhaps denotes
a wish to restrain the influence of Pafcaratra in public temple worship. Current
practice, however, was probably less rigorous, for the corpus itself prescribes a
ritual expiation in the case of admixing Pancaratra and Vaikhanasa systems of
worship, which implies that admixing was not infrequent. Although allocating
the main ritual functions exclusively to Vaikhanasas, it permits the employment
of Pancaratrins as ritual assistants ( paricaraka).

The word diksa bears several meanings in the corpus. Firstly, diksa refers
to a pseudo-Vedic practice consisting mainly of a series of ascetic commitments
like fasting, supposed to prevent the pollution of the priests and patrons which
would occur due to birth or death in their families during the performance of
several long rituals (Colas 1999). Secondly, it refers to an “initiation in the
maternal womb” (garbhadiksa) prescribed to all Vaikhanasas. According to the
Vaikhanasasmartasiitra, the sacrament of simantonnayana (tracing a furrow in
the hair of a woman in the eighth month of her pregnancy) is followed by an
offering of rice cooked in milk to Visnu and feeding the rest of it to the
Vaikhanasa pregnant wife. The rather late Anandasamhita adds an initiation
which consists of branding this rice with hot metallic forms of a disk and a conch
(symbols of Visnu) before it is fed to the pregnant Vaikhanasa wife. There is no
evidence for this practice being current at the time of the older and intermedi-
ate texts of the corpus, and the very expression “garbhadiksa” which the Anan-
dasamhita employs to refer to it may be still later than the introduction of this
ceremony. Vaikhanasas may have introduced this device perhaps under the pres-
sure of Pancaratrins, as a proof of their Vaisnavahood which they proclaim to
be innate.
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The corpus also prescribes two kinds of initiation (diksa) to non-Vaikhanasas:
the Nyasacakradiksa and the Nigamadiksa. The Nyasacakradiksa seems to be
mentioned and described only in the Anandasamhita. Meant for non-Vaikhanasa
hermits, it consists of the application of a santal paste etc. with forms of a conch
and a disk on the arms of the disciple with the recitation of non-Vedic formulas.
The Nigamadiksa, also called taptacakrankana (“branding with a hot disk”), is
mentioned only in two texts, namely the Samurtarcanadhikarana, which is
ancient in the corpus, and the Anandasamhita, probably a more recent one.
According to the Samirtarcanadhikarana, this ceremony gives Stidras and Anu-
lomas the ritual qualification of offering a sacrifice and also enables non-
Vaikhanasas to be employed as cooks and ritual assistants in temples of
Vaikhanasa ritual, when born Vaikhanasas are not available for these tasks.
According to the Anandasamhita, candidates to this initiation may be twice-
born or Stdras or belong to a “mixed class” (i.e., be Anulomas or Pratilomas). It
describes this ceremony which, like the Pancaratra initiation, consists of five
sacraments: branding the arms of the initiand with hot metallic forms of a
conch and a disk, directing him to wear the Vaisnava emblem (iirdhvapundra) on
12 parts of his body, attributing him a Vaisnava name, teaching him a mantra
(on which details are not given), and introducing him to the Vaisnava “sacrifice,”
that is, the worship of Visnu.

While the corpus naturally extolls its own ritual, it nevertheless allows tradi-
tional and local customs to operate with regard to temples of “nonhuman”
origin. Its rules are supposed to be applied to temples identified as those founded
by human beings, but not to temples of “nonhuman” origin that is, those sup-
posed to correspond to a direct manifestation of Visnu, or to have been founded
by other gods, or by a Seer or which are mythological (pauranika). The texts thus
leave a large scope for innovation since the human origin of a temple may be
obliterated within a few years of its actual foundation.

The main subject of the corpus, however, are the prescriptions relating to
worship in public temples, for it is said that the all-pervasive Visnu manifests
himself in the image out of compassion for his devotees. The older texts of the
corpus distinguish between domestic worship (grharca) and temple worship
(alayaptijana), that is, in a public shrine, more on the basis of the importance of
the ritual than of its nature. More recent texts differentiate between worship per-
formed “for one’s own self” (svartha or atmartha), which brings fruits to the per-
former, and that performed “for others” (parartha), which benefits the patron
who finances it. The notion of yajamana which the corpus applies to the patron
echoes the Vedic division between the ritual patron and actual performers of the
rite. Temple rites and the results which they produce are often equated with Vedic
rites and their results in a hyperbolic way. Temple worship is not only said to be
an extension of Vedic rites, but also to last even after the yajamana disappears
and to benefit the whole village including those who do not practice the domes-
tic fire-sacrifice.

Vaikhanasa temple worship consists of three aspects: yogic practices, pseudo-
Vedic rites, and ceremonies performed to the material representation of the deity.
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Though not numerous, yogic practices are not altogether absent from temple
worship. Meditation plays an essential role at precise moments in the ritual
performance and the priest is often enjoined the practice of breath-control
(pranayama). The Vimanarcanakalpa contains a section on yoga which is intended
for the Vaikhanasa temple priest though not exclusively for him. The final goal of
yoga is samadhi, a state of release while living (jivanmukti), a notion which the
Vaisnava Vedanta school of Visistadvaita rejects. The Vimanarcanakalpa pre-
scribes the classical pattern of an eight-limbed (astanga) yoga. Its description of
yoga bears close similarities with two chapters of the Ahirbudhnyasamhita, a
Pancaratra text. It however conceives brahmacarya which forms part of yoga prac-
tice as fidelity to his spouse for the householder and sexual abstinence for those
in the other three stages of life, while the Pancaratra text understands it as com-
plete sexual abstinence even with one’s own spouse. Temple rites also involve pro-
cedures which, though rather Tantric in character, can be understood as yogic
broadly speaking. Mystical gestures (mudra) are very rare in the corpus but impo-
sition (nyasa) of mantras and germ-syllables (bija) are prescribed (more often on
the image than on the ritual performer’s body). The Khiladhikara enjoins a
“purification of the elements” (bhiitasuddhi) of the performer’s body through
meditation, a procedure not found in the oldest texts of the corpus, but current
in Pancaratra and Saiva ritual traditions. Ritual conceptualization of the divine
power (sakti), also found, for instance, in Saivagama, plays an important role in
the corpus, since the installation of divine power in the image is a condition sine
qua non for its worship.

Vedicized ceremonies often run parallel to ceremonies devoted to the image.
They are borrowed from the Vaikhanasa Srauta and Smarta Statras but are often
transformed. Fire-sacrifices have a secondary importance during festivals and
daily worship but they are numerous and elaborate during the solemn installa-
tion of an image in a temple. The fire-pavilion of the Vaikhanasasrautasutra
was rectangular in shape; that of the medieval corpus is made square to suit
ritual transformations. The five srauta fires and a sixth lotus-shaped fire
called Paugkara are installed around a central altar on which the image to be
installed, and vases are placed. Each of these fires is identified with a world
and with a divine Vaikhanasa manifestation. Domestic fires prescribed by
the Vaikhanasasmartasiitra are also sometimes added to these six fires. Fire-
procedures, from their preparation and kindling to their abandonment or their
keeping for daily worship, form a ritual cycle almost independant of image
worship, though the corpus sometimes attempts to connect them through the
notions of fire and divine power (Colas 1996: 280-3).

The worship of the image of Visnu, his different aspects, and attendants is the
most prominent feature of temple ritual. The corpus contains a great quantity
of iconographic descriptions of the numerous deities to be installed ideally in
large temples with several enclosures. The same divine aspect can be represented
by as many as five images (dhruva, kautuka-arca, autsava, snapana, balibera), each
of them fulfilling a specific function. For instance, the fixed (dhruva) image, said
to represent the immovable and undivided (niskala) form of the god, is the reserve
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of divine power. The mobile image of worship (kautuka, arca) which receives the
essential of the daily worship but draws its power from the fixed image, is said
to represent the movable and divided (sakala) form of the god.

The main rituals are similar to those found in Paicaratra and Saiva ritual
traditions. The initial rite is the installation (pratistha) of a new image in a new
temple, a long rite in which major ceremonies are the opening of the eyes of the
image and the final shower of water imbibed with divine power on the installed
image(s). It could last several years because it is closely connected with the mate-
rial construction of the temple. The daily rite of worship (nityapiija) of the
kautuka image is usually performed three times in the day (morning, midday, and
evening before sunset). There are many varieties depending on the number of
homages it includes. The rite of the festival (utsava) may be the regular yearly
one (kalotsava) or motivated by faith (sraddhotsava) or of an exceptional charac-
ter (naimittikotsava). It may last between one and 21 days. The texts of the
Vaikhanasa corpus also prescribe expiatory rites (prayascitta, niskrti) and differ-
ent kinds of solemn baths which are purificatory or expiatory in nature. They
often contain one or several chapters devoted to minor and optional festivals,
thus giving a complete and vivid picture of the liturgical calendar of a south
Indian temple around the tenth century.

The production of religious literature by Vaikhanasas did not cease with their
medieval corpus but continued well into the twentieth century. Apart from belles-
lettres works, this later literature consists of ritual manuals, hymns, commen-
taries on the Vaikhanasasutras and Brahmasitras, on medieval texts and parts
of the mantra collection. The Moksopayapradipika by Raghupati Bhattacarya
(twentieth century?), for example, extolls the role of worship as a means of
release.

Vaikhanasas also tried to impose themselves as a third division of
Srivaisnavism on a par with Tenkalai and Vatakalai. This later doctrinal depen-
dance of Vaikhanasas on Srivaisnavism, even while they preserved their ritual
specificity, reflects a major departure from their tradition as represented in the
medieval corpus (Goudriaan 1965; Colas 1988, 1995, 1996).

The Rise and Development of Vaispava Schools of Vedanta

The tenth to thirteenth centuries saw the rise and development of three Vaisnava
schools of Vedanta which gave theistic interpretations of Upanisadic doctrines:
Visistadvaita, Dvaita, and Dvaitadvaita, to which modern scholars often add
Visnusvamin's school. Though these early Vaisnava Vedantic schools are often
grouped together, their destinies varied much in terms of geographical expan-
sion and influence. We do not have any extant text of Visnusvamin's system. The
other three schools produced articulated philosophical systems. They empha-
sized the role of devotion as a means of attaining release (by contrast with
Sankara’s Advaita which considered knowledge as the sole means) and greatly
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influenced directly or indirectly the later Vaisnava traditions. Each was accom-
panied and more or less supported by a specific network of religious institutions,
particular ritual systems and modes of transmission. ViSistadvaita and Dvaita
developed and received a religious basis first and mostly in South India. There is
no testimony of the influence of Nimbarka, the Dvaitadvaita founder, and of
Visnusvamin in south India, though hagiography places their birth in this part
of the subcontinent.

The school of Visistadvaita

While Visistadvaita (“nondualism of what is qualified”) refers to a certain doc-
trine, the term Srivaisnavism (to be differentiated from the more general word
Vaisnavism) could be said to refer to the socioreligious manifestation of this doc-
trine as it was integrated and promoted by Visistadvaita in south India. Modern
scholarship does not seem to have yet brought out a clear historical definition of
this term. In fifteenth-century epigraphy the term srivaisnava is used to qualify
a Vaisnava group known as Sattada. It is today often taken as referring solely to
a group of Brahmins called Aiyankars, but it is admitted that the use of the word
may have not been so exclusive in the past (Jagadeesan 1977: 323; Lester 1994:
44, 47, 48; Hardy 1998: 101). The word siT in the expression Sri-vaisnava is
sometimes explained as stressing the role of Sri, the spouse of Visnu, in this tra-
dition (Renou 1985a: 652; 1985b: 22). Developed in south India, Visistadvaita
came to be known later as Srisampradaya in north India.

Visistadvaita is also called Ubhayavedanta since it refers to both (ubhaya)
Vedanta doctrine written in Sanskrit and the mystical experience recorded in the
Alvars songs in Tamil as its sources. ViSistadvaita usually considers Nathamuni
(probably born at the beginning of the tenth century) as its first teacher.
According to hagiography, Nathamuni was born in a Brahmin family in
Viranarayanapuram (near Cidambaram) where he officiated in the temple of
Rajagopala. His role in the rediscovery and early propagation of the Divyapra-
bandham has already been mentioned. His instauration of the practice of
singing the Divyaprabandham in the Shrirangam temple gave these hymns the
status of Vedas. Scholars have argued for or against his being a follower of
Pancaratra ritual (Mesquita 1979; Neevel 1977). Renowned for his yogic capac-
ities, he is attributed with several doctrinal works in Sanskrit which are known
only through quotations in later texts. His Nyayatattva, quoted by Yamuna and
Vedanta Desika, is considered as the first treatise which systematized
Visistadvaita doctrine. His main disciple was Pundarikaksa (Uyyakontar), himself
succeeded by Rama Misra (Manakkal Nampi). The works of these authors are
known only through quotations.

Yamuna (Alavantar, eleventh century) is the first acarya whose several com-
plete works are preserved. He was the grandson of Nathamuni and like him a
native of Viranarayanapuram. He is said to have become an ascetic after several
years of marriage. Hagiographical accounts relate that under the guidance of
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Rama Misra, he left a life of luxury in the Cola capital Gangaikondacholapuram
and settled in Shrirangam as a renouncer. He wrote the Stotraratna and the
Catuhsloki, two well-known poems, and the Gitarthasangraha, a summary of
the teachings of the Bhagavadgita. His Siddhitraya explains the Visistadvaitic
conception of the individual soul, the Supreme being, and knowledge. His
Agamapramanya which is the first extant Visistadvaitic work to defend the
authoritativeness of the Pancaratra texts, argues that these texts are revelations
of the God and are equal to Vedas (Srinivasachari 1970: 512—16; Neevel 1977:
17).

Ramanuja (Utaiyavar, said to have died in Ap 1137) is the best known among
ViSistadvaitin teachers. According to traditional accounts, he was born in
Shriperumbudur near Kanchipuram in a Brahmin family. He was taught in
Kanchipuram by one Yadavaprakasa, probably an Advaitin, also sometimes iden-
tified with the Yadavaprakasa, who propounded the Bhedabheda philosophy. He
received instruction on the Divyaprabandham, Ramayana, and the true meaning
(rahasya) of mantras from five of Yamuna's disciples. It is said that when
Tirukottiyir Nampi (Gosthiptrna) taught Ramanuja the secret meaning of the
eight-syllabled mantra (om namo narayanaya), Ramanuja immediately revealed it
from the Tirukoshtiyur temple tower out of compassion for the crowd gathered
in the shrine. Ramanuja left the life of a householder, became a renouncer, and
was called to preside over the activities of the Shrirangam temple. It is said that
during his north Indian pilgrimage he read in Kashmir a manuscript of the
Bodhayanavrtti, a commentary of the Brahmasitras, which later formed the
basis of his own commentary. To escape the persecution of Vaisnavas by the Cola
king Kulottunga I, a fanatical follower of Saivism, he fled from Shrirangam to
Karnataka where he converted the Jain Hoysala king Bittideva (Visnuvardhana)
to Vaisnavism. He is said to have returned to Shrirangam in 1118 where, as
administrator of the temple, he replaced the Vaikhanasa mode of worship with
that of the Pancaratra. He is also said to have established the Pancaratra system
of worship in many other Vaisnava temples. There is, however, no historical basis
for this.

Ramanuja’s Sribhasya, a commentary on the Brahmasiitras, established
Visistadvaita as a full-fledged philosophical school. Its main conception is that
the Brahman has the individual souls (cit) and the insentient world (acit) as his
modes (prakaras). Both these modes are as real as the Brahman and dependent
on him as the body is dependent on the soul. Ramanuja also wrote short trea-
tises on these siitras, the Vedantasara and the Vedantadipa, as well as a com-
mentary on the Bhagavadgita. His Vedarthasamgraha refutes nondualist and
dualist doctrines and explains seemingly contradictory Upanisadic passages. The
attribution to Ramanuja of the Nityagrantha, which gives instructions for the
personal daily worship of an image, has been challenged. Three devotional
poems are attributed to him (Vaikunthagadya, Saranagatigadya, Srirangagadya)
(Hari Rao 1961: 45; Srinivasachari 1970: 516-21; Carman 1981: 24-64).

Pillai Lokacarya and Vedanta Desika are two major figures of ViSistadvaita
after him. Pillai Lokacarya seems to have flourished during the second half of
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the thirteenth century. His works mainly written in a highly sanskritized Tamil
(Manipravala), are compiled under the title Astadasarahasya, 18 texts of which
the Tattvatraya, the Arthapancaka, and the Srivacanabhiisana are well-known.
Manavalamamuni (also named Varavaramuni and Ramyajamatrimuni, four-
teenth century), a celebrated commentator of the works of Pillai Lokacarya, also
wrote the Yatirajavimsati, a well-known hymn on Ramanuja. Following the pre-
ceptors of Shrirangam, he was actively engaged in expounding the devotional
teachings contained in the hymns of the Alvars. Vedanta DeSika (Venkatanatha),
born and educated in Kanchipuram, was a younger contemporary of Pillai
Lokacarya whom he controverts in his works. He is credited with 130 works in
Sanskrit, Tamil, and Manipravala which contain commentaries on the works of
Yamuna and Ramanuja, independent treatises, devotional hymns, and literary
works. A brilliant logician, he not only perfected the doctrine of ViSistadvaita and
refuted the doctrines of rival schools but also developed Visistadvaita logic based
on the works of Visnucitta, Nathamuni, and others. He gave a theistic interpre-
tation of the Pirvamimamsasttras which he considered as forming one work
with the Brahmasutras. He emphasized the role of “self-surrender” (prapatti, the
attitude whereby the soul surrenders the responsibility of its protection to God)
towards release and defended the authority of Pancaratra scriptures. True to the
spirit of Ubhayavedanta, he summarized Nammalvar’s hymns in Sanskrit (Singh
1958).

The schism between the Vatakalai (“the Northern division”) which traces its
origin to Vedanta Desika and the Tenkalai (“the Southern division”) which traces
its origin to Pillai Lokacarya and Manavalamamuni is not attested before the late
sixteenth century (Mumme 1988: 2). Some scholars explain this split as result-
ing from the Vatakalai preference for the Sanskrit tradition and the Tenkalai
preference for the Tamil Divyaprabandham (Appadurai 1977: 56). However the
differences between these two divisions are based not so much on linguistic
grounds as on doctrinal principles (Mumme 1988: 6—7). One of the principal
differences (which later texts believe to be 18 in number) concerns the definition
of prapatti. The Vatakalai, according to which the soul is required to make an
effort to be saved by Visnu, is often described as the school of the monkey’s baby,
which clings to its mother. By contrast, the Tenkalai, according to which God
alone chooses those whom he wants to save, believes that the soul should
abandon all effort. It is known as the school of the kitten, for the kitten lets its
mother carry it around in her mouth. Another subject of doctrinal dissension
was the role of Laksmi. The two schools stress her role as an intermediary
between God and the devotee, but the Vatakalai believes that she is infinite and
ontologically of the same level as Visnu while the Tenkalai holds that she is only
a soul (jiva) which is ever liberated. Vatakalai followers give more importance to
ritual performance than the Tenkalai. Both the divisions consider the initiation
by the five sacraments (paricasamskaras) indispensable, but while the Tenkalai
followers do not see the need of a further formal initiation into prapatti, the
Vatakalai consider it to be necessary. In the course of time the antagonism
between the two divisions expressed in such minor details as the shape of the
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Vaisnava emblem (iirdhvapundra) applied on the body and the order of dishes
served during a meal (Siauve 1978, Mumme 1988, Jagadeesan 1977: 171-208,
Varadachari 1983). Quarrels between them even occasioned lawsuits through-
out the eighteenth and until the twentieth centuries (Hari Rao 1964: 117-28).
This split which concerned devotees who financed the temple rites affected the
current administration of temples and minor aspects of rituals, but not the core
of the rites which Vaikhanasa or Pafncaratra priests continued to perform accord-
ing to their own ritual tradition, even as the particular emblem of one of the
two divisions was imposed on the walls of the shrine, its main idol, or its priests
(Colas 1995: 124, 125-6).

The notion of lineage (parampara) has a special importance in Srivaisnavism
in which various currents continuously tried to define themselves through dis-
tinct lines of affiliation, because during the daily ritual, a Srivaisnava recites the
names of teachers in an order of priority which reflects his spiritual lineage. Two
types of lineages are invoked: the Acarya- (or Samasrayana-)parampara, that is,
lineage of the initiating preceptor, and the Grantha-parampara, that is, the
lineage of the preceptor-commentator of sacred texts. Ramanuja is said to have
appointed 74 disciples called the Simhasanadhipatis to spread Visistadvaitic
teachings. Prestigious Srivaisnava families like the Uttamanampis and the
Tatacaryas still claim that their religious honors and privileges originate from his
time. Several Srivaisnavas who did not belong to any line of preceptorial
succession acted as masters and initiated disciples (Jagadeesan 1977: 42-3, 47,
51, 113-14).

The Koyil Oluku (probably eighteenth-century in its present form) attributes
Ramanuja with the assignment of religious functions to Sadra groups, not a
revolutionary step, given the role already played by Stdras as patrons in Vaisnava
temples. Among them, Sattadas (also named Satanis), identified as Vellalas (that
is ranked among Sidras) but also sometimes as Brahmanas, officiated as admini-
strators of feeding houses for pilgrims at Shrirangam, Tirupati, and Kanchipu-
ram during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. They also were in charge of
providing flowers and other ingredients for temple worship and participated in
the recitation of the Divyaprabandham. Even today Sattadas have the religious
privilege of performing similar services in temples in Tamil Nadu, Karnataka,
and Andhra Pradesh. Some of them also officiate as priests in small temples
(Hari Rao 1961: 50, 90; Lester 1994).

The late fourteenth century saw the rise and development of Srivaisnava
monasteries (mathas, mutts). It is not known with certainty which part
Yamunacarya and Ramanuja (also named yatiraja, “king of renouncers”) played
in the origin of Srivaisnava ascetic orders, though both of them are said to have
embraced an ascetic life. ViSistadvaitin renouncers (samnyasins) are usually
called “three-staffed” (tridandin) by contrast with the “single-staffed” (ekadandin)
Advaitins who considered that the triple-staff custom is meant for lower
classes of renouncers (Olivelle 1986: 53). Apart from Brahmin samnyasins,
Srivaisnavism also comprised of non-Brahmin renouncers called ekaki/ekangt
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and known from fifteenth-century inscriptions. Heads of Srivaisnava monaster-
ies generally were (and still are) Brahmins and bore the title of ciyar (Jeer, Jiyar),
though there are historical instances of non-Brahmin Ekangi ciyars. These
monasteries were instrumental in the conversion to Srivaisnavism of lower
castes and even of non-Hindu tribes, according to some sources. Several monas-
teries like the Ahobilam Matha and the Parakala Matha (which initiated the
seventeenth-century rulers of Mysore into Srivaisnavism) belong to the
Vatakalai division or were later affiliated to it. Among the well-known Tenkalai
monasteries, mention should be made of the Vanamamalai Matha (which had
a special importance for the Ramanandasampradaya, a Vaisnava tradition of
north India), the Tirukkurungudi Matha and the Sriranganarayana-ciyar Matha
which were probably founded about the fourteenth century (Appadurai 1977;
Jagadeesan 1977: 147-68; Lester 1992; Clémentin-Ojha 1999: 74).

The school of Dvaita

Madhva (probably 1238-1317), also named Anandatirtha, Anandajnana,
Anandagiri, and Purnaprajia, is the founder of the Dvaita, that is, dualistic
school of Vedanta later known as “Brahmasampradaya” in the north Indian
Vaisnava milieux. Information about his life comes mainly from the Madhvavi-
jaya, a hagiography by Narayanapanditacarya, the son of one of his direct disci-
ples. Born of Tulu brahmin parents in the village of Pajakaksetra near Udipi in
Karnataka, Madhva became a renouncer at the age of 16 as an unmarried
perpetual religious student (naisthikabrahmacarin). He acknowledged no other
teacher than the mythical Vyasa, but according to hagiography an Advaitin
ascetic, Acyutapreksa (Purusottamatirtha), was his master and initiated him.
Though Madhva refused his doctrine, he succeeded him as the head of his
monastery. The debates he had with scholars in the course of his tours all over
India strengthened his conviction against Advaitic doctrine and he converted his
master to his own views. He installed an image of Krsna in Udipi and promoted
several ritual reforms like the substitution of a flour-made sacrifice animal
(pistapasu) in the place of a living one. The prestige of his school increased
notably after the conversion of Trivikrama, a then-famous Advaitin and proba-
bly the court-pandit of King Jayasimha, to Dvaita.

Thirty-seven works are attributed to Madhva. Several of them consist of
commentaries on basic texts of the Vedanta (Upanisads, Brahmasitras, and
Bhagavadgita), on the Mahabharata and the Bhagavatapurana, a text to which,
unlike Ramanuja, Madhva gave much importance. His tatparyas on Bha-
gavadgita, Mahabharata, and Bhagavatapurana, give the essential teachings of
these texts important to Dvaita school. Madhva summarizes his main doctrinal
principles in 10 very brief treatises called the Dasaprakaranas. Several devo-
tional hymns are attributed to him. He also wrote several ritual treatises like the
Yatipranavakalpa, which explains how to enter the renunciative way of life.
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Madhva's works often quote from Pancaratra texts which he considers as author-
itative as the Veda because, according to him, these two originally formed one
tradition (Siauve 1968: 16). His Tantrasarasangraha seems to follow the
Pancaratra mode of temple worship.

Madhva maintains that the Brahman is the only independent (svatantra)
entity; the world consisting of sentient beings (cit or jiva) and insentient
(acit) objects does not have an existence independent of the Brahman (they
are asvatantra). The five differences (paricabheda) which exist between God and
matter, God and sentient beings, matter and sentient beings, between sentient
beings, and between material objects, prove the reality of multiplicity. While
Madhva insisted on the absolute superiority of Visnu on Siva and other deities,
his works and his hagiography do not show conflicting relations with Saivas.
Several Madhva followers composed hymns in honor of Siva. Till today, some
Madhva families maintain a Saiva domestic temple. These facts seem to
confirm ancient connections of the milieu of Madhva with Saiva worship.
His family may have belonged to a Smarta group (today known as the
Bhagavatasampradaya) (Sharma 1960; Siauve 1968: 1-36). Other major
authors of Dvaita are Jayatirtha (1365-88) and Vyasaraya (Vyasatirtha,
1460-1539). The latter’s mastery of sastras won him great fame. Called to the
Vijayanagar court, he may have been the preceptor (guru) of Krsnadevaraya
(Sharma 1961: 30).

According to the Madhvavijaya, Madhva ordained his brother and seven
other disciples as renouncers, directing them to perform the worship of Krsna at
the Matha founded by him in Udipi. These eight ascetics established their own
lines of succession by ordination which resulted in the foundation of eight
monasteries (mathas) in Udipi. Until today the heads of these monasteries are in
charge of the worship in Krsna Matha in turn for two years each, an arrange-
ment known as paryaya. Other direct or later disciples are attributed with the
foundation of monasteries outside the Udipi region. The Madhva tradition had
a following mostly in the Tulu country (today a part of Karnataka), but in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries a rather significant number of people con-
verted to the Madhva tradition in Tamil Nadu and in Kerala, including several
local rulers and members of the Nambudiri Brahmin community (Sharma
1960; 1961; Hari Rao 1964: 133).

The Haridasakita (to be distinguished from Haridasasampradaya, a later
north Indian tradition) was closely associated with the Madhva tradition. These
wandering devotees spread all over the Kannada region, held Vitthala, the image
of the temple of Pandharpur (in the southern part of the present Maharashtra)
as their deity. They praised devotional, moral, and renunciative values in an easy
nonliterary Kannada language which appealed to the common man. While the
Haridasakita tradition is said to have started with Acalananda Vitthala (ca. 888
AD) and others before Madhva, the earliest known poet-saint connected with the
Haridasakita is Naraharitirtha (fourteenth century), perhaps a direct disciple of
Madhva. Like him, many prominent figures of the Haridasakata were distin-
guished Sanskrit scholars and held high positions in Madhva monasteries.
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Purandaradasa (sixteenth century), who contributed greatly to Carnatic music,
was a follower of the Haridasakata (Sharma 1961: 314-26).

The school of Dvaitadvaita

Nimbarka (Nimbaditya, Niyamananda), the founder of the Dvaitadvaita
(“Dualism-cum-nondualism”) or (Svabhavika-)Bhedabheda (“(natural) identity
in difference”) school (later referred to as Sanakadisampradaya in north
India), probably flourished in the thirteenth century. His date and life still
remain a subject of discussion among scholars. The earliest hagiography, the
Acaryacarita, probably does not predate the sixteenth century. Hagiographical
accounts locate Nimbarka’s birth in various places in the Telugu country, in
Vrindavan or a nearby village, in a Brahmin family. His school traces Nimbarka's
spiritual lineage to Visnu's incarnation as a swan, through the four spiritual
sons of Brahma (Sanaka, Sananda, Sanatana, and Sanatkumara) who in turn
taught Narada, whom Nimbarka acknowledges as his guru. Nimbarka, like
Madhva, is said not to have received his doctrine from any historical teacher. Like
Madhva again, he is said to have remained an unmarried perpetual religious
student.

Nimbarka's main work is the Vedantaparijatasaurabha, a brief commentary
on the Brahmasutras. Except this and probably the Dasasloki, 10 verses which
summarize his doctrine, the authorship of most of the works attributed to him
like the Rahasyamimamsa of which we know two sections only (the Man-
trarahasyasodasi and the Prapannakalpavalli), several hymns and several
unpublished works (R. Bose 1943: 8-12, 16) still need to be confirmed. In the
Vedantaparijatasaurabha, Nimbarka recognizes three principles: the sentient
(cit), the nonsentient (acit), and the Brahman. Their relation which is natural
(svabhavika) and not caused by any condition (anaupadhika) is neither of absolute
nondifference (abheda), since they are distinct by nature, nor absolute differ-
ence (bheda), because cit and acit are inseparable from the Brahman. The
Vedantaparijatasaurabha does not mention the notion of prapatti which the post-
Ramanuja Visistadvaita emphasized, but the Prapannakalpavallt describes it in
terms similar to those of later Visistadvaita. The path of prapatti or total surren-
der to the Lord is open to all including Sadras, but does not imply absence of any
effort on the part of the surrendering devotee, for he is required to lead a life of
devotion and service. The Mantrarahasyasodasi advocates complete self-
surrender not directly to the Lord, but to the preceptor (guriipasatti) and the
abandonment of all other practices (R. Bose 1943: 54-7). These two attitudes
are reminiscent respectively of the Vatakalai and Tenkalai views on prapatti.

There is no historical proof that Nimbarka and the first 28 preceptors of this
tradition settled in Braj in and around Mathura before the end of the fifteenth
century. Kesava Kasmirl Bhatta (born in 1479), the 29th acarya, is the first
whose historical association with the Braj area is certain. His direction is marked
by the revival of the Nimbarka tradition and the propagation of its teachings all
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over India. He composed doctrinal texts, devotional hymns, and an elaborate
ritual treatise the Kramadipika, which influenced Caitanyaite authors. His suc-
cessor, Sri Bhatta, is the first dcarya of the Nimbarka school known to have
written in Braj bhasa, the vernacular of the Braj region. His Yugalasataka
describes the divine loving couple of Krsna and Radha, a theme which became
increasingly popular also among several other Vaisnava traditions from the six-
teenth century onwards (Clémentin-Ojha 1990: 333-8, 374).

Sri Bhatta’s disciple, Harivyasadevacarya (probably sixteenth century), who
wrote in Braj bhasa as well as in Sanskrit, had a strong influence on the organ-
ization and theology of Nimbarka's tradition. This tradition developed into 12
branches based in 12 monasteries. A number of subdivisions later arose, pro-
gressively weakening its cohesiveness. While in its early stages, the Nimbarka
tradition stressed the ascetic values, however initiating lay members into its fold.
Under Harivyasadevacarya, lay members received the right of initiating others
and transmitting this right to their male descendants. These householder
preceptors were later called gosvamis and the wealth which they accumulated
significantly contributed to the developement of the tradition (Clémentin-
Ojha 1990: 346-8).

The school of Visnusvamin

Information on Visnusvamin and on his school, later referred to as Rudrasam-
pradaya by north Indian Vaisnava traditions, is very scanty. Visnusvamin pre-
dates Vallabha (sixteenth century) and is often said to have lived in the thirteenth
century. Vallabhite hagiography describes him as the son of a south Indian
priest. None of his works including commentaries on Bhagavatapurana and
Brahmasutras have survived. According to Madhava’s Sarvadarsanasamgraha
(fourteenth century) the followers of Visnusvamin's school maintained that the
body of Nrsimha (Visnu's incarnation as man-lion) is eternal. It cites a verse
from the Sakarasiddhi of a Srikantamisra which pays hommage to Nrsimha
whose body is made up of existence, consciousness, and continual inconceivable
bliss, and who is esteemed by Visnusvamin. Some scholars mention that accord-
ing to the Sarvajnasiitra attributed to Visnusvamin, God, whose principal incar-
nation is Narasimha, takes a form consisting of existence, consciousness, and
bliss, is accompanied by his knowledge which is named hladini and has maya at
his disposition (Shukla 1971: 12). Sridhara (fourteenth to fifteenth centuries)
refers to Visnusvamin in his commentary on Bhagavatapurana. In his commen-
tary on the same text Vallabha differentiates Visnusvamin’'s views from his
own. Visnusvamin's followers are said to have om ramakrsnaya namah and om
ramakrsnahari as mantras, the Gopalatapaniya-upanisad and the Gopalasahas-
ranaman as manuals. Farquhar claims to have met several ascetic followers of
this school in Allahabad in 1918 (Farquhar 1967: 239, 304; Dasgupta 1975:
382).
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North Indian Traditions from Thirteenth Century

While the four Vaisnava schools of Vedanta were building or achieving their
systems, other traditions of Vaisnavism developed from the thirteenth century
onwards in the Deccan and northern India. They crystallized around the pious
personalities, and sometimes around the devotional works of poet-saints. Their
origin and chronology often remains uncertain. Our knowledge of these tradi-
tions depends on mostly biased and anachronistic documentation. Several of
these movements were closely associated with the then developing literature in
New Indo-Aryan (NIA) languages. Two other traditions, those of Vallabha and
Caitanya, which began in the late fifteenth century, expressed their doctrinal
views and their devotion both in Sanskrit and in NIA languages.

Traditions associated with New Indo-Aryan literatures

The devotional fervor which nourished the traditions of NIA expression was
in fact not so much Vaisnavite properly speaking as Ramaite and Krsnaite, that
is, directed to Rama and Krsna which are however aspects of Visnu. The prac-
tices and concepts which they valued and which since have long existed in
Hinduism and Buddhism converged to some extent with several similar mystic
techniques and notions of Islam and Sufism: ecstatic forms of worship, collec-
tive singing (bhajan and kirtan), repetition of holy names (and devotion to them),
notion of divine love, etc. Other means of release were devotion to the “Good
preceptor” (satguru) who is God in human form, and the “company of the good”
(satsang), that is, of the poet-saints, but more generally of pious devotees. The
social ideology of these traditions is difficult to circumscribe. They initially
rejected caste barriers and were indifferent or even hostile to Brahmanic learn-
ing and to ritualism. They have sometimes been presented as revolutionary cur-
rents but they did not specifically denounce social structures (except perhaps
Mahanubhavas, who isolated themselves from mainstream Hinduism), nor did
they seem to have raised strong opposition from the Brahmanical side. The
figures around whom these traditions developed were often of a humble social
origin, yet their following belonged to all strata of society including Brahmins.
Though not professing formal renunciation, they often insisted on nonviolence
(ahimsa), strict vegetarianism, and sexual restraint. Similar tendencies arose in
south Indian Saiva milieux, as illustrated by Basava (thirteenth century) who
wrote in Kannada and Vemana (fifteenth century) who wrote in Telugu. Some
North Indian Vaisnava traditions which developed from the late fifteenth century
frequently around a guru and left a literature in NIA languages, remain rather
obscure. for example, the Caranadasis (whose tradition Caranadasa founded at
Delhi around 1730) who worshipped god in the form of Radha and Krsna, and
the Ramasn